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SHORT ABSTRACT |

The present thesis, entitled "Indian Muslim Perceptions of the West during the
Eighteenth century", deals with Muslim images of the West at the turn of the eighteenth
century as they were formulated in the minds of Indian Muslim intellectuals. It examines
the modalities of experience and categories of knowledge of the West as they were
perceived by Muslim scholars who had come into contact with the contemporary West.
The main purpose of the present enquiry is to analyze the origins and the nature of such
perceptions as were articulated in their writings. With the expansion of British political
power in the sub-continent in the late eighteenth century Britain came to be identified
with Europe as a whole in the minds of our intellectuals. The Indian intelligentsia’s
experience of the contemporary Western civilization became in fact its experience of the
British society and culture. Extensive quotations from the writings of the authors under
consideration are often used to illustrate the principal arguments in this essay. The thesis
is based on relatively unexplored source-material which comprises Persian manuscripts
in the Bodleian Library in Oxford and the British Library in London. Our writers’
perceptions of the Western civilization concentrate on various aspects of European and,
particularly, British culture such as social life, religion, political ideas and institutions
and scientific and technological developments. The present study also attempts to assess
the impact of an alien culture on various socio-economic levels in Indian society,
especially since Muslims had largely lost a centralised political control over India. The
declining Muslim intelligentsia accepted uncritically the impact of the new and powerful
culture but the new knowledge presented in their writings was not significantly
implemented in their society; rather, the indigenous society was overwhelmed by the
new culture that was imposed upon it and gave in to it and its attraction.



LONG ABSTRACT

The present study attempts to establish the degree of awareness that Muslim intellectuals
in the second half of the eighteenth century had of Europe. This awareness is traced
back to a number of contemporary works by Indian Muslims who attempted to explain
the rise of Europe in relation to their world. These works constitute as yet unexplored
source-material: Persian manuscripts lodged in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, the
British Library and the India Office Library in London. Also, largely unexplored
material located in Indian libraries, in particular the Maulana Azad Library in Aligarh,
the Bankipur Public Oriental Library in Patna and the K.R. Kama Institute in Bombay.
The chapters that follow unfold turn-of-the-century images of Europe as they were
perceived by a number of contemporary Indian scholars who had come into contact with
the West.

In fact, with the expansion and consolidation of the British imperial rule in India
the indigenous intelligentsia came to identify Britain with Europe and the West as a
whole. This was true to such an extent that one could generalise and claim that the
Indian experience of contemporary Western civilization was indeed their experience of
the British society and culture. Unlike the existing multitude of studies on Middle East
and the Far East, there are few studies concentrating on the Indian response to the
growing ascendancy of Western culture in their country. The present study attempts such
an examination. Its theoretical paradigm is built on the Houranian ideas on other Islamic
societies and their experience of the West.

It was only recently that historians focusing on South Asia began to explore the
eighteenth century in any satisfactory detail. But even these scholars have primarily
centred around economic and political matters and largely neglected cultural issues. The
contribution of the present study is, hence, twofold: it attempts to increase the existing
knowledge of a relatively un-researched period by exploring the cultural paradigm of the
eighteenth century; it also provides a new perspective on the relations between the East
and the West. It constitutes a departure from Euro-centricism, for here is presented, for
the first time, evidence to illustrate the assumption that the Indian intelligentsia was
perhaps one of the first in the Eastern world to assimilate Western ideas. This earlier
“assumption was based on the fact that India was the first Eastern nation to undergo
colonial rule; thus, its administrators and scholars were also the first to acquire any
knowledge of Europe.

Our writers’ perceptions of Western civilization are rich and varied; they concern
various aspects of European and, particularly, British culture and focus on such issues
as for example social life, religion, political ideas and institutions as well as scientific
and technological developments. These wide-ranging topics form the subject-matter of
the present study. Since the above mentioned issues concern separate spheres of life,
each chapter is preceded by an introductory background of its own. Extensive quotations
from the writings of the authors under consideration are often used to support the
principal arguments presented in the chapters that follow.

In spite of individual differences between our authors that stem from their diverse
social and geographical backgrounds, they all pursued knowledge secondarily to their
primary concern, their political careers. All of them were Muslims and the products of
a highly personalised system of Muslim education, which influenced their writings on
the West. Although each of our writers treated the various issues they examined in their
characteristic ways, there can still be identified some common trends in their
expositions. Another trait that all our authors shared was their experience of the West.
The growing hegemony of Europe in the Afro-Asian world, in general, and the political



ascendancy of the East India Company in India, in particular, brought them into contact
with a totally different culture. Any incidents in the European history that are presented
here are viewed strictly from their perspective. We do not attempt to divorce the ideas
of the writers from the writers themselves.

To this effect, the Prologue attempts to reconstruct the indigenous political and
cultural milieux of the period. It concentrates on the socio-cultural concerns of Muslim
administrators, their literary preoccupations and scholarly concerns. It is indeed being
argued that the decline of the Mughal Empire was not accompanied by a subsequent
mental stagnation and cultural decadence. The later decline of the Empire was not the
aftermath of a previously golden age; rather, with the exception of the eventual decline
and the entailing insecurity and chaos, there is, intellectually, little if any difference
between the earlier and later periods in the reign of the Mughals. The eighteenth century
represents an unbroken continuity in the country’s intellectual tradition. The members
of the intelligentsia of the declining regime, who were now turning into historians,
geographers, philologists, archaeologists and grammarians to name but a few of the
professions they entered to earn their livelihood, were transforming this period of
political decline into an age of cultural efflorescence. A separate section in the Prologue
sketches an ideal type of Mughal administration, which although never implemented
shaped their attitudes and outlook. What is offered in the next two sections of the
Prologue is a comprehensive account of the political world of the Muslim administrative
elite, an overall view of the eighteenth century political transition, the decline of the
Mughal Empire and the subsequent rise of the regional polities as well as the impact of
this decline on the country’s bureaucracy. Attention is also being paid to the shift of the
educated but unemployed and displaced gentry towards Calcutta, the administrative
capital of the Company, in search of employment.

In the first chapter we delineate our writers’ views on the political expansion of
Europe in their part of the world. The preliminary section of this chapter provides some
traditional images of Europe in an attempt to identify the general knowledge of Europe
in India before the establishment of the British colonial rule there. We then trace the
process of the European expansion as it was perceived by our authors in the framework
of the greater Islamo-Asian world; the ongoing Anglo-French rivalry in Egypt and the
British penetration of Iran are here taken into consideration. We also present the
ramifications of the American War of Independence and the impact of the French
Revolution on India and the Islamic world as a whole. Abu Talib, Abd al Latif and
Ahmad bin Muhammad in particular, exhibited a growing concern about the impact of
the European capitalist expansion on non-European civilizations. They were able to view
the European ascendancy from a wider perspective because they had observed such
phenomena in Iran, their homeland, as well as India, their place of residence. These may
also have been the first global perceptions of the early colonialism. Our authors
perceived clearly the growing intervention and hegemony of Europe in various parts of
the non-European world, but their major concern remained with the growth of the
British power in India. Thus, the question of how the East India Company, initially a
commercial organisation, transformed itself into a territorial power within one and a half
centuries is examined in detail. We focus on the impact of the Company’s administration
on the socio-economic life of India and particularly in the region of Bengal.

The second chapter focuses on the biographies of our writers. It traces their social
origins, educational backgrounds, positions in the contemporary social hierarchy, their
professional concerns as well as their experience of Europe in the cases of those who
had visited it. The above points are discussed on the basis of the information provided
by the authors themselves in their writings, autobiographies and memoirs as well as on
the basis of external sources.



The third chapter attempts a necessarily brief delineation of the history of Europe
with special reference to Britain. Our writers strove to understand the European
dominance of the world and the rise of Britain in particular. Different kinds of national
monarchies are described at this point, according always to our authors’ viewpoints. This
chapter also concentrates on their awareness of the discovery of America and the geo-
political and socio-economic information our authors were able to supply. In conclusion
to this chapter, we follow our authors in delineating the effects of America’s discovery
for the rest of the world.

The fourth chapter considers our writers’ views on Christianity, a traditional
concern of Muslim scholars. It explores various aspects of Christianity including a
definition of the faith and its main doctrines, the position of the Pope and the nature of
his authority as well as the sixteenth century Reformation and the subsequent ideological
divisions within the Christian world. We trace the effects of Reformation as our authors
perceived them and include at this point an examination of such issues as the growth of
unbelief, agnosticism, atheism, and materialistic philosophy. We concentrate next on the
inter-relationships between the revealed faiths, Judaism, Christianity and Islam.
Controversial issues for Islam and Christianity, sucn as the arrival of the Paraclete and
the nature of prophet-hood are also considered, next to some information on the
Anglican Church and the social role of the clergy in Britain.

The fifth chapter centres on our authors’ perceptions of contemporary social life
in Britain. It explores various aspects of British society as for example family-life, food
habits, dress, manners, the social values and norms of the rising bourgeoisie, the moral
and social education of their children, the nature of men-women relationships and the
position of women in British society; our information comes from those among our
writers who had visited Britain. We also concentrate on the concepts of equality,
freedom and social justice in Britain as well as individual differences among the
English, the Irish and the Scottish people; as always the views presented are those of
our authors. An account of the social life of the British in Calcutta is included in this
chapter which is largely descriptive; special attention is being paid to our writers’ ways
of discussing various aspects of British social life and which throw some light on their
own social milieux as well.

In the sixth chapter we briefly address the gradual rise of "Orientalism" in Britain.
Our authors’ views and observations on the status of oriental learning, the reasons of
interest in Persian, language and literature, and their opinions on the Orientalists are
analyzed here. Next, we look briefly at the existence or absence of a relationship
between the comprehensive interest of the West in oriental societies, on the one hand,
and the phenomenon of colonisation, on the other.

The seventh chapter is concerned with the social and intellectual progress of
Europe, in general, and Britain, in particular. The chapter begins with a picture of the
socio-intellectual milieu of Britain in the eighteenth century. Close attention is being
paid to the reasons that prompted the intellectual achievements of the West, the
institutionalisation of knowledge through the establishment of schools, colleges,
universities, scientific observatories and such learned societies as the Royal Society as
well as, finally, the State patronage to the above institutions. The role played by the
discovery of printing is also pointed out. In a separate section in this chapter we analyze
our authors’ perceptions of seventeenth century scientific developments and the impact
of Newtonian ideas. Special emphasis is placed upon the reception of the teachings of
the new astronomy, namely of the Copernican heliocentric world-view, and the tension
it created in their mental world. We further look at their attempts to assimilate these new
ideas into their traditional Greco-Arab framework. The chapter briefly mentions various
scientific inventions which were treated as objects of curiosity by our authors. We also



consider our writers’ v1ews on the technological achievements of the first phase of the
Industrialisation and the Industrlahsatlon s impact on the socio-economic life of Britain.

The eighth chaptér delineates our authors’ views on British political ideas. It
centres on their knowledge and appreciation of British political institutions, the nature
of constitutional monarchy, the parliamentary system and the administration of justice.

The Epilogue presents the continuities and changes in the Indian perceptions of
Britain and takes into consideration some mid-nineteenth century writings on the West
to this effect.

A certain dichotomy and ambivalence is discerned throughout our authors’ writings
on the West: they admired the scientific and technological advances of the West, its
stable political institutions and the freedom that the common people enjoyed in Britain
but, interestingly enough, they also often criticised British society, which had given rise
to these institutions after protracted struggles. The declining Indian elite could not
incorporate its images of European society and culture within its existing ideological
framework. The indigenous Muslim intelligentsia became a passive recipient of the
European heritage, rather than an agent for change after its initial acquaintance with it.
Henceforth, a sense of resignation and surrender would colour the uncritical attitude of
the indigenous intellectuals towards the new and powerful materialistic culture that had
been imposed upon their country.

We avoided the temptation of a comparison between the experience of colonialism
in India and other countries. Anyone who is acquainted with similar studies on countries
of the Middle East could not help but notice the similarity of their and our authors’
experience of the West; on the other hand, studies of countries of the Far East such as
Japan and China for example, present a different perception of the West than our
authors’.

A number of studies have focused on the history of India in the nineteenth century.
The issues that became prevalent in that period fall outside the scope of this thesis. The
present enquiry concentrates on various developments in the eighteenth century. Scholars
who concentrated on the nineteenth century tended to treat the various issues that
dominated that era as isolated phenomena or as something specific to that period alone.
Although the present study does not offer any evidence of the influence of the earlier
on the subsequent writings, it reveals indirectly the extent of political and social
transformations. Such transformations were so great that the events and issues of the
later period tended to appear as specific to that period alone. It is here demonstrated for
the first time that there were people who lived in a remote part of the world, kept
faithful to the values of their traditional world, had not been trained by Western
education and who still responded favourably to the dominance of the West in their part
of the world. The Muslim elites’ response even at this stage was not purely economic
in nature, but rather reflected a merge of economic, political and cultural interests.

There was initially no perceived qualitative distinction between Orientals and
Europeans, though such a distinction was to become later one of the major
characteristics of colonial rule in India. Europe was simply regarded as another part of
the world. The only discernible distinction was that from the sixteenth century onwards
Europe was witnessing major social transformations in the form of a continuous
scientific and technological progress, as well as a great development of political and
social institutions. It was these changes in the course of the history of Europe that had
made it more powerful in many areas and enabled it to dominate less energetic peoples.
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PROLOGUE

This thesis proposes to examine the Muslim awareness of Europe in the second half of
the eighteenth century as revealed in a number of contemporary works by Indian
Muslims, who attempted to explain the rise of Europe in relation to their own world.
Their perceptions of the West were rich and varied, and they included many aspects of
the British society: the social and political institutions of its members, their religious
practices and intellectual, scientific and technical achievements. With the expansion of
British political power in the late eighteenth century, contact with Europe came to be
identified with contact with Britain, to the effect that it may be said that the Indian
Muslim experience of contemporary Western civilization is in fact the experience of the
British culture and society. This introductory chapter attempts a reconstruction of the

indigenous cultural milieu and the political world of these Indian Muslim writers.

0.1 Political Decline and Cultural Decadence

The eighteenth century saw the decline and dissolution of the Mughal empire,
simultaneous with the rise of the regional potentates. The empire, which geographically
had reached its farthest limits in the Deccan by 1707 A.D. the imperial principle
established almost over the entire sub-continent, there were already discernible
symptoms of crisis in its body-politic. These breaches and chasm jolted the entire
imperial edifice, which collapsed within forty years after the death of Aurengzeb (1707

A.D.). The invasion and destruction of Delhi by Nadir Shah the Persian monarch in
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1739 left the emperor, Muhammad Shah, with his prestige irrevocably diminished.
Muhammad Shah died in 1748 and was succeeded by his son Ahmad Shah Bahadur who
was deposed, imprisoned and blinded in 1754. He, in turn, was succeeded by Alamgir
II, who himself was assassinated in 1759. Shahjahan II, who had succeeded Alamgir II,
was deposed the following year and was succeeded by Shah Alam (1759-1806). None
of these rulers enjoyed any real authority or power. In 1788 Ghulam Khan attacked
Delhi and blinded the emperor. The invasion irretrievably damaged the status of
monarchy and ruined the imperial image as the embodiment of law and authority. The
imperial governors did not formally deny their allegiance to Delhi, but one after the
other they began asserting their autonomy. Nizamul Mulk Asaf Jah in the Deccan
declared independence in 1724, while the eastern province of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa
separated at about 1740, followed by Gujarat and Sindh in 1750 and Oudh in 1754.
Various independent Pathan dynasties ruled in Farrukhabad and Rohilkhand within
striking distance of the capital. In the far south, the former kingdom of Mysore was
gradually growing powerful under the adventurous Hyder Ali and his son and successor,
Tipu Sultan. Similarly, the southern-most parts were divided up into a number of small
principalities.

Amidst all these changes a new force was emerging on the political horizons of
India, in the shape of the British "East India Company". Beginning as suppliant
merchants in the coastal regions and under the military leadership of Robert Clive, the
British first triumphed over their European rivals in Deccan. Subsequently they
established their control over the maritime provinces of Bengal and Madras. Later on,
they extended their authority over northern India by concluding treaties with the
powerful state of Awadh and reducing the emperor to the status of a pensioner. They

then moved towards Central India, and challenged the might of Marathas by entering
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into alliances and counter-alliances with rival Maratha chiefs, Nizam of Hyderabad and
Hyder Ali. In the end, they succeeded in crushing Tipu Sultan of Mysore. Finally, in
1803 A.D., Lord Lake entered Delhi, the imperial capital, by defeating the Maratha
chieftain Sindhia, who had been operating as the protector of Shah Alam.'

In recent years, the complex causes of the Mughal political and economic decline
and the formation of the successor states have been subjected to intensive reassessment.
Besides Herman Goetz who was first to detect some order in this seemingly chaotic
period, there have been other serious and comprehensive studies that reassess the
century’s events and cast doubts on the bleak perspective of previous historians.>? Some
of these studies have modified long-held views on the nature and incident of the
universal "decline and desolation", while suggesting that the turbulent events of the
century reflected not the final dissolution of the Mughal empire, as much as the
emergence of regional dynastic rulers who initiated new cycles of growth and
regeneration. As a result of such studies, the debate on pre-colonial societies has

received a new revival.” However, as most of these studies mainly focus on the decline

The classical study of the late Mughal Delhi, including the expansion of the East India Company’s rule,
is Percival Spear, Twilight of the Mughals (Cambridge, 1951; reprinted Delhi, 1969).

For the debate on the causes of the Mughal empire’s fall, cf. Muzaffar Alam, The Crisis of Empire in
Mughal North India: Awadh and the Punjab, 1707-48 (Delhi, 1986), esp. pp. 1-17; the author critically
assesses various theories of the decline of the empire advanced by modern scholars. For focus on
Awadh, cf. Richard B. Barnett, North India Between Empires, Awadh the Mughals and the British,
1720-1801 (Berkeley, 1980). Michael H. Fisher, A Clash of Cultures: Awadh, the British and the
Mughals (Maryland, 1987), examines the cultural atmosphere of Awadh, its rulers, officials, land
holders, the general populace and their relations and perceptions of British in their indigenous settings.
Rosie Llewellyn-Jones, A Fatal Friendship: the Nawabs, the British and the City of Lucknow (Delhi,
1985), shows how the architecture of Lucknow reflects the changing place of the European community
in the city.

Cf. C.A. Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen, and Bazaars: North Indian Society in the Age of British Expansion,
1770-1870 (Cambridge, 1983); also his Indian Society and Making of British Empire, New Cambridge
History of India, 11 i (1988), and Crisis of the Empire. For a brief critique of the above studies, cf. M.
Athar Ali, "Recent Theories of the Eighteenth Century", Indian Historical Review (hereafter IHR),
XIV, pp. 102-10 and his "The Eighteenth Century: An Interpretation”, IHR, V, pp. 175-86; this author
suggests that the inability of the Eastern World to absorb Western scientific and technological
developments contributed to the fall of the various empires. For a different, but somewhat more detailed
critique, cf. Z.U. Malik, "Core and Periphery: A contribution to the debate on the Eighteenth century",

(continued...)
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in terms of economic change, thus neglecting the political and cultural framework, the
debate on the eighteenth century has been so far partial. Whether the "decline" or
"disintegration" was accompanied by a process of political and cultural decadence,
remains unexplored. (Nonetheless, with the ending of the isolation of the eighteenth
century, the process of breaking down the conventional assumptions has begun.) Still,
more work needs to be done to fill in the factual base of the period in question.

A number of scholars focus on the eighteenth century in order to find the causes
and explanations of various nineteenth century phenomena. The eighteenth century needs
to be studied on its own, not in terms of what preceded and what followed it.* The
political decline and the chaos that followed the loss of power by the ruling elite does
not entail that the later Mughal period was a "wregk of a golden age"; quite the contrary
is true in terms of intellectual development, in respect of which the earlier and the later
Mughal period in India presents an unbroken continuity. Political decline and the
ensuing process of decay and decomposition of bureaucracy, the premier beneficiaries
of the empire, was not accompanied by cultural decadence and mental stagnation, mainly
because, deprived and dispossessed of the political power and authority, the members
of the earlier ruling elite turned more and more towards inner aspects of life, expressed
in their growing preoccupation with poetry, literature, history and the arts. It is true that

this preoccupation may be seen as a form of escaping the realities of the present. The

’(...continued)
Indian History Congress, 1990, who argues that the decline of the empire in the early eighteenth
century marked a set-back to the strength of the Indian political, social and economic structure that
enabled the British conquest to take place by eliminating all elements of internal growth. But along with
political decline, the period presented a continuity in cultural activities. The debate continues.

Cf. the various contributions on different parts of the Islamic world in Thomas Naff and Roger Owen
(ed.), Studies in Eighteenth century Islamic History (Illinois, 1977). Also Simon Digby, "Changing
horizons of thought in eighteenth century Muslim India", Colloquium on the Muslim World in the
eighteenth century, an unpublished paper, University of Pennsylvania, 1971 (herafter Changing
Horizons of Thought), who, by providing an overall view of the rich literary pieces of the period,

presents a picture of eighteenth century India as being in a period of cultural efflorescence and
intellectual vigour.
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Indian Muslims of that time searched their past, not only in an effort to comprehend the
disaster, but also in order to feel that there has been a time of greatness. But this is a
different, though not unrelated issue altogether: that the cultural and intellectual
efflorescence of the period may also be seen as an indication, if not the result, of the
growing feeling of insecurity, political deprivation and loss of opportunities, does not
mean that it was unimportant. A question which arises concerns the way that the various
socio-intellectual currents (already present in the seventeenth century, or even earlier),
manifested themselves when coming into contact with another culture, that of the
Western civilization. This question circumvents (but does not ignore) the issue of
political decadence, in order to see those lasting effects that this cultural and intellectual

revolution had on Indian Muslim society.

Why has the eighteenth century been regarded as a period of cultural decadence? There
are several strands in the historiography of decadence which tend to strengthen the
stereotypical view of the period. One of the reasonSlay in contemporary European
perceptions of the ruling classes of India: the stereotypes of the sensual, cruel and
circumspect Muslims found in the European travellers’ accounts who had not looked
upon the dominant classes with a very friendly eye. Sir Thomas Herbert in 1634 A.D.
found the Indian Moors saucy, proud, bloody, traitorous and cowardly.’ The dislike and
condemnation for the people were mitigated by comparatively respectful descriptions of
the riches and the extent of the Mughal empire, even though by the second half of the

seventeenth century it was possible for an acute observer like Bernier to diagnose the

Cf. Changing Horizons of Thought.
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malaise of the Mughal society in the lack of observance and proper respect for the
principles of private property.®

In the second half of the eighteenth century, with the decline of the political power
and when the nobility and aristocracy of the empire was without its earlier riches, wealth
and military power, such accusations of progressive decadence were more easily and
frequently made. Robert Orme, an East India Company official, writing in 1752 believed
that "the Tartar (i.e., the ancestors of Mughals) are known to be honest and simple in
manners, if at times fierce and cruel", but as regards their descendants he said that "a
licentiousness and luxury peculiar to this enervating climate have spread their
corruption.” This line of thought seemed to have gained increasing currency.
Contemporary British periodical literature carried extracts from the works of British
officials that usually portrayed such images. Luke Scrafton explained that the word
‘Moor’ was employed to express the "Mahomedans of all sects and countries who are
settled in India", for, as his justification went, "whether Patan, Persian, or Tartar by
birth, it matters not, the enervating softness of the climate soon forms but one common
character of them, the distinguishing qualities of which are perfidity and sensuality".®
On this basis, he then attempted to explain how a government could subsist with so little
a virtue.

Sometimes, contemporary Indian authors contributed to and strengthened this view

of a decadent ruling class. Such was the impression derived from Siyar al mutakhkhirin,

of Ghulam Husain published under the title: "A Character of Assof ud-Dowla, the

Op. cit.
Op.cit.

Cf. "A Character of the Musulmans, or Moors, of Hindustan (from the letters of Luke Scrafton, Esq.)",
The Asiatic Annual Register for 1800 (London, 1801), pp. 19-22, under the subsection "Character".



7

Nawab of Oude".’ The editor of the journal added his own comments towards the end:
"The above account of Assof-ud Dowlah written by a man celebrated in Hindustan for
his impartiality and accuracy will give our readers a just idea of enormous profligacy
and cruelty of that abandoned tyrant, who does not appear to have possessed a single
good quality".'® Furthermore, the British who wrote the early modern histories of India
had their own interest in presenting a bleak portrayal of its immediate past. The fact that
contemporary Persian chronicles have also projected the period as one of total chaos and
failure not only suited the interest of the British writers, but also lent strength to their
interpretations. These Persian chronicle-writers were invariably members of an erstwhile
ruling elite who suffered as the imperial system broke down. The decline of their
fortunes has been portrayed in their own writings as the decline and decay of the entire
society. For these historians, the Mughal throne and the emperor himself were central
to their vision; hence, the decline of the imperial edifice was tantamount to a total
collapse of society. Paradoxically, the sufferers themselves could not realize that they
were adding the powers of their pen to make the political decline a period of cultural
efflorescence. These literary productions were not just the means of expression of
political trauma and the nostalgia for a glorious past, but also the source of survival for

the members of a declining bureaucracy.

Turning from the historiography of decline and decay of the service elite to the literary
productions of the class under study, one may challenge the assumption that the loss of

political power was accompanied(]intellectual decline. On the contrary, the period in

Cf. The Asiatic Annual Register for 1801 (London, 1803), pp. 32-44. Ghulam Husain had his own
reasons to censure Asafuddaula, with whom he sought in vain to find employment at Awadh — see
the reference to the author’s biography in the next chapter.

10 Op.cit.
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question was one of great intellectual activity, as almost every branch of learning and
scholarship was being pursued. It was not only poetry which lay at the heart of the
cultural life of the period. Other traditional areas of learning flourished as well:
historiography, the compilation of biographical dictionaries, as well as the sciences
proper, like natural philosophy, astronomy, mathematics, geometry and medicine. Such
a vast amount of literary works had been produced by the administrator-scholars and
intelligentsia of the erstwhile ruling elite that it is almost impossible to do them all
justice by providing a broad comprehensive view. Every discipline came to be cultivated
by the members of displaced service elite when necessity for maintenance turned them
into historians, geographers, philologists, archaeologists and grammarians."

Persian was the language of administration, scholarship and belles-lettres, as well
as that of polite social intercourse. Because literature itself lay at the heart of an
inherited culture and, as such, it could not easily assimilate any outside influences, the
innovations and progress it witnessed came from within its traditional structure. To
begin with, there occurred a break in the unity of literary fashion between India and
Iran. In Iran, the ornate taste in prose and poetry, characteristic of the seventeenth
century, was replaced by a simple style, both innovatory and looking back to older
literary models. This new style came to be known in Iranian literature as bazgasht, i.e.
"return".'? On the Indian sub-continent, the seventeenth century poetical style, Sabk i
Hindi, that originated in Persia, was cultivated and brought to perfection. It had also
enjoyed favourable atmosphere in the Turkish and Tadjik literature and continued to be

greatly admired and elaborated upon in the eighteenth century. Varied forms of poetical

= For an idea of the literature produced, cf. the excellent bio-bibliographical work by C.A. Storey,

Persian Literature A Bio-Bibliographical Survey, published in several volumes (London, 1933-92).
Almost every volume contains works of the period (under a relevant heading).

12 Cf. John Rypka, History of Iranian Literature (Dordrecht, 1968), pp. 305-9. Turkistan and Afghanistan

maintained their adherence to the Indian style.
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expressions such as gasidah, masnawi and ghazal were cultivated with arduousness and
vigour (though ghazal acquired more prominence). Possession of a diwan- the poetical
collection, was part of elite literate culture and a hall-mark of every educated person.
Consequently, the poetical output of the period turned out to be voluminous.” Poetry
completely permeated the literate sections of society whether the aristocracy or the
notables. Even the lesser nobles down to the petty clerks were almost without exception
associated with this genre. It was not surprising that the reigning emperor Shah Alam
(d. 1806) himself was a poet whose literary compositions still survive."* His poetical
verses were quoted by his contemporaries as Aftab.” Poetry was considered the best
mode of expression for creative thought as well as personal emotion. In a parallel
manner, being a poet and being a scholar were synonymous. The biographies of
contemporary poets illustrate the point: those who cultivated this art, were equally well-
versed in other branches of learning such as philosophy, jurisprudence, the natural
sciences, astronomy and mathematics. In addition to their proper name, every literate
person had two more names: one which identified them with their birth-place, the
"Bilgramis", "Azimabadis", "Dihlawis", "Jhajjari", "Jaisi" and so on, and an adoptive
name called takhallus, such as "Azad", "Zafar", "Wali", "Arzu", "Ashob", "Ghalib",

"Mir", "Sauda", "Dard", "Ishki", and "Mushtaq".'® A literary man composing poetry

B One may form an idea by looking at the catalogues of various libraries where poetical output runs under

"Diwan" on to several pages. Cf., for example, Charles Rieu, Catalogue of the Persian Manuscripts in
the British Museum, 3 Volumes (London, 1879-83).

14 For the poetical collections of Shah Alam, cf. his Diwan i Aftab, Bodl. Persian MS. Ouseley 94. Shah

Alam began with the following verses, praying for the prosperity of his regime: "Ilahi az karam chun
padshahi dadah ma ra: Mutih hukm ma az lutf kun iglim dilha ra." Ibid., ff. 69b. (Translation: "O God,
you who bestowed upon me this Kingship, with your boundless generosity, with your compassion,
make the people of this kingdom obedient to my commant\")

13 For samples of Shah Alam’s poetry, cf. Ali Ibrahim Khan, Gulzar i Ibrahimi, Bodl. Ouseley, Add. 42,

ff. 2b.

16 For the idea of every literate man being something of a poet, cf. the biographical sketches of the

contemporary poets by the French Orientalist Joseph Heliodore Garcin de Tassy, Histoire de la
litterature Hindouie et Hindoustanie, 3 Volumes (Paris, 1870-71, second ed.).
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without a nom de plume was considered an exception."” The predominance of poetry
as a natural medium of expression can be gauged from the fact that Abu Talib chose to
record his experience of the new society to which he was exposed upon his arrival in
London in various forms of poetry, especially ghazal and mathnawi.'® The naturaleness
of poetical expression is established in verses in praise of tobacco as the "bel-espirit","
or as varied themes such as the discovery of America and the teaching of modern
astronomy. It was, however, classical writers like Saadi (1184-1292), Maulana Jalaluddin
Rumi (d. 1273) and Hafiz Shirazi (d. 1388), who in their mystical and didactical verses
expressed their views of existing norms, manifested in standards of conduct and moral
imperatives, and criticised the Western notions of mechanical progress. Poetry was also
the vehicle of serious expressions, whether in recalling the classical age of Islam and
the days of pious Caliphs, or in descriptions of India’s immediate historical past and of
contemporary political events, such as the Maratha-Abdali war or the defeat of
Sirajuddaula in the battle of Plassey and subsequent failure of the combined Indian
forces at Buxar.”

From the early eighteenth century onwards Urdu was gaining' momentum,

gradually replacing Persian as the medium of poetical expression. This age of what is

17 For instance, Mir Husain is mentioned by Abu Talib as a poet without a nom de plume; cf. Khulasat

al afkar, Bodl. Persian MS. Elliot 181, ff. 340a-342b. Also Zulfiqar Ali Mast, Riyaz ul Wifaq, where
Mir Husain is mentioned as the owner of a Diwan containing six hundred verses. Masnawi Saqinama,
the "Cupbearers tale", is also without a nom de plume; for the details, cf. Aloys Sprenger, A Catalogue
of Arabic, Persian and Hindustany Manuscripts of the Libraries of King of Oudh, compiled under the
orders of the government of India by g Sprenger, Vol.I (Calcutta, 1854), pp. 165-72.

18 Cf. Abu Talib, Diwan i Talib. The only known copy has survived in a Bodleian MS. Pers. €. 9. These

poems were translated into English by Talib’s student George Swinton, under the title Poems of Mirza
Abu Talib Khan (London, 1807).

19 Cf. Karim Khan Mushtaq Jhajjari, Mirat i Giti numa, India Office Library, 1.0.D.P. 724, ff. 95b-96b,

where the author discussed the origin of tobacco as an American product imported to India by the
Europeans during the period of Queen Elizabeth and cited verses in praise of this product.

20 Cf. Khulasat al afkar, ff. 347a-350, where Abu Talib provided specimens of poetical composition by

Mirza Muhammad Bakhsh Ashob.



11

known as pre-modern Urdu poetry was spanned with the distinguished names of
Muhammad Rafi "Sauda" (1713-1780), Mir Taqi "Mir" (1723-1810) and the mystical
poet Khwaja Mir "Dard" (1719-1785). For the history of Urdu literature, the eighteenth
century in the Indo-Gangetic plain was a period of successful innovation and of great
vigour, when it developed into a literary language and attained its maturity in the urban
environment of Delhi and Lucknow.? Curiously enough, the rise and development of
Urdu poetry in North India coincided with the decline and fall of the Mughal empire.
It was nurtured, nourished and brought to life by those who themselves were suffering
from the economic disasters and political chaos. These echoes of decline find their
expression in a new genre commonly known as Shaihr i Ashob (Verses of the Afflicted).
Sauda’s masterpiece Qasidah i Shaihr i Ashob is a detailed picture of the ebb and flow
in the fortunes of consumer classes, a graphic account of the decline and degeneration
of various professions in Delhi. It describes how once flourishing professions sunk low,
and how their practitioners once held in high esteem had fallen in debasement. Similarly,
Tazhik i rozgar depicts the impoverished nobility and its helpless subordinate service
gentry, the amil, buyutat, the physicians, diwan, and the poets who traditionally thrived
under the patronage of their superior elite. The feeling of economic insecurity,
pessimism and gloom acquired added poignancy in the hands of sensitive sufferers, who
had to leave Delhi in search of employment in other places that filled them with
nostalgia for Delhi.* Although Urdu was replacing Persian as the lingua-franca in
major parts of India in the closing decades of the eighteenth century, yet the Urdu
literature consisted almost entirely of verse until the close of the century. The total

output of Urdu poetical literature in Urdu that survives from the eighteenth century is

21 Cf. Abd al Latif Shushtari, Tuhfat al alam, Bodl. Pers. MS. Elliott 382, ff. 209b.

22 Cf. Muhammad Sadiq, A History of Urdu Literature (Delhi, 1984, revised ed.). For an excellent

treatment of the emergence of Urdu, cf. infra, chapter "Historical Background".
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considerable, but not enormous, compared to its counterpart in Persian. The significance
of Persian as the dominant language of literary expression is emphasized in the fact that
the history of Urdu literature as recorded in the biographies of literary figures called
Tazkira, i.e., the biographies of the Rekhta poets or Hindi poets, (both words, ‘Rekhta’
and ‘Hindi’ were synonymous), were written in Persian.” Urdu was more a medium
of aesthetic enjoyment then of serious belletristic prose. Perhaps it is not incidental that
Indian Muslims who visited Europe in the fourth decade of the nineteenth century chose
to record their experiences and impressions of West in Urdu as spoken in north Indian
plains and the Deccan. Previously, it was Persian which used to be employed for the
same purpose.’*

Excessive preoccupation with literary pursuits boosted another form of literary
writing known as Tazkira-nawisi: collections of specimens of poets along with their
biographical memoirs. The writers of Tazkira tried to establish direct contact with their
contemporary poets and writers to obtain first-hand information.” In this respect, a
major trend-setter was Muhammad Ali Hazin (1692-1766 or 1767), who migrated from
Iran and settled for some time in Delhi, after being granted a land-grant (suyurghal) by
Muhammad Shah. Subsequently, he chose Benares as his permanent residence, and there
he attracted scholars, poets and philosophers, making his new abode a centre of learning.

Hazin compiled a biographical account of his contemporary literary figures, entitled

2 For example, Mir Taqi Mir’s Tazkira of Rekhta poets, entitled Nikat al shuara, contains biographies

and specimens of the poetry of more than a hundred Hindustani poets (Bodl. Persian MS. Elliot 394).
And the Tazkira i Ishki of Rahmatullah Ishki of Patna, completed about 1800-1801, is written similarly
in Persian (Bodl. Persian MS. Elliott 396).

24 Cf. Karim Khan Jhajjari, Siyahatnama, B.L. Or. 2163. This travelogue is written in simple, sober and

concise style, interspersed with indigenous terms of local origin. Also, Yusuf Khan Kammalposh,
Ajaibat i Farang (Delhi, 1847), which is written in Dekkani Urdu, mother-tongue of the author. Yusuf
originally descended from Hyderabad, but was serving in Awadh in the military contingent of the
nawab-wazirs of Awadh.

For instance, cf. the letters of Ali Ibrahim Khan sent to various poets in his effort to obtain literary
pieces.
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Tazkirat ul muasirin,’® followed a decade later by his autobiography, Tazkirat ahwal
(Description of conditions) which inspired a number of writers to write similar
autobiographical accounts.”’” The Tazkira writers attempted to enlarge the sphere of
these researches. Abu Talib, for example, included prose specimens in his Khulasat al
afkar (Quintessence of Thought), while hitherto it was exclusively poetical pieces, along
with discussion on prosody diction and rhyme.”® Abu Talib’s inspiration came from an
earlier Tazkira compiled by Ali Quli Khan Daghistani Wali (d. 1756), entitled Riyaz us
Shuara (Garden of Poets).” It was not just the literary men who made the subject-
matter of writings; many nobles as well as Mughal dignitaries composed biographies of
their own class. Among such works devoted to the ruling class, a distinguished place is
held by Masir ul umara of Abdur Razzaq Aurengabadi, better known as Shahnawaz
Khan (d. 1758).*° He was followed by the equally famous and contemporary Mir
Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami (1704-1786), who wrote biographical dictionaries of poets,
scholars, sufis and theologians. His works are among the best and most authentic
accounts of the period.”® Ali Ibrahim Khan, during his tenure as the administrator of
Benares, devoted his energies to this form of literature and sought to introduce

innovations by separately treating Rekhta poets® and those who wrote masnawi.”

26 Cf. Shaikh Muhammad Ali Hazin, Tazkirat al muasirin, 1.0.D.P. 493.

27 Shaikh Muhammad Ali Hazin, Tazkirat al ahwal Bodl. Persian MS. Ouseley 273. For an account of

Hazin’s life, cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 234b-237a.

For the treatise on prosody, cf. the Risala dar ilm i gawwafi, in Abu Talib, Khulasat al afkar, Bodl.
Persian MS. Elliott 181, ff. 360a-361b.

2 Ali Quli Khan Daghistani, Riyaz us Shuara, Bodl. Persian MS. Elliott 402.

30 Cf. Mir Abd al Razzaq Aurangabadi, Masir ul Umara, Bodl. MS. Ouseley, Add. 43. Also Maulawi

Abdur Rahim and Ashraf Ali (eds.), 3 Volumes, Bib. Ind. (Calcutta, 1888-95).

31 Cf. Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami, Khizanah i amirah, Bodl. Persian MS. Ouseley, Add. 6. Also Masir

ul Kiram, 2 Vols., lithographed edition (Hyderabad, 1913).

32 Ali Ibrahim Khan, Gulzar i Ibrahimi, (Garden of Ibrahim) contains the lives of more than three hundred

Rekhta poets (Bodl. Persian MS. Ouseley, Add. 42).
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Finally, he compiled another Tazkira, Suhuf i Ibrahimi, containing biographies of more
than three thousand poets.*

While there is little influence on the art of biographical literature from the West,
yet another form of tazkira writing, namely topographical tazkiras, was directly
stimulated by the British presence. British Indologists and administrators both out of
scholarly curiosity as well as for the fulfilment of the administrative prerocatives, tried
to learn more and more about India’s immediate past as well as its ancient heritage.
They commissioned numerous displayed service-elites and scholars to write accounts of
cities, their shrines, tombs and historical monuments. The earliest monuments to arouse
such curiosity was the splendid mausoleum of emperor Shahjahan’s beloved wife, Taj
Bibi, referred by contemporaries as Rauza-i-Mumtaz Mahal. Numerous accounts were
written of this historical monument giving details on its architecture, weights and
measures of stones and wood-work. Other topics included the climate of Agra, tomb of

the sufi saint Muinuddin Chishti.>

33 Op. cit. Cf. also Khulasat al Kalam, Bodl. Per. Elliot 183-4, which contains notices of seventy-eight

masnawi writers.

34 Cf. Khulasat, Suhuf i Ibrahimi, Bankipur viii 708. At a later date, Sir Henry Elliot attributed Ali

Ibrahim’s "critical acumen [...] in selecting and comparing dates and circumstances" to his "close
intimacy with the Europeans”. Further, the fact that Ali Ibrahim produced such amount of literature was
thought to have been the result of the peace and tranquility that prevailed in the provinces during the
ascendency of the British power. These factors favoured the formation of extensive libraries in the cities
of Lucknow, Patna and Benares, to all of which he had of course access. (In fact maintaining libraries
was part of the elite culture. Cf. N. Bland, "On the earliest Persian Biography of Poets", Journal of
Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, ix (London, 1848), pp. 153-8.)

3 For details of the above topographical works, cf. Persian Literature, Vol. II. pt. I, pp. 143-5. Such

topographical researches began in the last quarter of the eighteenth century and continued to flourish
in the first half of the 19th century, when British Indologists’ efforts culminated in the establishment
of an Archaeological Society at Delhi in the 1840’s. For the Proceedings of this Society, cf. Journal
of the Archaeological Society of Delhi, 1850 and 1853, both printed at the Delhi Gazette Press. The
significant topographical and biographical account of the principal buildings of Shahjahanbad and Old
Delhi were written on the inspiration of this society. For example, cf. Sangin Beg (b. Ali Akbar Beg),
Sair al manazil, B.L. Add. 24053. Also, the more celebrated works by Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Asar al
sanadid (Saiyyid al Akhbar Press, Delhi, 1847) and C.W. Troll, "A Note on the Early Topographical
work of Sayyid Ahmad Khan: Asar al-Sanadid", Journal of the Royal Society of the Great Britain and
Ireland (1972), pp. 135-44.
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Next to poetry and biography stood historiography, where the traditional Islamic
method was too strong to be influenced by any other trend, yet its scope was widened
immensely due to new influences on society. The works produced during the period
under consideration included general, local and universal histories. Abu Talib envisaged
his Lubb us Siyar u jahan numa ("The Essence of World Biographies") to be a world
history.*® There was a clear tendency to give pompous titles, such as Mirat i al ahwal
i Jahan numa ("The Mirror of the Conditions of the World"), a reflection of the
historians’ wish to embrace the developments of a wider world. What was new in these
eighteenth and early nineteenth century universal histories was an attempt to include two
other continents, Europe and the Americas. In the realm of the dynastic histories, more
than fifty works were written about the Mughals alone, while regional rulers imitated
the Mughals and patronized scholars and historians who were encouraged to record their
own dynastic histories. Consequently, the historical accounts of regional rulers turned
out to be of immense proportions. To these should be added all the family histories,
written by members of the erstwhile service gentry, such as the Sharaif i Usmani—a
family history of the Shaikzadas of Bilgram. The author of Sharaif i Usmani, Ghulam
Husain Farshawri, had contacts with the British officials and scholars at the Awadh
court. He sought to prove his true service gentry ashraf lineage by including the royal
farmans and parwana issued to his ancestors by the reigning Sultans and emperors since
the thirteenth century.”” There was also a sudden spurt in local histories, which was to
continue well into the next century, when local histories were written in easy and

concise Urdu. Under the influence of the British administrators who naturally desired

36 Abu Talib, Lubb us Siyar u jahan numa, Bodleian Persian MS. Elliott 181, ff. 382b-438b.

7 Cf. Ghulam Husain Farshawri, Sharaif i Usmani, Aligarh Muslim University History Seminar Library

Collection, MS. 63.
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to enhance their knowledge of the local area which came under their jurisdiction, we
have historical accounts of not only the obvious urban centres of India like Delhi,
Azimabad and Benares and the Qasbahs like Bilgram, Kakori and Jaunpur which were
the seats of learning, but even of small villages like Jais.

Since the time of Akbar, when translation of Sanskrit works into Persian took
place on a large scale, a positive interest in India’s past developed that formed part of
the elite literate culture. The trend was further continued by Dara Shikoh whose own
composition Majama al Bahrain (Mingling of Oceans) popularised Hindu ideas and Sufi
doctrines among scholarly circles. It is difficult to ascertain as to what extent
contemporary writers were influenced by Indologists in studying Hinduism. Murtaza
Husain, who had the brief experience of serving Jonathan Scott as a munshi, included
many Hindu themes and ideas in his account: the doctrine of reincarnation, the
transmigration of soul (tanasukh), the story of the creation, the cosmic cycles of Hindu
mythology and, generally, other cosmological ideas related to the Absolute Being, such
as the idea of resurrection and the final release as absorption into the Absolute. These
ideas, however, were largely discussed without any deeper understanding of the
necessary theoretical background, as discussions of the doctrine of four world-ages (Jug)
reveal. The Shastras were known as the sources of all the ancient Hindu wisdom and
learning, including the sciences like astronomy, astrology and mathematics. On the other
hand, Hinduism was interpreted as a monotheistic faith, idol-worshipping being a means
to reach one and Absolute God.”® More significantly, there were attempts to assimilate

this knowledge into an Islamic framework of learning such as the idea that one of the

38 Cf. Murtaza Husain Bilgrami, Hadigat al agalim (Lucknow, 1879), pp. 30-9. For similar interest in the

ancient past of India, cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 186-94.
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Vedas had foretold the advent of the Prophet Muhammad.”” Appreciation for India’s
fauna and flora became part of early Muslim elite writings within the pattern set by
Amir Khusrau Dehlawi. In various contemporary images Hindustan was viewed as a
melting pot of various cultures. The Europeans who were arriving in India in ever
increasing numbers were, like the Turks and Mughals, the earlier immigrants. "Half of
the riches of entire world were concentrated in one country of Hindustan. Various
people from distant lands, including Europeans (Rumis and Firangis), Africans (Zangis),
Persians (Irani) and, finally, Turks (Turani), all came to Hindustan. Gradually with the
passage of time, all of them became Hindustani—the Indians. Those who came as
paupers, destitute and indigents came to acquire immense riches, but they strove hard
for these comforts of life and accumulation of wealth".*’

The applied sciences such as medicine (hikmatr) were slow to change, partly
because they were deeply rooted in Islamic culture and partly because in many ways
they had not been made obsolete by new discoveries. In the seventeenth century, a
European medical scientist: could still learn from the works of Ibn Sina. Yet, growing
signs of interest in European medical discoveries were not missing. Translations of
European medical writings appeared in the mid-eighteenth century.* Treatises were
also written on zoology and mineralogy. Subjects like music, warfare, games, weights
and measures, astrology, interpretation of dreams were also main topics of these small

treatises. The Mughal architecture, on the other hand, was greatly admired by the British

3 Cf. Murtaza Husain Bilgrami, Hadiqat al agalim, pp. 31-2, 36. The historical development of Delhi as

the imperial capital ensued also from the time the city was known as Inderprastha, under Muslim rulers
(cf. ibid., pp. 39-53).

O Ibid., pp. 35¢t.

4 Dominic Gregory Bautist, sunamed Dakhani Beg, a Portuguese, settled in Udaipur and there compiled

the Tuhfat al Masiha, a book claiming to contain the Eastern and Western medicine. Cf. W. Ivanow,
Concise Descriptive Catalogue of the Persian manuscripts in the Curzon Collection, Asiatic Society of
Bengal (Calcutta, 1926), No. 610 (hereafter Ivanow). Muhammad Husain Khan included new drugs
introduced by Furopean in the Khatima of his Majma al jawami, India Office Ethe. 2361.
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architects who imitated it in Britain (cf. the country house "Sezin court" in
Gloucestershire in 1806, the Royal Pavilion and the Royal Stables at Brighton in 1803-
32.%)

In religion, the eighteenth century produced one of the most profound thinkers in
the history of Indian Islam, Shah Wali Allah Dihlawi (1703-62), who was the first
authority that tried to analyze the causes of the down-fall of Muslim power. For him,
the Muslim rulers must rule in accordance with the precepts of Islam, and Islam should
be purified by teachers using their Ijtihad on the basis of the Holy Qur’an and Hadith.
He also suggested that the four schools of thought (mazhab) should be merged in a
single system of morality and law. He translated the Holy Qur’an into Persian and, what
is of principal importance, founded a tradition of religious scholarship and a school
which was to influence religious thought for generations to come. Shah Wali Allah’s
ultimate aim was to reach the whole of the Muslim world; he, therefore, wrote in
Persian as well as Arabic. His ideas got disseminated throughout the wider world of
Islam and laid the foundation of that kind of Sufism which emphasized the strict
observance of Sharia.* Another reform movement originated with Muhammad ibn Abd
al Wahab (1703-92), first in Central Arabia in the early eighteenth century and then
throughout the Muslim world. His emphasis on strict obedience to the Holy Qur’an and
Hadith, and his insistence on the necessity for return to the teachings of Islam, combined
with the rejection of all that was regarded as bida’, innovations, influenced many

contemporary and later thinkers.*

2. Cf. P. Conner, Oriental Architecture in the West (London, 1979), chapters 9-11.

s Cf. J.M.S. Baljon, Religion and Thought of Shah Wali Allah Dihlawi 1703-1762 (Brill, 1986).

For a small biographical sketch of Muhammad ibn i Abd al Wahab’s life, his main reforming ideas and
his teaching in Arabic, cf. Abd al Latif Shushtari, Tuhfat al alam (Hyderabad, 1877), suppl., pp. 12-20.
Also Abu Talib, Masir i talibi, Bodleian Persian MS. Ouseley, 108, ff. 226b-230a.
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The Indian Muslim scholars maintained their links with the heartlands of Islam
through the Haj — a permanent and unbroken channel. Those who went to perform the
pilgrimage, sometimes prolonged their stay in the holy cities in order to study at
Medina. A number of Indian Muslims visited Hejaz and some even migrated for the
explicit purpose of studying classical theological sciences. When those scholars
evéntually came back to India, with imbibed inspiration of writing in Arabic, advocated
and spread the study of the Hadith. Shah Waliullah, for example, upon his return to
India, chose Arabic as the language of Hujjat Allah al Baligha. Ghulam Ali Azad
Bilgrami (d. 1785), another Muslim scholar, also composed his works in Arabic and
Persian. Arabic was chosen as medium of expression to reach the learned readership
both in India and abroad. Some of these scholars chose to stay on longer in other
Islamic countries. Murtaza Ali Bilgrami (1732-91), for example, a contemporary and
compatriot of Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami and a disciple of Shah Wali Allah, went to
Arabia, lived for some time in Zabid in Yemen, a significant centre of learning, and then
moved to Cairo.” In Egypt Murtaza devoted himself to the study of the Hadith, wrote
a commentary on Ghazali’s Ihya Ulum al-din’, and produced the Taj al Urus, a
voluminous lexicographical commentary on the famous Qamus of Majd al Din
Firozabadi.*

Also during this périod, India’s exposure to the outside world encouraged another
kind of literary genre, travel literature. A Muhammad Abdullah, for example, went to

Central Asia, Russia, China and Tibet in order to get his ancestral property restored by

4 For Murtaza’s contact with leading scholars such as Muhammad Khalid al Muradi (1760-91) and Abd

al Rahman al Jabarti (1753-1825), cf. Albert Habib Hourani, A History of the Arab People (London,
1991), pp. 255-6. Murtaza asked Jabarti to help him in collecting biographical material; that was the
impulse in turning Murtaza’s younger contemporary’s mind to history-writing, the last great chronicle
in the traditional style.

46 Cf. Aziz Ahmad, "An Intellectual History of Islam in India", in Islamic Surveys, vol. 7 (Edinburgh,

1969).
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the British authorities. He did not produce any interesting account of his travels, but
enumerated th various stages of his routes with an account of his distinguished reception
at the Chinese court and by the Empress of Russia.”’ Similarly, another Mughal Beg
accompanied his British employer Colonel Frances Wilford to Afghanistan, Iran, Punjab
and Peshawar, for the collection of topographical information which he compiled in
1790-91 under the suitable title of Sair ul Bilad.”® Travel to Eastern world seemed to
have been partly influenced by Britain’s diplomatic relations with Afghanistan, China,
Russia and Iran. Educated Indian Muslims were considered the most appropriate means
to secure knowledge of these places, partly because of their religious affinity and partly
because of their linguistic competence. Numerous glossaries and lexicons which were
compiled in Persian or other languages such as Pashto, Turkish and Arabic seemed to
have been written in order to facilitate communication. Several works were also
compiled as hand-books for the pilgrims.” The Indians equally undertook journeys to
Europe under various motives.

Thus, the eighteenth century in India saw the broadening of horizons of thought
and changes in sensibilities in the mental landscape of its traditional elite. The identity
of such elite, their academic, political and cultural outlook is the pre-requisite for any
inquiry on the bi-lateral intellectual dialogue. The present study is mainly purported to
address these vital academic issues. However, it seems imperative to draw a picture of

the political world of this elite on a wider scale.

47 Cf. B.L. Persian MS. Or. 1119, "An Account of a Journey to Russia and China". The routes are (i)

from Bukhara through Ovenburg and Qazan to Moscow and Petersburg, (ii) from Moscow to Kashghar,
(iii) from Moscow to Macrieve, (iv) from Bukhara through Qazan to Peking and thence through Tibet
and Kashmir to Bengal from Bukhara to Herat and Mashhad.

48 Cf. Mughal Beg, Sair al Bilad, 1.0.L. Nos. 3731 and 3746.

4 Cf. Bandah Ali Bin Mirza Khayrat Ali, Manazil al Haj ("Station of Pilgrimage"), Ivanow, no. 287. This

work describes two pilgrims’ routes, from Baghdad through the Shammer region and Syria.
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0.2 The Mughal State: An Ideal Type

Before assessing the impact of the contemporary political transition on the service-elite
in India, it is essential to have an overview of the position and functions of the
bureaucratic class in the Mughal empire. The system where their ancestors had served,
and within which they functioned, equally shaped their mental attitudes and outlook. The
successor states which sprang up on the ruins of the Mughal empire, such as
Murshidabad, Hyderabad and Awadh, continued to work within the institutional
framework of their predecessor. It was again members of the same bureaucratic families
who filled various posts, high and low in the administrative set-up of these regional
states. Even the British, after the grant of Diwani by the emperor Shah Alam in 1764,
sought to integrate themselves within the Mughal imperial system. When the indigenous
political system began to crumble down, in order to give way to new political powers,
it was the ideal type of the centralized Mughal state which they wished to see re-
established. The elite tried to employ the same skills which their ancestors had learnt
in their service of the empire. Therefore, it would not be simply a digression to establish
a comprehensive picture of the contemporary world of bureaucracy.

The Mughal state was monarchical in character, and as such centred around the
person of the emperor, who took all the major decisions and led the empire using a
closely controlled and loyal bureaucracy. The highly-centralized character of the empire
was largely due to the achievements of its architect emperor Akbar (1556-1605), who
divided it into large administrative divisions called Suba. Each Suba was divided into
Sarkar, and each Sarkar was divided into Mahals or Parganas, the latter being the

smallest territorial unit in the empire.”® At the centre, the highest post (in terms of

>0 At its greatest, the Mughal empire comprised the territories of three present-day countries: Bangladesh,

India and Pakistan, as well as a large part of Afghanistan. Cf. Irfan Habib, Atlas of the Mughal Empire
(Delhi, 1982).



22

status) was of the wakil, theoretically the agent of the emperor in all matters, but in
practice, having as much power as the emperor might allow him. (After 1640-41, with
the death of Asaf Khan, the office of wakil was practically abolished.) The officer next
in rank was the wazir i mamalik, or diwan i kul, who controlled all the financial matters
with the assistance of three principal subordinates: the diwan i tan, in charge of jagir
assignments; the diwan i knalisa, in charge of the territories held for the emperor’s
income; and the diwan i buyutat, in charge of the imperial expenditure. The Mir Bakhshi
or Bakhshi i mamalik was incharge of the grants as well as resumption of mansabs,
posting of commanders, checking their contingents, and information-gathering machinery
of the empire. He had three major subordinates the first, second and third bakhshis.”!
The sadr us sudur was the minister in charge of imperial charities in the form of land
and cash grants. He also recommended the appointment of Qazis, or judges.’* The mir
saman or Khan saman managed the imperial establishment, while the Mir adl assisted
the emperor in the process of justice; and the Mir bahr controlled ferries and river boats.
It is rather surprising to know that the Mughals did not have a separate department for
foreign affairs, despite the fact that they followed an active foreign policy and sent out
and received many embassies. Although there are frequent mention of the munshis, from
Shahjahan’s period onward it is referred to as the dar al Insha, which was not a separate
department but a bureau of correspondence attached to the office of bakhshi. The head
of the Dar al insha (state-chancellery) was designated with various titles such as Mir

munshi, darogha i darul insha and Munshi i mamalik; in all cases meaning the chief

o For the standard description of the Mughal system of administration, cf. Ibn Hasan, The Central

structure of the Mughal Empire and its practical working upto the year 1657 (Oxford, 1936). Also P.
Saran, The Provincial Government of the Mughals (1526-1658) (Allahabad, 1941). The usual picture
of administration through chains of official position, though accurate, is misleading in that it falls far
short of describing the actual operation of the imperial system.

52 Cf. Rafat M. Bilgrami, Religious and Quasi-Religious Departments of the Mughal period, 1556-1707

(Delhi, 1984).
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draftsman of imperial letters, farmans and documents. Even after the establishment of
a separate bureau, the Mughals usually assigned the drafting of important documents to
ministers and dignitaries other than the official munshis. Akbar’s royal letters were
drafted mostly by Abul Fazl who did not occupy an official position as a secretary.
Shahjahan’s letters to foreign potentates were drafted mainly by Sadullah Khan, the
Chief Diwan. The status and emoluments of mir munshi were not very high, but the
proximity (taqarrub) to the person of the emperor gave the post conferred the incumbent
an immense amount of prestige.” During the eighteenth century, although the Dar ul
Insha existed as a bureau, the Mir Munshi was not confined to one department, but were
transferrable to other departments like that of Diwani.”*

At the provincial level, each suba had a governor (Nazim, Sahib i suba, Subedar)
directly appointed by the emperor, and was by and large the supreme military
commandant of a part of his province. The remaining area of a governor’s province fell
under the jurisdiction of a military commandant called faujdar, who was directly
appointed by the emperor. The faujdar’s main task to maintain law and order through
his jurisdiction might not correspond to the division called sarkar, or chakla, as it was
called in Shahjahan’s time. Important forts had castleman (giladaars) appointed to them,;
some times strategic posts (thanas) had thanedars, directly named by the emperor. In
addition, each pargana had a Muslim judge (Qazi), who was appointed under an
imperial farman, to head and settle criminal cases. Two semi-hereditary officials called
Qanungoes and Chaudhuris, were concerned with tax collection. Each Suba had a set

of officials similar to, or identical with that in the rest besides a governor who was

53 Cf. Katib in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, Vol. IV (Leiden, 1978), pp.758-60.

>4 Yahya Khan head of Darul Insha was transferred as Diwan of the Crown lands under Muhammad

Shah. Cf. Makhzan al Gharaib, Bodl. Persian MS. Elliott 395, f. 515a.
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directly responsible to the emperor. Other provincial officials, namely the diwan, bakhshi
and wagqainawis and sadr were directly subordinate to the corresponding central minister
(Diwan i kul, Mir bakhshi and Sadr us sudur respectively). Consequently, the functions
and jurisdictions of the central ministers and the suba officials were rigorously defined
and at the same time restricted the government’s powers. In India, unlike the Ottoman
empire, none of the offices was hereditary.”® Although, like other Islamic societies, the
Ulama in India enjoyed a distinct status. They had been the ideologues and traditional
supporters of the state and they almost exclusively staffed the legal department. The
zawabit, the state laws and secular considerations, regulated the policies and functions
of the state in medieval India, but Sharia remained a point of reference in daily civil and
penal matters. The situation was fairly flexible as the religious intelligentsia could also
enter the other departments.

The bureaucracy was organised into hierarchies through mansabdari institution.
Accordingly, every officer serving in the army and bureaucracy, and the distinction
between these two was not always sharply marked, was given a mansab, i.e. rank. This
meant that he held a personal rank, zat, expressed in numerical terms and determined
his pay, his status, and the type of responsibility and position he could expect to hold.
In other words, zat signified the bureaucratic status of the holder and the power which
he enjoyed at the imperial court. The sawar number was denoted by intricate rules, the
number of fully equipped cavalry-men and their mounts that he was required to recruit,

command any pay.’® The mansabdars were paid in the form of assignment of areas of

> Cf. Albert Hourani Habib, "The Middle East in the Eighteenth Century", in Islam in European Thought

(Cambridge, 1991), pp. 141-56.

56 For a clear description of the Mansabdari institution, cf. M. Athar Ali, Mughal Nobility under

Aurengzeb (Bombay, 1968). This work is concerned with imperial elite having mansab above one
thousand. Another work by the same author is primarily a detailed dictionary of nobles, again having
mansab above one thousand; cf. The Apparatus of the Empire (Oxford 1985). So far, the position of
petty bureaucrats in the organisation has not been studied.
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lands known as jagir from which they were entitled to collect the land revenue and all
other taxes imposed or sanctioned by the emperor. Since their ranks had a final cash
value, the amount of income that the emperor diverted as salaries to the high ranking
mansabdars was immense.”’ Since the Mughal economy was a land-based economy
the dominant mode of payment for subordinate officials was also in the form of land-
revenue assignment.”®

To a large extent, the Mughals succeeded in uniting together various heterogenous
groups: Central Asians (Turanis, Persians, Afghans, Abyssinians), Arabs and Indian-born
Muslims (the Shaikhzadas and the Sayyids), as well as the Rajputs and Khatris into a
service gentry. Traditionally, the Iranis formed a significant prop of the Mughal imperial
bureaucracy and this element was constantly replenished by continuous immigration.”
Since the Mughal empire employed Persian both for administrative purposes and as the
court language, the educated Iranians migrating to wealthy India were already in an
advantageous position for the occupation of high posts, especially as some of them
belonged to families of high repute and eminence whose members had been in the
service of the Safvids. This time also saw the arrival of a considerable number of
scholars, poets, scientists-physicians, who all sought their patrons among the well-placed
nobles of the empire. The Iranian immigration continued unabated during the entire
eighteenth century. As has already been pointed out by recent researches, the Afghan
conquest of Isfahan in 1722 was followed by the migration of many well-educated

families which were heavily supported by the Safwid rulers in the form of the land-

grants and religious offices, who came to India in search of employment in the regional

57 For a clear description, cf. Irfan Habib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India (1556-1707) (Bombay,

1937), esp. the chapter on "Agrarian Assignments".

% Cf. Hadgat al aqalimi, pp. 671f.

*  Cf. Athar Ali, Mughal Nobility Aurengzeb.
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courts as literary men, civil servants and physicians.® Especially during the second part
of the eighteenth century, therefore, the Iranians were a major force in the bureaucracy
of the Awadh state, but also in other regional states. The regional rulers of Awadh as
well as Murshidabad themselves were of the Iranian extraction.

The Umara ciass of officials, closely tied to the emperor and dependent for their
position and power directly on him, constituted the core of bureaucracy and stood at the
top of the bureaucratic ladder. This relatively small group of officials consumed the vast
bulk of the resources of the empire as well as the major responsibility of administering
and protecting it.°" At the same time, the administrative requirements of the state gave
rise to a very large professional class whose members were largely recruited from the
middle-income group that was becoming increasingly prosperous. Its prosperity was
discernable down to the lowest ranks, such as the petty officials karkun, amin, peshkar
and patwari at the pargana level. This official class, working at the grass-root levels in
subordinate positions at central, provincial and pargana levels, was numerically strenger
than the genuine nobility. The characteristic features of this professional class were that
of a two-fold mobility, inter-professional and geographical. An average accahtant,
record-keeper and insha-writer, for example, could serve in such far-flung places as
Kabul, Lahore, Agra, Gujarat, Bengal and Deccan during his whole service-career.”?
The emperor, however, sought to maintain direct relations with all officials. As the sole

source of authority in the system, he personally approved the recruitment, advancement

Cf. J.R.I. Cole, Roots of North Indian Shiism in Iran and Iraq (Berkely, 1988).

o1 The Arabic-Persian term Umara, plural of amir, is nearly synonumous to the English term ‘nobility’.

During the time of the Mughals it was applied to all officers who held the mansab of one thousand or
above. A rank holder was an amir (plural Umara), if his zat number was higher than one thousand. The
highest zat number was reserved for princes and important nobles, who could then be called haft hazari.
Cf. Mughal Nobility, p. 2.

62 Cf. Iqtidar Alam Khan, "The Middle Classes in the Mughal Empire", Proceedings of Indian History

Congress, Aligarh Session, 1975.
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in rank, and posting of all but the lowliest of mansabdars.”’ Recent findings show that
all appointments to government office, including central and provincial posts, were
personally signed by him. As the empire expanded towards east and south, the Shaikhs,
Sayyids, Kayasthas and Khatris moved into Bengal, Orissa, Gujarat and the Deccan.*
All administrative officials, those employed as well as those directly given ranks in the
imperial service (mansabs) and those employed in private capacity by the nobility, were
thus tied to the Mughal emperor. This fact promoted a strong sense of corporate identity
and loyalty among all the ranks of administrative officials.®’

The education of these bureaucrats began at home and usually consisted in
studying grammar (Arabic and Persian), the Holy Qur’an and its interpretation (tafsir),
the traditions of the Prophet (Hadith) and the Islamic law, including the "juridical
theology" which underlay it (figh and usul i figh). Later on in life the student would
possibly travel in order to study a particular subject with some reknown scholar, the
latter’s fame being more decisive in determining the journey than his place of abode.
The place, in fact, usually came to be associated with the scholar who lived there, such
as "Jaunpur the town of Mulla Mahmud Jaunpuri" (d. 1532). Those who were more
inclined towards scientific subjects (maqu. lat) were usually not madrsah trained, but
taught by teachers who were known for their taste for scientific enquiries. The education
in Mughal India was thus highly-personalized. Unlike the Ottomans, the Mughal empire

did not have the specialised colleges established by the state for the training of its

63 Cf. John F. Richards, "Imperial Crisis in the Deccan", Journal of Asian Studies, 35(1976), pp. 237-56.

Also his Official order of Appointments in the Mughal Empire (Cambridge, 1988).

Cf. A Calendar of Acquired Persian Documents in National Archives of India, vol. II (New Delhi,
1986).

65 Cf. J.F. Richards, "Norms of Comportment among Imperial Mughal officers", in B.D. Metcalf (ed.),

Moral Conduct and Authority: The Place of Adab in South Asian Islam (Berkeley, 1984), pp. 266-71.
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bureaucracy.® Education at the elementary level was usually imparted through the
maktabs. The madrsahs were the institutions of higher learning, for those who aspired
to enter state service. The madrsahs were not directly state-controlled, but supported by
the state in the form of a land-grant or through the munificence of the high-placed
nobles. Those who wished to enter the legal professions obviously paid more attention
to Muslim law and jurisprudence, whereas others who wished to establish themselves
in independent professions learnt directly from the practitioners. Nonetheless those who
entered the state services spent time as apprentice, watching their superiors performing

various duties in particular department.®’

This highly-personalized system of education
survived after the decline of the empire and even kept on thriving under the regime of
regional potentates. Although places like Delhi and Lucknow were the pre-eminent
centres of learning, the former in virtue of its being the capital and the latter of its being
a metropolitan city, it was the small gasbahs like Bilgram, Gopamau, Kakori and Jais
that became foci of learning under the local gentry, concisting of local Qazi and
muhtasib. For example, Mir Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami, member of a typical bureaucrat
family, the Wasiti Sayyids of Bilgram, received his early education from Mir Tufayl
Muhammad at his home-town Bilgram where he was born in the first decade of the
eighteenth century.® Later, he went to Delhi and subsequently to Siwistan, a town in
Sindh, where he stayed with his uncle Mir Abd al Jalil Bilgrami (1660-1725) who was
then serving as the bakhshi and wagqainigar. Azad received instructions from him in

language (lughat), biographies and "Traditions of the Prophet" (Hadith wa Siyar), as

well lessons in polite literature (adab). At the same time he was inducted in state service

\
P
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Cf. H.A.R. Gibb and H. Bowen, Islamic Society and the West (London, 1950), I, pt. 2.

67 For more details, cf. the biography of Itisam, infra.

For the life-sketch of Ghulam Ali Azad Bilgrami, Khazana i amrah, ff. 105a-116b. Also, Khulasat al
afkar, ff. 31.



29

through the influence of his uncle who got him appointed as his deputy (naib) at the age
of twenty-five.”” Azad continued his education even after entering the official service
and, having served for five years, left for the Holy cities of Mecca and Medina where
he performed pilgrimage and studied further. He read Sahih Bukhari from Shaikh
Muhammad Hayat Sindi al Madani and received a certificate (sanad) from him. At
Mecca, he studied Hadith and various related sciences (ulum i Hadith) with Abd al
Wahab Tantawi.” In 1739, he returned to India, entered into the service of the Nawab
of Hyderabad and settled at Aurangabad where he pursued a highly productive career,
writing almost on every subject, including the Hadith, belles-letters, history, biography
and poetry.”!

The maintenance of libraries (Kutub Khana) was an essential part of the elite
culture. The Mughals had an established tradition of maintaining libraries which served
the needs of scholars and students alike. In addition to the royal library at Delhi,
individual nobles maintained their own libraries. The religious intelligentsia living in
qasbahs and villages had its own libraries along with the houses, the madrsahs, and the
mosques.” In imitation of the great Mughals, the regional potentates found their own
libraries. Particularly rich was the collections at Lucknow, where the treasures of the
royal library of Delhi were transferred when the imperial capital was shaken by poltical
instability. Moreover, the enormous collections of the Pathan warrior Hafiz Rahmat
Khan, a prolific writer, were taken by the Awadh Nawabs to Lucknow. This is where

the German scholar Sprenger examined them in the mid-nineteenth century and found

69 Cf. Khazina i Amrah, ff. 105a.

70 Op. cit.

7 Op. cit., where the author gave an extract from his work.

72 Cf. Crisis of Empire, pp. 121ff. The village-based madad i mash holders maintained libraries like the

qasbah-based gentry.
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books on military organisation, history, poetry, law, Islam, astronomy and mathematics.
Abd al Latif, who visited the library at Lucknow in the company of his intellectual
friend Tafazzul Husain, reported six hundred thousand volumes, all elegantly inscribed
and under the charge of an official for every hundred volumes and under the overall
supervision of a keeper of books (tahwildar). These books related to varied subjects
falling under the domain of sciences and arts (agsam funun wa asnaf ulum), of Arabic,
Persian and English prose and poetry, history and biographies (diwan), along with
invaluable pieces of calligraphy from the hands of ancient as well as modern
calligraphers (khush nawisan). The library also contained rare pieces of paintings from
the brush of many Muslim and European painters. Latif conjectured that a whole life-
span would not suffice to see these treasures alone. With the decline of the empire, all
the literary treasurer of the Mughals, including seven hundred autographs which were
received in past by the Mughals, found their way in the library of Nawabs of Awadh

from the royal library (Kitab Khana Salatin i taimuriya).”

0.3 Eighteenth Century Transitions and Bureaucracy

From the early eighteenth century onwards weak rulers succeeded one another. This fact,
coupled to the constant wars for successions, significantly weakened the central
authority. Consequently, the revenues remitted to the centre also diminished and it
became increasingly difficult to maintain the military and bureaucratic machines.
Numerous small mansabdar, soldiers, subordinate officers in the revenue and military

department, clerks and other officials began to loose their jobs. When Malwa and

& Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 240-1. Also, Sprenger, A Catalogue. Of Sprenger’s work only one volume was

published, on the biographical works alone. The plan was interrupted due to Sprenger’s leaving for his
country after two years at Lucknow, at which time he examined "only" ten thousand manuscripts. For
reports on Tipu Sultan’s library, cf. Charles Stewart, A Descriptive Catalogue of Oriental Library of
the late Tippoo Sultan of Mysore (Cambridge, 1809).
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Gujarat came under Maratha depredations, numerous madad i mash holders were evicted
from their revenue-free land assignments. The provincial subedars, unable to raise
revenues to pay their troops, tendered their resignation to the emperor. The central
administration came under serious strains and stresses.’* It seems that the question of
the fate of the established Mughal burea .ucracy has not been adequately dealt with by
scholars working on the period. Ideally, we should have a full picture of the bureaucracy
in its proper historical perspective, discerning the changes in their composition and their
absorption in the regional states of Murshidabad, Awadh and Hyderabad. Although it
is far beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt an enquiry into these issues, we would
like to point out some major trends in the employment-pattern of this class at the time
the British presence became an all pervasive-phenomenon in the country. The class’s
own historians provide ample data to construct the portrait of their destinies.

Recent studies show that, with the weakening of the central authority, local
officials made almost all offices related to Qazi and Sadr hereditary,” while some of
the members of the service gentry began to enter the services of regional potentates in
Awadh, Murshidabad and Hyderabad. There were others who went to Deccan and had
political careers, such as the family of Shaikhzadas of Gopamau, who traditionally
served as the local faujdar of Etawah, Firozabad and Shikohabad districts under the
Mughals. A member of this family, Anwar al Din Khan (d. 1749), went to Deccan
where he was conferred the office of subedar of Acot by Asaf Jah, the Nawab of the
Deccan. Upon the death of Anwar al Din Khan, his son Muhammad Ali (ruled Arcot,

1750-95) secured the position with British help against his brother who was supported

™ Cf. Hadiqat al aqalim, pp. 640-1. In 1730, Sarbuland Khan, Mughal governor of Gujarat, unable to

realize revenue due to increasing Maratha pressure in the region, tendered his resignation to the emperor

Muhammad Shah. The emperor, as a stringency major, replaced Sarbuland with Abhai Sing Rathor as
the governor of the province.

" CK. Crisis of Empire.
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by the French.”” Muhammad Ali, who held the royal title of Nawab Umdat al mulk

Walajah, attracted poets, scholars, as well as foreign trained physicians to his court.”
Obviously his court was a place of entertainment as well as a source of income for the
British with whose support he obtained the position.

With the advent of the Company’s ascendancy, Bengal was the first province
which fell under the British. The entire bureaucracy of the province was dispossessed
of their offices, as well as jagir, altamgha and other grants.”” The old ruling class and
the aristocracy suffered heavily from the Bengal revolution.” Ghulam Husain presented
a picture of extreme insecurity prevailing among the bureaucracy of the old regime on
accession of Nawab Mir Qasim. Few were reconfirmed in their positions, but then only
temporarily.®* The worst sufferers lost both position and wealth.*® Others who could
manage to regain positions by virtue of close proximity to the British were suspected
by the Nawab as being in secret alliance with the British officials.*> A few retained

their positions for longer, in virtue of their being thought of as indispensable for the

7 For an opinion of Muhammad Ali by a member of his own class, cf. Hadiqat al aqalim, p. 155.

7 For the history of his court, cf. Tuzuk i Walajahi, composed by Munshi Burhan Khan, I.0.L. Ethe 501.

Hakim Sikandar, who came to India from Istambul, became physician to Muhammad Ali, and wrote
several books on medicine; cf. his Qanun i Sikandari, Bodl. Persian MS. Ouseley 347.

78 Cf. Abdul Majed Khan, Transition in Bengal 1756-1757: A study of Sayyid Muhammad Reza Khan

(Cambridge, 1969), pp. 155ff. Muzaffar Ali, the author of Muzaffarnama, wrote that "A number of
officers lost their livelihood" (as quoted in Transition in Bengal, p. 121).

7 Cf. Transition in Bengal.

80 Cf. Ghulam Husain Khan Tabatabai, Siyar al Mutakhkhirin (Nawal Kishopr Press, Lucknow, 1866),

pp. 774-5 (hereafter Siyar). Mir Ruh al Din Khan was reconfirmed in his positions as in charge of
Purnea, on account of loyal services rendered to Clive. However, he soon fell in disfavour.

81 Nazr Ali Khan was not only dismissed from his office as Superintendent of Hall of Audience (Darogha

i diwankhan), his property was also confiscated and he was sent into confinement. Cf. Siyar, p. 713.

82 Such was Sayyid Ali Khan, son of Hidayat Ali Khan, Bakhshi al mamalik of Shah Alam and brother

of Ghulam Husain. He was suspected by Qaim Khan for passing information to the British (ahtamal
i jasusi)). Cf. Siyar, p. 713.
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interest of Company officials.*> The new nawab tried to appoint his own relations and
trusted advisors.** A good case is that of Muhammad Reza Khan, whose career as naib
nazim of Bengal was marked with constant conflict with the British authorities as he
struggled to protect the old order and institutions against the encroachment which British
sought to introduce.* The Calcutta pargana had been the first to come under the
Company’s administration. The Directors reported that they "immediately turned out all
those who stood between the government and the cultivators, with consequent ruination
of many families".*® The Company’s administration in Burdwan, Chittagong and
Midnapur, though not as alarming, had scarcely been more encouraging.” It was in
these circumstances that Ghulam Husain appreciated the British because they "left the
jagir untouched, altamgha, and imlak, in the possession of original holders who enjoyed
these from the days of Aliwardi Khan and his successors". Ghulam considered it as one
of the token of Divine goodness and marks of English munificence." Otherwise,
continued Ghulam Husain, "it would have been difficult for any one of them to live for
a single day in these regions nay, at any place under the sky of whole of Hindustan".*

Before the final abdication of Nizamat in Bengal the revenue administration was

reorganised and various officials, such as amils, were withdrawn from the districts and

8 For example, Jasarat Khan, naib of Chakla Jahangiranagar, was helpful for the Company’s tobacco

trade; cf. Transition in Bengal.

Turab Ali Khan, maternal uncle of Mir Qasim was being dismissed from his office of deputyship
(niabat) of Murshidabad. His office was bestowed upon Sayyid Muhammad Khan, another relative of
Mir Qasim; cf. Siyar, p. 713. Mir Qasim retained some of his loyal supporters and promoted his
munshi, a confidant and advisor, to Mir Munshi. He also gave him the title of Hafiz Asrar Khan; cf.
Siyar, p. 616.

8 Cf. Transition in Bengal, p. 125.

Ibid., p. 128.

8 Op. cit.

8 Ct. Siyar, p. 775.
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replaced by British supervisors and their gumashtas.* An entire official class working
at district and pargana levels, including the ganungo, muhtasib, waqainigar,
sawanihnigar and akhbarnawis, were finally abolished.*”

From the late eighteenth century onwards, other regional states of Awadh and
Hyderabad were also dominated by the British. The Company, having consolidated its
position in Bengal, began to exercise greater control in the court of Awadh.” Under
these difficult financial situation, Sirajuddaula resumed the land-grants in the areas of
Allahabad and Awadh.” The local historian Murtaza noted with some depression and
nostalgia that "Innumerable stipend holders (wazifa- khawaran) were deprived from their
means of livelihood (wajuh i maash)." He also reminds us how the Mughals had been
the liberal rulers, bestowing revenue-free grants and stipends upon the Sayyids, the

Shaikhs and other communities (Qaum), Muslim as well as Hindu.”

0.4 Employment with the British

Some of the displaced service gentry moved further towards the north. Ali Ibrahim Khan
(d. 1793-4), for example, born and brought up at Patna (Azimahad), served in the
regional court of Murshidabad and enjoyed full confidence of Mir Qasim until, with the
deposition of Mir Qasim, he assisted Colonel Sykes in the collection of revenue and

served as Diwan-i-Sarkar, Controller of Expenditure. Later, on account of his close

8 Cf. Transition in Bengal, pp. 264-77.

Ibid., pp. 114, 225-6, 297, 319 and 345. Also, P.J. Marshall, Bengal: the British bridgehead,eastern
India, 1740-1828, New Cambridge History of India, ii, 2 (Cambridge, 1987), pp. 138-79. The plight
of Muslim gentry was a wide-spread phenomenon in Bengal; cf. Transition in Bengal, pp. 138-9.

ol Cf. Michael H. Fisher, "British Expansion in North India: The Role of Resident in Awadh", Indian

Economic and Social History Review, 18(1981), pp. 69-82.

%2 Cf. Crisis of Empire. This region had particular concentration of gentry families.

% Cf. Hadiqat al agalim, pp. 152-3.
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association, he was appointed by Hastings as the judge of Benaras, in 1781.°* While
performing his official duties, Ali Ibrahim had a most productive literary career.
However, those like Ali Ibrahim Khan, who succeeded in gaining a higher position and
enjoyed the confidence of higher authorities by a combination of administrative skill and
literary acumen, were few. For the majority, hard times were yet to come. The displaced
service gentry began to associate themselves with the British officials serving in the
regional courts as residents. They sought to cultivate client-patron ties with these
officials, ingratiating them with presents of their literary compositions. A large number
of historical works were compiled for presentation to the British in expectation of
employment.” The majority of these elites had previously served under regional rulers
of Awadh, Bengal, Bangash Pathans of Furrukhabad and Rohillas. Again taking example
from the region of Allahabad and Awadh, Ghulam Basit Amethawi was forced to leave
his home-town when his revenue-free land-grants, an inheritance from his ancestors who
served the "Emperors of Hindustan" for about three hundred years, was resumed.

Consequently, he was being reduced to immense distress and misery, and "In order to

o4 Cf. his declaration respecting the manner in which he administered the city, his maintenance of public

order, the impartial justice of the administration and the relief measures taken for the famine which
ravaged the city. This Persian document is followed by Hindi translation in Devnagri character, along
with the signatures of various local inhabitants of Benaras. British Library Add. 29, 217 (Warren
Hasting papers).
% The Shaikhzadas of Bilgram, Ghulam Husain Siddiqi Farshawri, for example, attached himself to
Jonathan Scott and wrote a history of Marathas for him (Badi az ahwal i Ahmad Shah Badshah Abdali,
India Office Library, I.O. 3958). He was also the author of Sharaif i Usmani, a family history of
Usmani Farshwari containing biographies of the eminent Bilgramis. Similarly, Murtaza Husain who
served as Munshi to Scott wrote Hadiqat al agalim. Mir Rahimuddin, a Bukhari Sayyid of Kannauj,
served as munshi to Major Paim, a post secured through Scott (cf. Hadigat al aqalim, p. 172).
Muhammad Bakhsh Ashob (1716-178S5), who had served Mughal nobles and Asafuddaula, sought close
ties with Scott, Colonel Polier and Richard Johnson whom he met in Lucknow; he copied various
Persian works for Richard Johnson and later on wrote a history of Muhammad Shah’s reign, entitled
Tarikh i Shahadat i Farrukh Siyar u Julus i Muhammad Shah (1.0. Ethe 422). Ashob had a highly
productive literary career: apart from a history of the reign of Muhammad Shah, he wrote his
autobiography (Sawanih i ahwal i Ashob, 1.0. 3940) and masnawis, one called Falak Ashob and another
on Ahmad Shah Abdali’s Indian campaigns. In addition to these, he also had a Persian Diwan. Sayyid
Ghulam Ali wrote two historical works: the Imad us Sadat (Aligarh Muslim University, Subhan Allah
Collection MS. No. 955) which is a history of Awadh, and the Nigarnama i Hind (B.L. Or. 1896) for
presentation to Colonel John Baillie, the British Resident at Lucknow. Ali Ibrahim Khan wrote a history
of Marathas and presented it to Cornwallis (Tarikhi i Ibrahim Khani, 1.0. 3957).
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secure his livelihood he assumed the title of munshi, and through the grace of God and
the kindness of his masters he, at last obtained sufficient provision for himself and for
his children and prayed God for the welfare of the English who had supported him." In
1782, he accompanied his employer General Giles Stibbert, for whom he wrote a general
history of India.”® Another Shaikhzada of Awadh, Ghulam Husain Zaidpuri (d. 1817),
left his home-town Zaidpur for Bengal, where he found employment with the British;
subsequently, he served as Dak- munshi at New Maldah, devoting his spare time in
teaching and writing. He compiled a history of Bengal entitled Riyaz us Salatin.”” What
these amateur historians primarily sought to satisfy was their masters’ curiosity about
indigenous cultural life and local traditions; hence, they mostly compiled the local
history of places where British officials were serving.” Khairuddin Allahabadi (1751-
1827), left his home-town following the resumption of his land-grant by Shujauddaula,
where he was teaching in a local madrsah. He sought employment with officials of the
Company and subsequently accompaniied Captain W. Bruce in the seige of Gwalior fort
in 1780. He also assisted James Anderson, the British Resident at Sindhia’s camp, in
negotiation with the Marathas. He then returned to Allahabad and engaged in teaching
for sometime. Finally from 1794-5, he served two more British officials at Jaunpur. It

was at Jaunpur, an ancient seat of learning, that he wrote on theology, logic, philosophy,

% Ghulam Basit Amethawi, Tarikhi i mamalik i Hind, B.L. Or. 27250. For the passage quoted, cf. ff. 9a.

Such a trend has already started in Bengal; Munshi Salim Allah, Mir Munshi in the court of
Murshidabad, accompanied Henry Vansittart, Governor of Bengal (1760-4), to Calcutta, as the latter’s
munshi and wrote a history of Bengal (Twarikh i Bangala, 1.0.L. Ethe 478).

7 For a small biographical sketch of the author, cf. "Ghulam Husain Salim Zaidpur", by Bazmee Ansari,

in Encyclopedia of Islam.

% Ghulam Hasan Zaidi, for example, a Wasiti Sayyid who served as Munshi to Charles Chisholme at

Jaunpur, wrote an account of Jaunpur and Calcutta for him.
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rhetoric, grammar and, of course, local histories.”” A number of these individuals
served on diplomatic missions in the neighbouring countries. Mehdi Ali Khurasani was
deputed for Iran and Iraq as agent (gumashtagin) for the Company.'” Some members
of the displaced service elite, the traditional intelligentsia in search of employment,
travelled as wide as Russia, China, Afghanistan and Tibet, collecting information about
life conditions and routes to these countries; someone called Abd al Qadir Jaisi was sent
to Nepal with the task to submit reports of internal situation to the British
authorities."”" Tafazzul Husain (d. 1800), the scholar-administrator of Awadh, was
employed for extensive negotiations with the Maratha chiefs. He accompanied Colonel
Palmer in his diplomatic mission with local chiefs and drafted dipilomatic letters for
Maratha Chiefs on behalf of the British."” Abdul Latif was commissioned by Palmer,
Who was Resident at Puna, to negotiate on his behalf with Peshwa Baji Rao.'” A few
could secure positions as munshis in the residencies where they mainly drafted

diplomatic letters in Persian, addressed to another regional power elite.'® A few were

Khairuddin’s works include Ibratnama, 1.0.L. 3908-10, and Tuhfa i taza or Balwantnama, 1.0. 3894,
written at the request of Abraham Wellend, judge at Jaunpur, and a history of Jaunpur entitled
Jaunpurnama, Bodl. Pers. MS. Ouseley Add 141. Also Gwaliarnama, 1.0.L. 3947, written on the
request of Dr. Bruce, a history of the city and its capture by Colonel Camac in 1780; also Takzirat al
Ulang, biographies of scholars connected with the Janpurs, 1.0.L. 4028; and Alam i Ashob (world of
affliction), an account of Nadir Shah’s invasion.

100 For the career of mehdi Ali Khan and his relations with the british officials, cf. Masir i Talibi, ff. 252b-

254a. For the diplomatic srvices rendered to the Company, cf. Rose Greaves, "Iranian Relations with
great Britain and British India, 1798-1921", in Peter Avery, Gavin Hambly, Charles Melville (eds.), The
Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 7 (Cambridge, 1991), pp. 357-7.

101 Cf. Abd-al Qadir Khan Jaisi, Tarikh i Imad al mulk, 1.0.L. 4000, and Hashmat i Kashmir, B.L. Or.

2699.

192" For Taffazul Husain’s role as intermediary with Marathas, cf. The Asiatic Annual Register for 1803.

103 Tuhfat al alam, pp. 4-5 (supplement).

104 Azizullah Shahjahanbadi (a man from Delhi), served in the office of the Resident at Hyderabad, where

he was mainly engaged in correspondence work (shaghal i insha). After the death of Azizullah, his
brother Mir Amanullah occupied a similar position in the Residency. Both were poets of Hindustani
(shaihri hindi). Cf. Mirat al ahwal ff. 81a; also Sprenger, A Catalogue. For the role of Indians in
Residences and the British view of their employees, cf. Michael H. Fisher, Indirect Rule in India:
Resident and Residency System 1764-1858 (Delhi, 1991).
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able to find teaching positions in the British sponsored institutions, such as the short-
lived Calcutta Madrsah founded by Hastings. Maulawi Madan served in Calcutta
Madrsah, but he was set aside when the administration of college got disturbed, yet
another person Maulawi Muhiuddin from the semi-urban areas (Qasbat) of Bengal was

serving there.'®

There were few lucky ones who could enter into highly specialised
branch of administration of the East India Company such as the judiciary. Maulana
Najm al Din Ali Khan (1744-1814) was appointed Qazi ul Quzzat. But the latter instead
of enjoying power of a judge and actual dispensation of justice was more a juris-consult.
He prepared law-manuals and digest providing explanations and existing interpretations
of various aspects of Muslim Law. Najm al Din was more an expositor and advisor on
Muslim law to facilitate the decision making process by the British authorities.!® It
was not only law manuals, he also compiled small digests on subject like difference
between a lunar and solar calender.'” It was in these circumstances that Murtaza
exclaimed: "At present under the British government (sarkar i saheban i angrez) the
people of noble birth (marduman i nujaba) were not promoted above the rank of munshi.

It was only, after having acquired some awareness of the high quality learning and piety

of the latter, that the Englishmen treated them as friends and companions.'%

105 ¢t Tuhfat al alam, ff. 206a.

106 Ibid., ff. 206, and Mirat al ahwal, ff. 106b, where Najm al Din is reported to have sought clarification

on various aspects of the Muslim jurisprudence.

107 Najam al Din Ali Khan Saqib Kakorawi belonged to the family of Qazis of Kakori and the profession

almost became hereditary in the family. Cf. Crisis of the Empire, pp. 113-4. For a detailed history of
the family, cf. Muhammad Hasan Abbasi, Abbasiyan i Kakori (Lucknow, 1945). Various treaties of
Najm al Din Ali Khan survived in the Maulana Azad Library, Aligarh: on laws he wrote the Tarjuma
i Fatawa i Alamgiri (Qutubuddin collection 38/16), the Kitab al Hudud wa Qisas (Subhan Allah
collection 297/8/1), the Taziat i Sharai wa masail i abwab i Figh (Sulaiman Collection 86/21/1), the
Risala i Taziyat ( Sulaiman Collection 77/13/2); cf. also his treatise on payment of zakat in Indian
currency, Risala dar bayan i nisab zakat wa andazah ba hisab i Rupiyya Hindustan (Subhan Allah coll.
297/813); he also wrote treatises on the solar and lunar calendars, the Risala dar tahqiq i sana
Shamsiya wa qamariaya (Univ. Coll. 230), and on algebra, the Risala dar ilm i jabr o muqabala
(Subhan Allah Collection).

1% cr. Hadiqat al alam, p. 4.
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A large number of the displaced elite began to move towards Calcutta, the
administrative capital of the East India Company. Calcutta seemed to have become
almost a refuge for the displaced gentry, where people like Abu Talib spent almost a
decade expec. ting a job, while others lived there as representatives (wakil) of regional
courts. Both Abd al Latif and Tafazzul Husain served as wakil of the court of Hyderabad
and Awadh respectively. It was at Calcutta that these elite were exposed to wider-world
and cultivated extensive scholarly and diplomatic relations with eminent British officials.
Calcutta was to remain the centre of attraction for the displaced elite, who had lost their
positions in the regional courts and secured temporary jobs with the British officials.
The number of such members of service families residing at Calcutta seemed to have
become so enormous that Zulfigar Ali Mast thought it worthwhile to devote a special
diwan for those residing in Calcutta and Benares. Probably this was the best tribute on
the situation.'” The examples of displaced service elite in search of employment
where they could use their skills, are so numerous that it is difficult to group them under
any single category, such as "intermediaries" or "collaborators"; but, of course, all of
them were "resource persons". For the British it was an alien and unfamiliar world, and,
naturally, it was the members of the erstwhile bureaucracy who they relied upon to
smooth their tasks. Though it would be an exaggeration to assert that the period
witnessed the displacement of the ruling elite from positions of power and authority to
political deprivation and economic insecurity, the unemployment seems to have been
fairly wide spread among the service elites. Researches on pre-modern colonial societies

have duly emphasised the indigenous component in European expansion: Indian society

1% For the details of this diwan, cf. Sprenger, Catalogue, p. 165-72. For the diwan’s manuscript, cf. W.

Petsch, Verzeichniss der persischen Handschriften der Koniglichen Bibliothek zu Berlin (Berlin, 1888),
No. 665. This diwan includes the names of a number of scholars and poets, including Abu Talib, Mir
Husain, Ghulam Husain and Maulvi Najm al Din. The diwan is entitled Riyaz ul wifaq ("Gardens of
unanimity") and it was compiled in 1815, when the author was serving as the darogha of Benares. Cf.
Mirat al Ahwal, f. 182a, reference to Zulfigar Ali.
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was not a static backdrop to the British exploits. There were indigenous social groups
within the society who cooperated and collaborated with the imperial designs of the
Company.''® However, in the context of the late eighteenth century, more researches
are required to analyze the nature of collaboration between the British and the erstwhile
bureaucratic class. A close examination of the roles played by the members of erstwhile
service class goes far beyond a simplistic picture of unrelieved Mughal decline and
unchecked British expansion. It is far beyond the purview of present enquiry to provide
a comprehensive picture of political world of bureaucratic class and their relations with
British and subsequent intermediation among them. It only. suggest that such a process

of "collaboration" and "intermediation" did occur.

- ey Bayly, Rulers, Townsmen and Bazaars.



1 INDIAN PERCEPTION

OF EUROPE’S POLITICAL EXPANSION

The question arises as to what kind of images about Europe existed in the minds of the
Indian Muslim élite before the direct contact instigated by the British rule. The Mughal
Empire had diplomatic relations with the Safwids of Persia, the Ottoman Sultans and the
Uzbeks of Central Asia. Men of letters migrating from these countries had the first-hand
information about the Ottoman empire’s relations with Eastern European countries.
However, the knowledge these people had was usually brief and related to main
historical events, such as the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople (1453), and the siege

of Vienna (1529).!

1.1 Early Images of Europe

A serious attempt was made to acquire knowledge about Western Europe, its societies
and cultures, for the first time under the emperor Akbar. He commissioned Abdus Sattar
to learn the European languages in order to translate the European works into Persian.
Abdus Sattar was a pupil of Jerome Xavier (1549-1617) who taught him Portuguese and
probably Latin. Within six months of receiving the assignment, both embarked upon
translation work. The works which were translated are primarily of religious nature,

mainly concerned with the Christian faith. In particular, there are works about the life

Cf. Amin Ahmad Razi, Haft Iglim, Elliott 158, ff. 603.
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of Christ,” the lives of the Apostles,® and the divinity of Jesus Christ.* All these works
are based on the Holy Scriptures (Injil mugaddas).” However, parallel to Christianity,
the translators rediscovered and presented the West’s philosophical past. In 1603 Abdus
Sattar compiled the Samarat al falasafah, again with the help of Jerome Xavier, a work
also known as Ahwal i farangistan. This work is concerned with the history of the
Roman empire (Salatin i Rum), with special reference to its rulers and wise-men
(sayings of Greek and Roman philosophers are included), including the life of Christ.
The work was based on the New Testament (Injil) and the Kitab Sant asnin. In the
preliminary introduction to his Samarat al falasafa, Abdus Sattar postulated that two
major factors had maintained an iron curtain between the lands of Europe and India:
first, the immense geographical distance, and, second, the linguistic barrier. There was

no expert who knew the two languages (mutarajjim: literally, "the translator").®

The first work related to the life of Christ is entitled Mirat al Quds or Dastan i Masih (Bodl. Fraser
MS. 256).

Dastan i Ahwal i Hawariyyun deals with the lives of the Apostles; it was compiled during 1605-7
(Bodl. Pers. MS. Laud Or. 173).

Aina i Hagnuma and its abridgement Muntakab aina i Hagnuma were written in 1609; cf. B.L. Persian
MSS. Hart 5478 and Add. 23, 584, respectively.

Cf. the Mirat al quds, f. 199b, where it is clearly stated that the work was based upon the Holy

Scriptures (Injil) and other books about the prophets (digar kutub i paighambaran); this work was
finished at Agra in 1602.

There exist a number of manuscript copies of the Samarat al falasafa in the libraries of Europe and the
Indian subcontinent; cf. B.L. Pers. MSS. Or. 5893. Here the references are made to the Aligarh
collection: Samarat al falasafa, Maulana Azad Library, Aligarh, University Coll. zamima 28, ff. 1-2.
Abdus Sattar remarked in the introduction to the Samarat al falasafa that he was commissioned by the
emperor Akbar "to learn the European languages (zaban i firangi) in order to discover the secrets of
those people (millat) and to know about their kings, as well as in order to write an account of the Greek
philosophers and Roman sages (hukma i Yunan zamin wa Latin) into Persian. Abdus Sattar mentions
that he learnt the European languages from Jerome Xavier (Padri Zeronemo Shivar), a prominent
European scholar (danayan i farang) at the time Abdus Sattare was living at Akbar’s court. He acquired
the necessary skills to read and translate these works, but could not converse in any European language.
Thus, he used the following method of translation: Father Jerome Xavier translated orally and dictated

the meaning to Abdus, who then wrote it down into Persian; cf. the preface to the Samarat al Falasafa,
ff. 2-3a.
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Perhaps, it is no incident that the Mughal élite began to evince some interest in
things from Europe during the seventeenth century, as some knowledge would have
disseminated through Persian translations. Danishmand Khan, a Mughal bureaucrat of
Shahjahan and Aurengzeb learnt astronomy, geography and anatomy from Francois
Bernier, who was under his employment. Bernier introduced the Mughal noble to the
modern European scientific discoveries, such as . Harvey’s theory of blood
circulation.” Also according to Bernier, Aurengzeb said to his teacher Mulla Jiwan
Amethawi (d. 1717) (author of Nurul Anwar, a work on Muslim jurisprudence) that his
youth had been wasted in learning outmoded philosophy instead of a subject like "the
rise and fall of a state, more suitable for a prince’s education". Bernier reports that the
emperor crititized the Muslim system’s of education pedantry and excessive
preoccupation with linguistic refinement at the expense of more fruitful subjects.
Moreover, the emperor is reprorted to have said, the system had a static rather than a
dynamic character, for it failed to take into account any developments of the outside
world, such as the rise of the nation-state in Europe at the time.®

During the same period, there are instances of Mughal elites who sought a more
direct recourse to the sources of European knowledge. Muhammad Qubad Beg, a Diwan
in Deccan, also under Aurengzeb, visited Europe (Farangistan) towards the closing of
the seventeenth century or the early eighteenth century. Apart from being well-versed

in Islamic education (ulum i Islamia), Qubad Beg acquired some knowledge of Vedantic

Danishmand Khan is reported to have been familiar with the work of such French philosophers as
Pierre Gassendi, Descartes and William Harvey (theory of blood circulation); these were translated for
him by Bernier. There is no direct evidence of Danishmand’s interest in European discoveries from
contemporary Persian sources, though a late eighteenth century biographer, Shahnawaz Khan, wrote that
in the later years of his life Danishmand was interested in the European sciences (ilm ahl i farnag). For
a biographical notice of Danishmand Khan, cf. Mulla Shifai Yezdi, entitled Danishmand Khan
Shahnawaz Khan Samsam ud Daulah, Maasir ul Umara, 3 Vols. ed. Maulvi Abdur Rahim and Ashraf
Ali, Bib. Ind. Calcutta 1888-95 (vol. II, pp. 30-32).

Cf. F. Bernier, Travels in the Mogul Empire A.D 1656-1668, Eng. tr. A. Constable (1891); second ed.
revised by V.A. Smith (London, 1914), pp. 155-61.
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philosophy (funun i bed hindi). In Europe, he acquired Greek and Latin sciences (Ulum
letani wa Yunani). Evidently, he would have learnt about the Latin and Greek sciences
during his sojourn in Europe, and presumably he spent sufficiently long periods in some
European countries.” (Some knowledge of European technical advances, however,
existed as early as the late sixteenth century.')

At the same time, another image of Europe developed, a negative one. It
concerned the Portuguese, who were the first Europeans to reach India towards the end
of the fifteenth century, with the result that in the sixteenth century, all the sea-routes
connecting India with the rest of the world were dominated by them.'' The earliest
known reaction to the Portuguese domination of the Southern seas came from Shaikh
Zain al Din Ma’abari of Malabar (d. 1583), who would have been an eye-witness to the
activities of the Portuguese in the coastal regions, where the effect of their arrival and
subsequent expansion would have been more closely felt by the local population. Shaikh
Zain al Din, writing in 1580, perceived them as a form of divine-punishment for the

Muslims. He observed:

I would have it understood that the Muslims of Malabar formerly lived in great comfort and
tranquillity, in consequences of their abstaining from exercising any oppression towards the
country; as well as from the consideration which they invariably evinced for the ancient usages
of population of Malabar and from unrestricted intercourse of kindness which they preserved
for them. Subsequently, however, they were guilty of ingratitude towards God, forgetting the
blessings that they enjoyed going astray and becoming divided into schism. On this account,
therefore, did God bring down upon them the people of Europe, the Farank, Christians by

Cf. Khulasat al Afkar, ff. 347a. Abu Talib provided the above information as part of the biography of
a contemporary scholar-administrator, Mirza Muhammad Bakhsh Ashob. Qubad Beg was the latter’s
maternal grandfather and served as Diwan in Deccan towards the end of Aurengzeb’s reign. The family
originally came from Badakhshan in Central Asia (the Turks of the Barlas tribe), settled in Hindustan,
an abode of peace (Darul aman) during the reign of Akbar. For details of Qubad’s work, cf. the chapter
"Scientific Perceptions" in this essay.

10 Cf. AJ. Qaisar, The Indian Response to European Technology and Culture, A.D. 1498-1707 (Delhi,

1982).

1 For an excellent treatment of this aspect, cf. M.N. Pearson, Merchants and Rulers in Gujarat: The

Response to the Portuguese in the Sixteenth Century (University of California Press, 1976), esp. ch. 1.
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religion, who began to oppress the Muslims and to bring ruin amongst them; being guilty of
actions the most diabolical and infamous such indeed as are beyond the power of description.'?

The author of the Tuhfat al Mujahidin noted that, although their primary motive was
trade in ginger and pepper, the Portugese engaged in the forcible conversion of the local
population to Christianity and other such destructive activities, leading to the misery and
destitution of the local people. They destroyed the main mosque (Jam Masjid) of Calicut
in 1509, and demolished another one in Cochin in order to erect a church in its place.”
The destructive activities of the Portuguese brought them into direct confrontation with
the Zamorin of Calicut, ruler of Gujarat and the Ottomans. But the combined forces of
these powers could not prevent Portuguese domination.'* When every effort by these
powers to check the Portuguese failed, their high-handedness on the local populace
increased. In the first decade of the seventeenth century Ferishta wrote that the
Portuguese became so powerful on sea routes that, during the reign of Emperor Akbar,
they began to prevent and plunder ships going to the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina
as well as for trading purposes. Private operators like Abdur Rahim Khan paid tax to

obtain passes and ensure the safety and security of the passengers aboard their ships.

12 Zain al Din ibn Abd al Aziz Ma’abari was a grandson of Zayn al Din Abu Yahya (d. 1521) who

founded a school and a hospice at Ponani in Deccan, famous for attracting scholars from far and wide,
including the East Indies. The grandfather’s works were well-known in Egypt (where they were
published in the nineteenth century), and one of these, Hidaya al azkiyya, received commentaries both
in Hijaz and Java. His commentaries on Shafite law also gained recognition in Egypt and the East
Indies; cf. Zubaid Ahmad M.G., The Contribution of Indo-Pakistan to Arabic Literature from ancient
times to 1857 (reprint, Lahore, 1968), p. 185. The grandson, in turn, became renowned as the author
of Tuhfat al-mujahidin, a historical account of the struggle against the Portuguese (1498-1581),
dedicated to Ali Adil Shah I (1558-80). It begins with an account of Malabar, a history of the advent
of Muslims in Malabar, continues with an account of the spread of Islam in the region and the arrival
of the Portuguese in 1498; then it describes their subsequent clashes with the Samuri chiefs and their
alliances and counter-alliances with the potentates of Deccan up to 1581. Zain al Din’s Tuhfat al
Mujahidin is the first known work which presents a picture of reaction to the Portuguese arrival in the
Indian Ocean. There exists an Arabic edition as well as English translations of this work. Cf. Shaikh
Zain al Din Ma’abari, Tuhfat al-mujahidin, ed. Hakim Sayyid Shams ullah Qadri, Historical Society
of Hyderabad, Historical Text Series No.3 (N.D.). For a literal English translation of the Arabic text,
cf. J. Rowlandson, Tuhfat al-mujahideen fi bad ahwal al Burtukaliyyun, ed. and tr. (London, 1833),
esp., for the above passage, pp.103-7. Hereafter the references will be made to the English translation.

B Cf. Tuhfat al-mujahidin, pp. 82-3, 93.

¥ Ibid, pp. 92-7.
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Akbar laid an embargo on all his ships sailing either to Red Sea or to the Persian Gulf, because
to enter into an agreement (gaul) with Portuguese (farangiyan) was regarded below dignity, on
the other hand, to let the ships sail without protection was equally detrimental to the interest of
trade, and the loss of lives. It was in these highly-strained circumstances that Jahangir allowed
another European nation the English (Firangyan i Inglisi) who were at constant war and conflict
with the Portuguese, to build their factories in Surat. The English were a different nation with
their own king, and their basic tenet of faith was that they consider Jesus a human being and
a Prophet, and they believed in oneness of the Supreme God. At present, the English were
without any power or authority, therefore, they were showing friendliness and cordiality with
the Muslims, on the other hand, they had great animosity with the Portuguese.”

Fear, resentment and contempt continued to be echoed about the Portuguese presence
in India. They were perceived as an undesirable element, a menace who consistently
injured the religious sentiments of the native population.

Probably as a result of this disappointing experience, the knowledge of Europe
does not seem to have advanced significantly until the first quarter of the eighteenth
century. Writing in 1730, Muhammad Shafi Warid (b. 1676-7), a writer and historian
of Muhammad Shah’s reign, displays some awareness of the presence of Europeans in
the Indian Ocean, their settlements in the coastal regions of India, China, Japan (Cheen
wa Khata), Java, Sumatra and Indonesia, and Ceylon.. He specifically mentions the
Portuguese living in the coastal regions of India, but he imagines that they also
considered themselves as a subject-population (rayyat) of the emperor of India,
especially as any active contact with their own country had long ceased.'® The author
could imagine a legendary city in Portugal which was full of all kinds of strange and
wondrous things (ajaib al gharaib), but it has one most strange cave, wherein lived

genii. In this cave people go in groups of six and seven to learn the art of magic (fan

13 Cf. Muhammad Hindushah Astarbadi Ferishta, Tairkh i Ferishta, 2 Vols. (Lucknow, 1865), pp. 368-73.

Ferishta’s account was written in 1606-10, almost three decades after Tuhfat al mujahidin, of which he
produced a- summarized narrative. But he also updated it, by taking into account the subsequent
European settlements in the Indian Ocean. The same part of the Tarikh i Ferishta, which forms the
ninth chapter of the work and relates to the Portuguese arrival in the Indian Ocean, was translated into
English by Jonathan Scott and published by Shrewsbury in 1794. Anderson also published the same
narrative in The Asiatic Miscellany, Vol.Il (Calcutta). For an English translation of the entire text, cf.
J. Briggs, History of the Rise of Mahomme. dan Power in India in the year 1612, 4 Vols. (1829,
reprinted 1981), Vol. 4, pp. 305-11.

16 For an account of the European expansion in the above countries, cf. Muhammad Shafi Warid, Ajaib

al Buldan, Bodl. Pers. MS. Ouseley 213, ff. 3a-22a; for the above comment on the Portuguese, f. 24.
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I sahar wa jadu), and they perform all kind of miracles till the time it is finally closed
and the Portuguese are defeated from the king of Maghrib."” Inspite such imaginary
notions, the author had some idea of the Portuguese expertise in ship-building and
navigation. But, for Shafi, the Portuguese technical superiority had not changed the
balance of power in their favour. As he explains, the Portuguese possessed high
expertise in the art of gun-manufacturing and musket (ilm i tufang andazi), and they
were quite unmatched at sea, although no encounter to test their skill occurred for a long
time. But the Portuguese were extremely vulnerable in any engagement on land. One
hundred Muslims called Malabaris were considered equal to ten thousand Portuguese
on land.'®

Concerning the rest of the Europe, Shafi displays complete lack of awareness of
any modern developments. As he mentions, almost the whole of Europe (farangistan)
was governed by sixteen magnificent kings: nine out of these were known as garal,
while seven were called farangi.'” All of these rulers, according to Shafi, owed
allegiance to the Pope (Papa), who exercised authority over them in his capacity as the
representative of Jesus Christ (Naib i Hazrat Isa). These kings were under his complete
control. He had the right to appoint them as well as to dismiss them. Thus, almost after
centuries of Reformation, Shafi thought that the religious authority of the Pope was also
a source of his political power. The kings of Europe were under such complete
subordination (ghulam zar kharid) from the Papal authority, that, even if the Pope
wished to install a common man (awamunnas) on the throne, the kings would not raise

their voice nor think of revolt (inharaf); in fact any disobedience to the Pope was simply

17 For the legendary cave, cf. ibid., ff. 25.

8 Ibid. £. 25b.

" Cf. Ajaib al buldan, ff. 28b.
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out of the question. Shafi also had some knowledge of the Roman Emperor, whose seat
of residence was close to the Pope. In pomp and glory, the Holy Roman Emperor was
regarded equal to the Chinese emperor (badshah i Chin wa khata). All the rulers of
Europe, with the exception of the Hungarian one, paid tribute (baj wa kharaj) to the
Holy Roman emperor. (Some memories of the Ottoman-Europe relations were present
here.) The Portuguese were known as fisher-men among other peoples of Europe
because of their engagement with the fish trade. The entire people of Europe were called
Nestorian (Nasturi), explained Shafi: Nestorian and Nasara were the same. The precious
metal of silver that circulated throughout the world was supposed to come from Italy.
Muslims however, wrote the author, did not go to Italy, but the precious metals of gold
and silver reached them through the merchants. Besides, the author recites some stories
of how the Portuguese entertained the rulers of the Deccan kingdoms with various exotic
items, in order to strengthen their positions. At present, regrets the author, all of these
islands were under their control, which formed part of India. Besides, the author recalls
that other part of Europe, Vienna and Hungary, once were conquered by the Ottomans.
Hungary was unique, in the sense that it was there that the muskets and the gun (tufang)
were invented in 880 A.H. (1475-6 A.D.).

Shafi Warid was a member of the intelligentsia and an important contemporary
chronicler. His work Mirat i Waridat® deals with the political and socio-economic
conditions of India during the first three decades of the eighteenth century, but his
knowledge of Europe was fairly insubstantial. Thus, knowledge about Europe does not
seem to have advanced any significantly during those early years.

Murtaza Husain, writing in the 1780’s, heavily relies on medieval sources: he

reproduces information about the Ottoman Sultan’s relations with the Christian Europe

Or Tarikh i Ghaghtai, Maulana Azad Library, Aligarh MS. and 1.O.L. 3881.
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and a detailed list of the early Christian rulers of Constantinople from the Haft Iglim of
Amin Ahmad Razi. His description of Constantinople, the capital of the Ottomans, its
magnificent monuments, the mosques and their architecture, all is based on the Haft
Iglim* Similarly, Murtaza’s perception of Russia did not change significantly and he
profusely quotes from the Haft Iglim as well as referring to the medieval classic
Sikandarnama as his source of information on the Russian society. Yet, Murtaza
cautiously includes Jonathan Scott’s criticism of Muslim historiography about Russia
being inaccurate and outdated.”?> More significantly, Murtaza informed Scott that there
existed "wonders of creation" (ajaib al gharaib al makhluqat) literature in India, such
as the Haft Tilism and "The seven Magic of the city of Babul" (about Europe in India).
To entertain his employer’s mind Murtaza himself produced accounts of such imaginary
perceptions and mysterious characters of Europe as existed in India.” But he added
that these tales mixed with the "wonders of creation" (Ajaib al makhlugat) were totally
unacceptable for any sensible and enquiring mind.**

There was one country on the continent of Europe which was better known to
Muslim writers: al-Andalus. The Muslim conquest of Spain, its conquest by the
Umayyad commander Tariq bin Ziyad, the subsequent ruling dynasties (the Almohad
and the Almoravid), the rise of independent kingdoms (muluk ut tawaif), the party kings
or "kings of factions", all formed part of the Muslim historical consciousness.”

Similarly Salah al Din’s (1169-93) success against the Christian states in Palestine and

2L Cf. Hadigat al agalim, pp. 482-7.

2 Ibid, pp. 480-6, for Russia.

2 Ibid., pp. 489-94 and 694-6, for a detailed narrative of the imaginary and the legendary cities of Europe

located in the sixth and seventh climate.

2 Ibid., pp. 500.

% Ibid., pp. 493-500. The Samarat al falasafa also contained a history of Spain (Iglim i andalus) based

on "authentic Islamic sources".
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on the Syrian coast at the end of the eleventh century continued to be recorded as a
significant historical event in Muslim-Christian relations. Murtaza regretted that similar
attempts by the Mamluks of Egypt to expel the Portuguese (Farangiyan) from Malabar
could not succeed.?

To conclude, it was primarily the Portuguese who were known, on account of
their forceful presence. Some memories of Ottoman relations with the Eastern Europe
kept lingering. A new relationship was to be established in the second half of the
eighteenth century when it was the Western and not the Eastern Europe that became the
subject of discourse. How this balance changed in favour of Western Europe will be

studied in the following section.

1.2 The Eighteenth Century Perspective

To understand how and why a part of the world which was so little known until the
early decades of the eighteenth century became the subject of discourse of the Indian
Muslim educated élite, requires a detailed examination of the political background
during those years.

As the eighteenth century progressed, colonial rivalries among European nations
became more intense and the pattern of European colonialism became more clear. All
the three declining great Muslim empires (the Mughals, the Ottomans and the Persians),
were threatened by the burgeoning Western hegemony. The phase when the
industrialized countries of Europe passed from the simple extraction of raw material
from non-industrial countries, as they had been doing for over a century in South

America, to using the same countries as pawns of a strict power game, had begun.

Ibid. pp. 200-2. Murtaza discussed these historical relations of Christians and Muslims with Jonathan
Scott, who supplemented the latter’s knowledge of Islamic historical literature with a European’s
perceptions of these land-marks.
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Furthermore, the colonies were to become increasingly the purchasers of the finished
products made from their own raw material. Less powerful countries would eventually
be wrapped up in images of themselves created by Western occupants. In this
competition for the colonies, it was not India alone which was subjected to the British
domination. Other countries too were undergoing a similar experience. Moreover, it was
not only Britain which was exercizing political and commercial influence on India.
Other countries of Europe also had imperial designs in other Islamo-Asian countries.
France occupied Egypt in 1800, followed by the Anglo-French rivalries in that region,
and Russia had aggressive designs against the Ottomans and Persians. Other European
nations, the Portuguese, the Dutch and the French, contested Britain for the trade
monopoly of India and eventually for political supremacy.

The growing European expansionism in the Islamic world became a concern of its
intelligentsia. Writing in 1785, Itisam expressed concern over the Russian aggression
against the Ottoman empire and regretted the loss of an Ottoman province, Crimea, to
the Russians. He interpreted this as an expression of Russia’s growing military strength.
But he saw the Ottomans’ defeat in conventional terms: they were defeated because of
their ministers’ (wazir) treachery. At last the treaty was concluded and the Russians
could not wholly threaten the empire.”’

Other events which were taking place on the continent of Europe were beginning,
directly as well as indirectly, to influence the political life of the Eastern world. Such
a remote happening like the American War of Independence had indirect repercussions
on the contemporary Indian political scenario because it renewed on-going hostilities

among the European countries, the British, the French and the Dutch. The British

27 Cf. Shigarfnama, ff. 102b-103b. Probably Itisam was alluding to the treaty of Kuchuk Kaynarji (1774).

Similarly, Murtaza was informed by Jonathan Scott about the Russian empress’ encroachments on
Turkey; cf. Hadigat al aqalim, p. 487.
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Governor-General Warren Hastings received orders from England to declare war against
the Dutch and to seize their factories and forts. Consequently, the British attacked the
Dutch and destroyed their factories at Patna and Hugli.® Another revolution of Europe,
the French Revolution (1789) had more direct repercussions on the non-Western world.
Abu Talib provides a succinct description of the French Revolution,” but he also
analyzes the post-Revolutionary conditions on the continent. In fact, he concerns himself
more with the Napoleonic wars that accompanied the Revolution than the Revolution
itself. He describes various alliance and counter-alliance among the European nations™
and, more significantly perhaps, visualises the consequences of the French Revolution
in global rather than purely European terms. Abu Talib offers a subtle political analysis
of the international context of the wars and notes that as a close neighbour of France,
and perhaps her greatest rival, Britain could not isolate herself from the influence of the

revolution. Even other major European powers like Spain, Germany and Holland, joined

2 Cf. Siyar, pp. 959-61.

% For the details of the actual course of the Revolution, cf. Masir i talibi, ff. 161a-162b. Abu Talib
described the French Revolution as a revolt (balwa) of the peoples of France (ahl i franse, riaya)
against the tyranny of the king and the lethargic nobility (umara i ghafilin). The people of France
sought to overthrow the existing regime in favour of a form of government similar to that of their
neighbour, Britain, where the royal power had already been much reduced. But after their initial
success, the rebels demanded the establishment of a republic (Republik). All the land assignments
(jagir) and salaries of the princes and nobility were confiscated by the rebels except the payment to the
regular bureaucracy, the latter being appointed and dismissed with the choice of the common populace
(riaya). One of the results of the Revolution (inqalab), according to Abu Talib, was that the power fell
into the hands of the people. Those organised the republic and its laws (ganun), whereas those who
enjoyed these privileges in the past were now powerless. Abu Talib did not explicitly sympathised with
either side, but his appreciation of the British political system when superimposed on the desire of the
people of France shows his inclination towards the revolutionaries. His use of political symbols like
Ingalab or Ahl i Balwa and the descriptions he offers of the king and the nobles, the outcome republic
(ARl i Shura), as well as his literal descriptions of post-revolutionary France, leading to the rise of
Napoleon Bonaparte, the Anglo-French rivalry for colonial supremacy and the trade monopolies in the
Eastern world, all suggest a political interpretation of the event. But the ideological component of the
Revolution, its slogan of "fraternity, equality and liberty" could not find any equivalent in the dictionary
of the author.

0 For an account of the naval wars between France and England and the wars of coalition, cf. Masir i

Talibi, ff. 162b-166a.
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the wars.”’ He presents the British conservative opinion manifested in the concern to
contain the effects of the French contagion, and emphasises that Britain, its ministers
and Parliament, all were concerned how to face a nation in arms. France could not
directly invade Britain, but exercised indirect influence by sending force to Ireland, in
order to help the Iiish who were often in revolt against the king of Britain.”> When the
Prussians and the Russians found other powers deeply engaged in war against France,
they invaded the kingdom of Poland, a vast country governed by nobles, and partitioned
it among themselves. Abu Talib describes the partition of Poland as an act of
aggrandizement, the first of its kind, by the powerful against the weak, contrary to the
European code of conduct with regard to the internal matters of Europe.” Poland’s
division was followed by the partition of Hanover, original homeland of the British
monarchs, between Prussia, Russia and Germany.** The overall consequences of the
conflict were in favour of Britain, which emerged to a position of unrivalled economic
and political supremacy by eliminating its potential rivals in India, Asia and Africa. The
ultimate terms of the treaty of 1803 were in favour of the British commercial and
strategic interests, and the balance of power had clearly tilted in favour of Britain. Thus,
Britain emerged as a predominant force in Europe.”

Soon, Anglo-French rivalry engulfed countries outside Europe, such as Syria and
Egypt. In 1798, French forces under Napoleon invaded Egypt, then a province of the

Ottoman empire. Latif opined that the root cause behind France’s designs to occupy

3\ Ibid, ff. 162b-169a.

32 Abu Talib and Latif both attempted a biography of Napoleon, who was appreciated for his strategic

acumen and ability to lead. Cf. ibid., ff. 162b, and Tuhfat al alam, ff. 126b.

3 Cf. Masir i talibi, ff. 162b-163a.

* Ibid., ££.163.

% Ibid, ff. 161b-169a.
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Egypt, one of the flourishing countries of Islam, the mother of the countries (ummul
bilad i Misr), was Egypt’s prosperity. Egypt, of course, had also commercial
significance. Alexandria the port-city was situated on the mouth of the Mediterranean
Sea which connected Europe and Africa, and Suez connected to the Indian Ocean and
the Red Sea. It was thus natural that the Europeans were planning to cut a canal to link
the Mediterranean with the Indian Ocean and facilitate communication with India. The
French would enter India through that proposed short route and would fight against the
British, and thus they would bring India under their possession. Alexandria had thus
become a critical station on the route to India. What had dissuaded Europeans so far
from embarking upon the project was the fear that if they cut-off a large chunk of land-
mass between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea (bahr i muhit), probably the balance
of water and land-mass would be lost, and if not the entire globe, the neighbouring
countries of Africa Maghrib, Yemen, Jeddah and few cities of Sudan would submerge
into water.*® Abu Talib wrote that the Ottoman Sultan sought help from the British to
eliminate the French from Egypt. The British sided with the Ottomans on the pretext

that geographically:

Turkey was also a European country, and as such, there existed traditional ties with the
Ottomans to assist the latter in times of distress. At the same time safety and security of India
was a matter of grave importance to us. In turn, the French counter-argued that entire India
(Hindustan) was seeking help from us. If you would forego your claims for India we would also
evacuate Egypt, and would leave it in the possessions of the Ottoman Sultan. In fact, we had
forcibly occupied Egypt to free India from your control.”’

According to Latif, the British helped the Ottomans against the French because they
wanted to secure their possessions in India against the perceived French threat. But the

Egyptians themselves sided with the French forces and offered strong resistance against

36 Cf. Tuhfat al Alam, ff. 122. Latif could not see the actual construction of Suez canal and its

consequences on global politics.

37 Latif added that there was not a single power in India who had the capability to expel the British from

India. Tipu, who opposed them, was an exception; and, anyway, the British had totally crushed his
power. Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 121b-122a.



55

the combined forces of the British and the Ottomans. The reason for this attitude of the
Egyptians was that the French had won their heart by leaving the nobility in possession
of their estates, and helping the peasants in the agricultural work.”

Abu Talib also understood that by occupying Egypt the French wanted to secure
a direct passage to India. Eventually, they wanted to bring the Indian states of Deccan
and Bengal under their authority. But the British were confident of their own naval
strength and thought that Napoleon’s plan was a difficult one to be materialized.”
Napoleon, on the other hand was in negotiations with Tipu Sultan of Mysore, in order
to win his cooperation against the British in India. The British, however, intercepted
Tipu’s secret negotiations with Napoleon.*® Due to this perceived threat of a French
invasion in India, the British entered into an alliance with the Ottomans and in 1801
their joint armies succeeded in exterminating the French from Egypt. This success was
achieved mainly with British military power. Otherwise, this encounter exposed the
weakness and lack of energy of the Ottomans to the European world, as the Ottoman
armies still relied on old methods (dasturat i gadim).”!

It was not only Britain and France that had acquired great military potential. There
was another power which eventually encroached upon Iran and the Ottoman empire,

Russia (arusia). Itisam and Latif note that Russia’s rise to power was a recent

38 Ibid., ff. 123; on Napoleon’s Syrian campaign, ff. 126b-127a. Latif himself had a negative view of the

French: he abhorred the murder of the king and the queen and other blood-lettings that followed the
Revolution and regarded France as a country given to war and aggrandizement. It was not possible to
conclude any lasting treaty with them, and they never kept the terms of treaty. Their promises were like
figures drawn on water. His negative attitude stemmed from his perception of the role of the French
in the court of Nizam, in Hyderabad. In his capacity as wakil of this state, he, along with his cousin
Mir Alam, was invariably a party to the British cause in the Hyderabad court; cf. Tuhfat al Alam, ff.
126-127.

¥ Cf. Masir i talibi, ff. 164a.

Ibid., ff. 166.

' Ibid, ff. 168a.
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phenomenon, for, as described in the Sikandarnama, it was basically a rough and
backward country. It was one of its kings, Peter the Great, a contemporary of Nadir
Shah, who went to England in order to receive training in the methods of modern
warfare. Not only did Peter the Great travel widely in Europe and learnt the art of
shipbuilding himself, he also sent his people to receive training in modern methods of
warfare. Upon his return from his travels, he organised his country’s political system,
though still a monarchy like Iran, and named his capital Petersburg after his own name.
His reforms turned Russia into one of the most powerful nations in Europe, one that
other European nations clearly envied. Geographically, it was the largest European
country, encompassing in its boundaries Asia as well as Europe. Yet, its population did
not correspond to its size, although it included the land of the Tatars. Due to excessively
cold weather prevailing in some parts, the population was very thinly dispersed. Latif
exclaims "all powerful and strong Almighty God" (Subhan al qadir wal mugqtadir) for
Russia, which comprised one fourth of the inhabited globe and had a population of a
four crores, while, as he sarcastically remarks, China, which was "only" one fifth of the
inhabited quarters of the Globe, contained thirty five crores of population out of one
hundred thousand estimated for the whole.* Latif thought that if other European kings
had not exercised countervailing force, the Russians would have seized entire dominions
of the Ottomans, including Istanbul. (In fact, Russia’s policy and attitude towards others
was not without a religious bias.*’) Latif regretted that Iran’s turmoil had left it without

any active foreign policy. He described the Persian monarch Agha Muhammad Khan

2 Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 182a.

® Ibid., ff. 183a. This was probably an allusion to Russian attempts to protect the Christian subjects of

the Ottoman empire and to safeguard the Eastern Orthodox Church.
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Qajar’s unsuccessful expedition against Georgia,” and regretted that Iran was a
mismanaged country. He saw the defeat of the Iranians in terms of a weakly
administered state which could not face a powerful country because of its
mismanagement and lack of discipline.* At the same time, Latif recalled the heroic
tradition of the Iranians in facing other powers that threatened its sovereignty. He wrote
that,"I heard from an intelligent Englishman that one who could rule Iran could rule the
entire world."® Ahmad also took account of the increasing European diplomatic
activity in Iran. The British diplomatic and strategic interest in Iran arose from the
perceived French threat in India. Due to Iran’s strategic significance, the French
emissaries went to Iran in 1796. They wanted to secure a free passage of French troops
to enter in India and to enlist military help from Iran. When the British came to know
about this French manipulations in Iran, they saw this as a possible danger to the safety
of their possessions in India and sent John Malcolm, an experienced man, with an
embassy to Iran along with gifts. John Malcolm’s mission resulted in an Anglo-Persian
treaty, directed against possible French penetration of Iran and India. This probably
Ahmad did not know, for otherwise we cannot explain why he felt relieved that Iran was
beyond the European diplomacy."’

At this juncture Latif recalls the Christian-Muslim relations in the classical Islamic
past. He comments that the Christians had always been very curious to explore other
people’s internal matters and especially of the Muslims. Their attitude towards the

Muslims had been the same from the rise of Islam. (Under the Caliph Umar bin Khattab

For the details of the diplomatic exchanges between the Russian monarch and Muhammad Shah Qajar
over the question of Georgia, cf. ibid., ff. 183-184, and Mirat al ahwal, ff. 119-120a.

“ Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 182a-85a; also Mirat al ahwal, ff. 118b-120a.

Cf Tuhfat al alam, ff. 184b.

7 Cf. Mirat al ahwal, f£. 117b.
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an agreement (ahadnama) was signed between the Christians and the Muslims, one of
the articles of which said that the Christians would not enquire into the internal matters
of the Muslims, neither they would record anything about them.*)

Abd al Latif concludes that, in fact, the political inter-relations of European nations
were based on sound principles of state-craft and diplomacy. In Europe, no nation could
transgress territorial sovereignty and integrity of other nations. If any of these nations
violated existing code of conduct, other European countries were to side with the nation
encroached upon. This was to prevent any single state emerging powerful. This did not
imply that they did not wage wars against each other. In case of war and aggression
they tried to harm each other by destroying the armed strength of the enemy and by
blocking the commercial interest of each other. Such a war was only within the reach
of the stronger powers only. In case a powerful nation encroached upon a weaker nation,
and the strength as well as weakness could be judged on the basis of each country’s
arsenal (top khana) and firearms (tufang), others would prevent it from the aggrandizers
hostile intentions. This was to prevent any single nation becoming able to emerge as the
most powerful nation, disturb the balance and thus, in future overpower others. The
indirect help to the weaker nation was meant to safeguard one’s own interest. But the
European diplomatic policy with regard to the countries outside Europe was different.
In the non-European countries they followed a policy of war and open aggrandizement
and colonization (taskhir). The on-going Anglo-French rivalry for occupation of Egypt
and Syria, were the obvious examples of manifestations of European diplomacy. France
captured Egypt because of the neglect and apathy of the Ottomans. Similarly, the British
occupation of India was an example of European diplomatic policy in the non-European

world. The British had occupied (taskhir) India because it had no powerful master to

®  Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 137.
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protect it.* It was India which was the central concern of all these writers. Let us,
therefore, turn to see how the growing British ascendancy was perceived.

The pioneers of Europe’s political expansion were the Portuguese. They showed
the way to other Europeans in Asia who moved beyond expansion to domination. Yet,
in spite of their subversive activities, their presence was never regarded as a major
threat. They were considered a nuisance rather than a menace. But as has been pointed
out, earlier memories of the Portuguese as the first Europeans who arrived in India kept
on lingering. Itisam recalls that it was almost two hundred years ago before his time,
during the reign of emperor Akbar, that the Portuguese arrived in the islands of Malabar,
Madras and Ceylon:. At that time the Portuguese monarch enjoyed a predominant
position among European nations, somewhat similar as was enjoyed by the British
monarch at present. The Portuguese embarked upon the long distance sea voyages after
immense improvements in the ship-building industry and the navigational techniques.
The discovery of the route via the Cape (Kaf), called by the Europeans the Cape of
Good Hope, was situated in the extreme of Ethiopia. The news of this discovery was
celebrated in Europe (farang) as the ultimate fulfilment of a long cherished desire, hence
its name the Cape of Good Hope. Detailed manuals (dastur al amal) with maps and
charts showing the exact route to the Cape were prepared and distributed throughout
Europe. The motives of the Portuguese in searching out the new route to India was
mainly commercial. Indian commodities such as silk, cotton, textile and opium were in
great demand in Europe. They fetched very high prices in the markets yielded immense
profits to the European merchants.”® However, the Portuguese were also involved in

subversive activities: they began to torture the local people. They destroyed the mosques

® Ibid., ff. 121-121a. Ahmad also expressed a similar opinion; cf. Mirat al ahwal, ff. 116a.

0 Ct. Shigarfnama, £. 148.
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and constructed churches in their place. They forcibly converted the local population to
Christianity and, generally, reduced the people to misery, poverty and destitution. They
killed the pilgrims going to the Holy cities of Mecca and Medina. It was recorded in the
royal chronicles that the people of Europe were raising tumult in the coastal regions of
India.

The Portuguese expansion and superiority was short-lived. As Itisam al Din puts
it, they were overtaken by divine retribution on account of the atrocities and brutalities
they committed against the natives. Recurring earthquakes had wrecked their capital in
Portugal resulting in much loss of life and property. Their country’s prestige was in
decline in comparison to other European countries. Their sovereignty was under constant
threat from the more powerful Germans and Spaniards. But the geo-politics of the region
led Britain to prevent any military action against the Portuguese, perhaps to maintain the
power balance.’’ Moreover, the Portuguese came under eclipse as a result of the arrival
of the English, Dutch and Danes. The descendants of the Portuguese who survived
belonged to low social category and accepted sundry jobs under the British. They
employed themselves in handicrafts and as writers (nawisandan) with the Company. But
the lafter did not accord them any special treatment. They let them live in coastal
regions of India like any other subject of India. In fact, the English reckoned them no

better than an Indian (Hindustani).”

1.3 Why the British came to India
The primary object of the British in the beginning, like the Portuguese, was the

development of their trade. Emperor Jahangir’s permission to the Company led to the

o For an account of the Portuguese arrival and settlement in India, cf. Shigarfnama ff. 14b-22a.

2 Ct. Siyar, pp. 960ff. For a similar opinion, cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 180b.
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establishment of a factory at Surat as their first settlement. All of the writers deemed it
imperative to know the structure and constitution of the English Company, which, at the
time, was defined as a purely mercantile organization.

Etymologically, the word Company (kampany) means a group of two or more
persons. But technically the term stood for a group of people united for a common
purpose, profit or other. It was a purely commercial organisation of a large body of
merchants who accumulated capital to trade with India and obtained a charter from the
king in return for a fixed amount to be given to the exchequer. The procurement of their
right of trade excluded other merchants from trading with the specified countries. This
organisation consisted of a large body of shareholders, the actual owners, who appointed
twenty-four men amongst them as their directors to carry out the workings of the
Company. The Board of Directors was headed by another superior called Chairman,
appointed from the directors for one year. The term of the directors was six years, and
one fourth of the total members retired every second year.”

More than the structure and the organisation, it was the relationship of the
Company with the British King which occupied the attention of almost all of
contemporary writers. All of them, Itisam al Din, Abu Talib, Abd al Latif and Ahmad
bin Muhammad were of the opinion that the British monarch had no direct political
control over the Company or its activities in India. The Company was not a
representative body of the British King.>* So, although India had been conquered and
subjugated by the Company and the latter paid a fixed amount in the form of tribute
(nazrana) to the King, this tribute was merely a return of the favour done to them! After

all, it was the letter of King James I which enabled the merchants to seek the

5 For the organization of the East India Company, cf. Masir i Talibi, ff. 136b-137a; also Tuhfat al alam,

ff. 147, Shigarfnama ff. 147, and Mirat al ahwal ff. 136b.

>4 Cf. Tuhfat al alam, {f. 147, and Masir i Talibi, ff. 136b.
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aforementioned permission from Jahangir. Nevertheless, the Company and its merchants
were British national; as such, they had to remain under the overall supervision of their
home government. Therefore, when in the second half of 18th century, the Company’s
merchants combined business with interference in Indian political affairs, the fact came
under discussion in the British Parliament. As a result, the Parliament devised an indirect
instrument to control the Company’s political activities. This was placed under the
overall supervision and direction of the Board of Control, constituted by the British
government, to check the corruption and political excesses of the Company’s servants
in Bengal, in case they turned out to be detrimental to the prestige of the English nation
(qaum i Inglish).”> Apart from the Board of Control, the Parliament, too, had the right
to question the affairs of the Company which deemed unjust. The Company’s activities
and the role played by Clive in Carnatic, the deposition of its governor from his position
and Wellesely’s conduct in Awadh affairs were severely questioned by both the Houses
of the Parliament.

Itisam al Din provided his own version of the circumstances which led to the
establishment of the Board of Control. This is also an example of how traditional mode
of discourse and conventional phrases were used to portray complexities of
contemporary British politics while the writer was in Britain. "There had been a
controversy", wrote Itisam, "among the Royal Ministers and officials (mutasaddis) of
the Company regarding the latter’s right over Bengal. Both parties had their own view-

points. The ministers stressed on the point that the Company was a commercial

organisation (mahajanpesha) therefore it should not have any concern over the matters

% Cf. Masir i Talibi, ff. 136-137. Abu Talib considered the Board of Control a separate ministry and

nominated its President, called the minister for Indian affairs (wazir amurat i Hind), the seventh
important minister in the hierarchy of the cabinet.

6 Cf. Masir i Talibi, ff. 137a.
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of the government. It was the people of Britain who conquered the province of Bengal
and, hence, the state of Bengal was to pass on to the Crown. But the Company’s
officials pressed their claims indicating the expenses they incurred in this occupation.
Therefore, they claimed the right to run profit and loss basis and pay the Crown a fixed
amount (malguzari)". Itisam further continued: "This controversy was resolved by the
king of England by leaving out the claims on Bengal. To him, Bengal was granted to
the Company by Emperor Shah Alam as altamgha which was a form of charity
(khairat). If the king accepted it, it would have been below the royal dignity. Since it
was tantamount to indirect acceptance of the Mughal suzerainty. But the protagonists
succeeded in increasing the amount of taxes to be paid to the royal exchequer". To
Itisam, the letter of Emperor Shah Alam which he was to present to King George IlI,
could have been of much use to the ministers which was intentionally suppressed by
Clive. Otherwise, the situation might have turned in favour of the royal ministers.”’
Itisam added: "Some wise-men postulated that after some time the province of Bengal
would pass under the supervision of the royal officials from the Company".*®

The Company’s servants were drawn from diverse social backgrounds, descendant
of old nobles; some originated from modest social background, and on account of their
personal virtues, capabilities and education, rose to eminence. Socially, the Company’s
officials were considered to be on lower social status than the officials of the King of
England. It was quite clear because after all the Company was only a commercial body,
a mercantile concern (mahajanpesha), not a political authority and, therefore, its servants

stood in lower ladders than the nobility (umra) of the King and the landed aristocracy

(zamindar) of England. Abu Talib wrote that even the Directors of the Company were

57 Cf. Shigarfnama, ff. 11a-12a. For details of Itisam’s mission to King George IlI, cf. ch. I

®  Cf. Shigarfnama, ff. 12a.
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not given any importance by the President of the Board of Control, as the latter thought
that they were the traders (tujjar) and commoners (riaya), whereas he was from the
royal nobility (umra i padshah).” At any rate, the Company’s services were regarded
immensely lucrative and keenly sought by the English. For the young British, it became
an all consuming passion to seek a career under the Company. There were reasons why
the Company’s employment was extremely attractive; first, they were well-paid and
permanent, career being open to talent. Secondly, under the rules, it was not possible to
dismiss any employee from his job, which was applicable right from the lower rank of
a writer (nawisandan) to the highest position of Governor. Moreover, after retirement,
pensions were paid to all the servants of the Company. Even if an employee was
charged with corruption and embezzlement or amassing wealth by fraudulent means, he
was summarily dismissed still, such person could pursue his case in the courts of
England where, if the charge of bribery was not proved, the Company was liable to pay
the arrears of his pension.®

One question that agitated the mind of the writers was the fact that the Company
which established itself as a purely trading concern in the first decade, within a century
and a half; it could transform itself into a territorial power. Because, like many other
Europeans the English, too, had come to India predominantly as traders. What forces
political, economic and social helped to bring about so mighty a transformation. They
sou 'gtvrto explore the background that enabled the Company to gain military and
political power within a period of fifty years. In the early decades of the eighteenth

century Company’s position was that of purely mercantile concern in the public

> Cf. Masir i Talibi, ff. 137. For a similar opinion, cf. Shigarfnama, ff. 147, and Mirat al ahwal, ff. 136b.

% Ct Tuhfat al alam, ff. 148a.
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perception.” Within a century and half, how the merchants became rulers of almost
half of India.*” Clive intervened in the succession dispute in the Carnatic state, later,
Bengal, Mysore and Awadh were brought under Company’s political sway. Its triumph
over Nawab Nazim of Bengal Sirajuddaula (1756) and subsequent victory at the battle
of Buxar (1766) led to the acquisition of Diwani i.e., right of revenue administration
over the rich territories of Bihar, Bengal and Orissa. This greatly increased its power and
prestige. After Clive’s success in the internal politics of Carnatic, the English eliminated
their strongest rival, the French. With the political success in India, not only the value
of Company’s shares doubled from one thousand pounds to two thousand, but the
number of shareholders also swelled. Our sources took note of the Company’s past first
to explain the reasons of its success, secondly, to contrast its present powerful position
with its earlier insignificant start. The foremost question was why the Company was
permitted to trade in India? Thus, Itisam opined that while Akbar was averse to grant
any concession to Europeans, it was during the reign of Jahangir that the Europeans
requested in extremely submissive tone to allow them to trade with India, and to build
factories (Kothi). The Europeans emulated the Mughal emperors and aristocracy with
rare and wonderful curiosities of Europe. Jahangir permitted the English to trade and to
construct their factory at Surat taking into account the helplessness of the European
merchants, and also for the benefit of the common people of India and for the prosperity
of the country to stimulate the trade, and to procure many items of Europe which were
not easily available in India. Itisam clarified that the permission was granted to build
houses for trade (makanhai tijarat) and not the kind of forts they had constructed now.

The emperors issued farmans for similar effect to the provincial governors of Bengal and

' Cf. Siyar, pp. 633ft.

> Cf. Shigarfnama, £. 17a.
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the other provinces. But after the death of Aurangzeb the administration of the empire
fell into mismanagement and the emperor Muhammad Shah neglected his
responsibilities, the court under him became a place of the sensual pleasures, the nobility
sunk into lethargy and inertia, they neglected its religious duties. The provincial
governors became independent on all matters of state either financial or related to the
state (mali wa mulki). In this situation the Europeans began to form alliances with the
Nazim and the Faujdars.® While Abd al Latif and Ahmad opined that .'_since the
emperor Shah Abbas of Persia allowed the English to build their factories in Bandar
Abbas in Persia to eradicate the Portuguese and the Dutch. As both of these Europeans
came to have a strong hold in some of the ports of Persia. The Mughal emperor
Aurangzeb also allowed the English (Inglishia) to construct their settlements in Calcutta
as a counter-measure against the Portuguese, to eliminate the Portuguese from Indian
soil.% But in Persia the British could not gain political ascendancy; Latif asserted that
the Iranians did not allow any outside power to dominate them especially a non-Muslim.
He recalled the heroic past of Iran to challenge the power of those who called upon its
sovereignty.® It was only temporarily that Afghans occupied Iran. On the other hand,
in India, the people of Bengal, "the most uncivilized people on earth” (ha%at al arz),
sought closeness to the English.®® While others posited that Job Charnock helped
Aurengzeb with provisions for the army during the latter’s campaigns in Deccan,

therefore as a favour he granted a farman the royal order to Job Charnock to build

factory in Bengal and to carry on the duty free trade in return for a peshkash of three
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Ibid., ff. 17-8.
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thousand rupees payable to the Bakhshi of the port. Establishment of the English factory

immensely stimulated the trade in Bengal. But their attitude began to change with the
declining central authority. To the majority of our writers, the change of attitude from
humble merchants to open hostility lay in the complex political condition of India which
developed with the weakening of the central authority. The contemporaries traced the
weakening of the imperial authority from the reign of Farrukhsiyar expressed in such
terms and phrases like Saltanat sust gasht and zaif ul saltanat i.e., the state became
ineffective.”” It was at this crucial point of political crises that the merchant groups
intervened siding with the group which promised the most liberal rewards and greatest
concessions.” At this stage, the Company began to combine their business with
territorial expansion. First they established their hold over Bengal, from their bases in
Calcutta they pushed themselves into the heart of India. According to Latif following
their success in Bengal they began to extend their influence by using their diplomacy
in other parts of India. Various methods were employed by the English to achieve this
objective to takeover the regional powers, Carnatic, Hyderabad and Mysore in the
Deccan, Bengal and Awadh in North. According to Abd al Latif, their strategy was first
to construct forts which, to deceive the common people, they called it trading
posts/factories (bait ut tujjar). Under the disguise of trading posts, they collected arms
and ammunition in it of the latest make.” When%er they planned to annex a particular
state they began to explore éll possible channels of information about indigenous affairs
of a state. For the above purposes, they employed services of intelligent natives who

acted as their agents and collaborators. Then they appointed an agent (wakil) who was

67 Cf. Hadiqat al aqalim, p. 133.

For a similar view, cf. K.M. Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance: a survey of the vasco Da Gama
epoch of Asian History 1498-1945 (London, 1955), esp. p. 97.

® Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ££. 137b.
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stationed at the court of the regional ruler. Abd al Latif further revealed that the English
never occupied any native state suddenly but by degrees; first, they sent messages of
friendship, accompanied with European novelties as gifts through this agent who
requested, in a very submissive and humble tone for a grant of land to construct a
factory. Gradually they equipped the factory with arms and ammunitions. This
representative regularly informed his superiors in Calcutta about the internal affairs of
that particular state. The agent watched for a suitable opportunity to interfere in the
internal matters of native states. Such occasions arrived to their advantage in numerous
cases when there occurred dispute over succession. In such times of internal disputes
and the court intrigues, they sided with a candidate from whom they could extract most.
The agent called the forces from Calcutta.”” With the passage of time, they went on
to extract greater and valuable concessions, and cash, to maintain the army which
protected the chief, and also a part of territory when that chief was unable to turn in
ready cash.”' The case of Bengal was cited as evidence of such diplomatic intrigue.
Plassey was not considered a military victory but a political intrigue in which disloyal
and deceitful nobles led by Mir Jafar conspired with the British against Sirajuddaula. It
was a transaction in which the collaborators of Bengal led by the merchant banker Jagat
Seth sold the Nawab to the Company. Even Mir Jafar was deposed and in his place
they seated his son in law Mir Qasim. It was by combination of various diplomatic skills
that the British had been successful in India. Similar diplomatic techniques were
employed in case of Mysore against Tipu Sultan, in Awadh against Shujauddaula, and
his successors, and in Hyderabad. On the defeated Indian chief they usually fixed an

allowance. In case the enemy died in the battle-field, even then they paid an allowance

70 For a detailed exposure of the Company’s army and its methods of organisation and training, cf. ibid.,

ff. 167a-176b.

U Ibid., ff. 138a-139b.
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to his dependents. Now there was not a single power in India which could check the
British domination or unite the petty chiefs under one umbrella. Tipu the Sultan of
Mysore attempted to expel the British with the French cooperation but failed
disastrously. The Company isolated Indian chiefs one by one to bring them under their
sway.”?

The analysis goes further. Apart from the above methods, Company’s success was
based on efficient management of its finances. When from the 16th century onwards
Europe witnessed its overseas expansion with the help of improved navigation and
shipping on an unprecedented scale; the Europeans had evolved certain control
mechanism and devices. European ’philosophers’ developed financial institutions to
regulate overseas trade which earned Europe wealth from colonies. These devices were
the institution of interest (sud) use of certificates (satificate) currency notes (nof) and

insurance (beema) of life as well as property.”

1.4 The East India Company: An Assessment of its Administration

How these elites looked at the methods of administration of the Company and its impact
on Indian socio-economic life. The provinces of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa were the first
which passed into the British hands, these were also the first regions which felt the
impact of alien rule. The earliest known criticism of the Company’s administration came
from the pen of Ghulam Husain, who himself was an actor and observer of this

transitory phase.” According to Ghulam Husain, the prevailing political chaos and

2 For the case of Bengal, cf. ibid., ff. 138a, and Mirat al ahwal, ff. 137b-140b.

7 Cf. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 148a-150b. Latif added that in this respect the Europeans criticised Muslims for

being bound up with moral scruples (for not charging an interset as they did). The Hindu traders were
using these methods, especially the insurance, for their merchandise.

7 Ct. Siyar, pp. 834-43. The portion relating to the impact of Company was translated and published in

the Asiatic Annual Register for the year 1802 (London, 1803), Miscellaneous Tract, pp. 83-111.
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disorder was not Company’s contribution, its roots could be traced in the decaying
administrative structure of the Mughal empire itself. Company’s rule only accentuated
affair. The decline of the various civil institutions which were the pillars of the former
regime was traced from early decades of the eighteenth century, when empire’s
institutions of civil administration began to crumble down. It became clearly manifest
first in the revenue administration, when revenue farming became prevalent which
deprived the military elite of their income. As a corollary to this, the revenue farmers
and their lease takers began to oppress the peasants to extract the maximum. Gradually,
all other civil institutions including the judicial offices were auctioned to the highest
bidders. This deplorable state of Indian society and economy coincided with the British
ascendancy over India and Company’s mismanagement worked as catalyst in the
existing situation.” To criticise the existing regime first Ghulam portrayed an idealised
picture of Mughal administration wherein according to him, rules and regulations were
framed with the consent of the leading members of both the communities, Muslims and
Hindus. He described various Mughal administrative institution and respective
jurisdiction and duties of their officials, and mode of payment, which were the pillars
of administration under the Mughal government, with rigour and clarity. Side by side
he pointed out the reasons and roots of the decay of these institutions. The ideal
presentation was perhaps not so much to highlight the achievements of the Mughals as
to exhort the foreign masters to deal with the public grievances with care and
impartiality, and to establish peace and security in their newly acquired territories like
it was in the previous regime.”® Major criticism of the Company’s rule, in Ghulam

Husain’s assessment were the following. There was lack of mutual confidence and

7 Ct. Siyar, pp. 826-8.

7 For an idealised portrayal of the Mughal administration, cf. ibid., pp. 825-34.
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cordiality between the ruler and the ruled. The reason for the absence of mutual
interaction was the dissimilarity between the Indian manners and customs and those of
the British. The British were completely ignorant of the laws and civil institutions of
India. Added to this, they displayed racial superiority and looked down upon Indians.
The lack of communication and absence of a common language further complicated the
issue.”’

Ghulam Husain thought that British scholarship about India also made negative
contribution because they made no attempt to obtain accurate information regarding
India and whatever little knowledge they had acquired was based on the writings of
British themselves, apparently pieces of scholarship but lacked accuracy. British
ignorance was most obvious in the land revenue administration. They looked at Indian
society from European eyes. They allowed the zamindars unrestricted freedom similar
to the landed aristocracy in England. Even the revenue farmers were given free hand
against peasantry. Thus, they introduced commercial approach in the land revenue
system of India. They could not understand that Indian economy had been basically an
agricultural[?ased on the produce of land out of which total expenses were defrayed.
The civil servants and military, all were paid from the same source. The British by
farming out the revenue had put the peasantry into the hands of those who tried to
squeeze the maximum from them, thereby weakening the very basis of Indian economy.
The office of gazi, Sadr us sudur, muhtasib and darogha were also leased out to the
highest bidders. These officers during the Mughal period received salaries from the
government, under Company’s rule those who occupied these officers exploited common
people to realise the amount they paid to purchase their office. The office of gazi

became saleable, likewise other offices, too. Those who purchased these offices

Ibid., pp. 834-43.
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oppressed the common people in the form of cesses. The office of waga i nawis was
abolished hence any oppression committed on weaker sections of society were not
reported. There was a complete lack of morality: bribery became a common practice.
Another problem examined by Ghulam Husain was the nature of the English rule. It was
emphasized that the Mughal regime was not alien since the latter had accepted India as
their home-land but the Company and its domination symbolised foreign ascendancy
over Indian people. The British remained outsiders in their feelings of racial superiority
and arrogance towards Indians. Added to that the Company was neither a ruling
authority nor a sovereign independent power but a purely commercial organisation
whose system of administration was based on profit and loss. Further, there was no
indigenous body in India to whom the Company’s servants were accountable. "Since the
conquest of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, this country did not have single individual
sovereign ruler, rather the English people collectively were its masters. Company was
not an individual but an impersonal body of the merchants. Its employees were
transferred almost every year, which was an obstacle in the smooth running of
administration."” He complained that officers were brought from England who
obviously had no previous knowledge of Indian customs and usages, and before they
could get enough experience and exposure, they were transferred and a new person was
put in his place. Even the directors were not permanent body and changed at regular
intervals. It was pointed that almost six persons were appointed within a period of
twenty years as governors. They could not enforce any policy of the government without

the consent of the council consisting of four persons. No one appointed was certain of

" Ibid., pp. 834.
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his stay for long nor was he vested with full powers. Therefore, these officials could not
develop any interest is the welfare of the subject population.”

The Company’s administration of justice, too, came under severe criticism. British
law was not criticised for its secular character but it was its application which was
thought to be unsuitable in Indian conditions. It was cumbersome, lengthy and
expensive. It was enormously expensive since the judges were paid by the parties
involved instead of being paid from public funds as was the case in Britain. Therefore,
cases were intentionally prolonged. Ahmad bin Muhammad thought that punishment in
the form of fines were ruinous for both the lower as well the upper class. It was
degrading for the prestige of higher strata (ashraf) because a number of intermediaries
with the consent of lawyers accused them wrongly, and unjust accusers grew rich on
such proceedings. It was pointed out that British law was incomprehensible to the people
because they were unaccustomed with it.* The British judicial system also
discriminated against the native population as they could not lodge complaints against
the British except in the court of the King which involved exorbitant charges.The
English were treated as privileged human beings. The complaintwas that even the
charges of corruption and embezzlement against officials of the Company were usually
decided by the British law courts in England.*’ Ghulam Husain further analyses the
factors which led to this plight in the Indian society. Company’s administrative policies
had resulted in systematic impoverishment of various social classes of India from the
upper strata to the petty artisans and workers. "English government engrosses the whole

commerce of the country, and the native inhabitants have been thereby deprived of many

Ibid., pp. 838-9.

% Ibid, pp. 842-3.

' Cf. Mirat al ahwal, f. 135b.
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of those advantages which they formerly enjoyed". The Company’s trade was harmful
for the economic prosperity of the country because it constituted one sided drain of
wealth from India to Britain. First, the nature of trade underwent complete
transformation. The company embarked upon territorial expansion and political control,
its merchants brought gold and silver in exchange for Indian merchandise. There was
abundant circulation of money which promoted economic prosperity. But, now, after
their territorial acquisitions, Company’s servants amassed huge amount by various
questionable means while serving in India. They also carried private trade, and the
profits were sent to their home country. Secondly, Company’s officials had monopolised
trade even in such staple commodities in which earlier Indians had equal privilege. Yet
another aspect of the Company’s administrative policies that occupied Ghulam Husain’s
attention was unemployment. There were numerous causes for this. First, country’s civil
institutions had disintegrated like those of the revenue and judiciary which had provided
the educated classes with jobs. Secondly, land grants such as jagir and altamgha which
were enjoyed by the royal princes and mansabdars and the military elite; and lands
given for religious and charitable purposes and wagf granted for the maintenance of
religious and educational institutions were resumed and discontinued. 'Consequently, a
number of artisans who were employed by the aristocracy were left without reasonable
means of survival. In essence, the Indian ruling classes were deposed and revenue which
they appropriated were transferred to the Company. The cities and the towns which
depended on the supply of articles of consumption and services to the old ruling class
and their household courtiers and retainers rapidly declined. Again, artisan’s products

were not needed by the Company for consumption in England. Since the latter was
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gradually moving towards industrialisation. Thus, unemployment and de-industrialisation
became all pervasive.®

Ghulam Husain Khan provided most perceptive as well as comprehensive criticism
of Company’s administration, and working of various departments as well as the far
reaching impact of these administrative policies on Indian economy and society. The
negative consequences of British domination discussed so far were touched upon by
other writers as well, but Ghulam Husain’s original contribution lay in his
comprehensive assessment of the economic impact of British rule in India. Such themes
like de-industrialisation; heavy taxation, drainage of resources, which were debated
during the late nineteenth century had already appeared in Ghulam Husain’s work. Many
of the effects of Company’s rule which he elaborated like drain of wealth ruin of Indian
industries were taken up in late nineteenth century. Ghulam Husain Khan’s criticism of
the Company’s administration and the consequent impact on Indian society was
extremely severe. Ghulam Husain’s indictment on Company’s rule is most severe due
to the reason that his main concern was Bengal, he was referring to the effects of dual
administration in that province.

Nevertheless, later writers like Abd al Latif and Ahmad bin Muhammad took
account of the revenue reforms of Warren Hastings and Cornwallis. Abd al Latif wrote
that proper management was established for revenue collection. The intermediate
officials conducted business according to the rules and regulations laid down by the
government. They did not realise more than what was assessed. Secondly, the British
did not practice ijara system that is farming out of revenue to intermediaries as practised
among the Muslim countries of Iran and Turkey. Thirdly, separate officials were

appointed in each district to check any accesses committed on the peasantry by the

52 CK. Siyar, pp. 840-1.
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revenue collectors. He also thought that the British treatment towards the upper classes
and the aristocracy was benevolent and respectful, as the charitable grants (suyurghal)

of the Muslim religious divines and Hindus were not appropriated.®

The preceding analysis indicates that these intellectuals had a negative image of
Company’s rule. There were obvious reasons for their critical attitude towards Company
and its administration. First, these writers descended froAm bureaucratic backgrounds.
Many of them were still attached to the Mughals in some way, but they had lost their
jobs, and there seemed no possibility of any avenue being opened up in the crippled
machinery of Empire. Thus, they were a part of an inexorable process when avenues of
employment were almost closed. They were employed by the later as writers,
interpreters and collaborators. This was such a rule which had deprived them of
livelihood by participating in the disintegration of Mughal Empire and its successive
regime without providing any alternative. Being collaborators, they were in a position
to perceive and observe the Company and its methods. By now they were almost
disillusioned with the Company and any prospects of employment with it. On the other
hand, they came to realize that Britain was dynamic because it was ruled by a well
regulated government. Britain governed by law presented a complete contrast to political
anarchy and chaos that prevailed in India. Consequently, their indictment of Company’s
rule was sharp and penetrating. Equally their perceptions of other aspects of the new
society were also not without criticism. Before exploring their appreciation and criticism

of the West, it seems imperative to have a close look at their life stories and experience.

K. Tuhfat al alam, ff. 152a-153b.



2 THE OBSERVERS

An attempt to trace the perception of Western culture by the Indian educated €lite at the
turn of the eighteenth century has drawn a number of people of diverse social
backgrounds within the ambit of this study. Nonetheless, there are some basic
similarities within this heterogenous group. All of them were members of the erstwhile
bureaucracy of the Mughél empire and its successor states. They belonged to the
privileged social classes — the upper strata, the aristocracy and the middle income
groups. A common cultural idiom, a common style of life and conformity to common
religious convictions welded them together out of a disparate world. They were people
who tended to monopolise a set of ideals and material privileges. They were well-versed
in the Islamic learning, being the products of a highly personalised system of education,
which is also the hall-mark of their writings about the West. All of them were Persian
speaking; the Mughal empire employed Persian, both for administration and as the polite
language of the court. Persian was also the language of scholarship, belles-letters and
of polite social intercourse. One thing was common to all of them: they were gentlemen
scholars who pursued knowledge as a vocation in addition to their political careers. All
of them showed eagerness to enter public services. All of them had similar attitudes and
ideas about the state: they were explicit about the necessity of a ruling group for a
civilised and orderly existence. They had deep seated notions of respect for political
authority: their notions of ideal society was of one, where the ruler was to be plainly

obeyed. The royal person was of prime importance in their vision of an ideal state.
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Some of them had visited Europe and therefore, had a direct exposure of the West, such
as Itisam al Din, Muhammad Husain and Abu Talib. Itisam by profession was a Munshi
(scribe and interpreter of official corresponcence, as well as teacher of Persian) and a
writer. Muhammad Husain and Abu Talib both had served with the regional states. Abu
Talib was a district level official, an amil, who first served in Murshidabad and later on
in Awadh. Itisam visited Britain in 1767-9, when, following the treaty of Allal{lj;ad
(1765), he came with a letter of the Mughal emperor Shah Alam for King George
III. The emperor was seeking the British monarch’s assistance to restore peace in India
and to reinstate the Mughal emperor on his hereditary throne of Hindustan. Muhammad
Husain’s visit to Europe was motivated by his desire to acquaint himself with the
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