
































OUR PASTS — II

The Mughal Empire in the Seventeenth
Century and After

The administrative and military efficiency of the Mughal
Empire led to great economic and commercial
prosperity. International travellers described it as the
fabled land of wealth. But these same visitors were also
appalled at the state of poverty that existed side by
side with the greatest opulence. The inequalities were
glaring. Documents from the twentieth year of Shah
Jahan’s reign inform us that the highest-ranking
mansabdars were only 445 in number out of a total of
8,000. This small number — a mere 5.6 per cent of the
total number of mansabdars - received 61.5 per cent
of the total estimated revenue of the empire as salaries
for themselves and their troopers.

The Mughal emperors and their mansabdars spent
a great deal of their income on salaries and goods.
This expenditure benefited the artisans and peasantry
who supplied them with goods and produce. But the
scale of revenue collection left very little for investment
in the hands of the primary producers - the peasant
and the artisan. The poorest amongst them lived
from hand to mouth and they could hardly consider
investing in additional resources — tools and supplies
—to increase productivity. The wealthier peasantry and
artisanal groups, the merchants and bankers profited
in this economic world.

The enormous wealth and resources commanded
by the Mughal elite made them an extremely powerful
group of people in the late seventeenth century. As the
authority of the Mughal emperor slowly declined, his
servants emerged as powerful centres of power in the
regions. They constituted new dynasties and held
command of provinces like Hyderabad and Awadh.
Although they continued to recognise the Mughal
emperor in Delhi as their master, by the eighteenth
century the provinces of the empire had consolidated
their independent political identities. We will read more
about them in Chapter 10.
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Kings and queens

There were several great monarchs - all near-contemporaries - in
different parts of the world in the sixteenth century.

These included the ruler of Ottoman Turkey, Sultan Suleyman
1520-1566. During his rule the Ottoman state expanded into Europe,
seizing Hungary and besieging Austria. His armies also seized
Baghdad and Irag. Much of north Africa, all the way into Morocco,
acknowledged Ottoman authority. Suleyman also reconstructed the
Ottoman navy. Its domination over the eastern Mediterranean
brought the navy into competition with Spain. In the Arabian Sea it
challenged the Portuguese. The monarch was given the title of “al-
Qanuni” (the “lawgiver”) because of the large number of regulations
(gqanun) passed during his reign. These were aimed to standardise
administrative procedures throughout the expanding domains of the
empire and specifically to protect the peasantry from forced labour
and extraordinary taxes. Later, in the seventeenth century, when public
order declined in the Ottoman domains, the reign of Suleyman Qanuni
was remembered as a period of ideal governance.

Find out more about Akbar’s other contemporaries - the ruler of

¢/ England, Queen Elizabeth | (1558-1603); the Safavid ruler of Iran,

Shah Abbas (1588-1629); and the more controversial Russian ruler,
Czar Ivan IV Vasilyevich, also called “lvan the Terrible” (1530-1584).

Imagine

You have inherited a kingdom. (Remember
Babur and Akbar were about your age when
they became rulers). How would you make

your kingdom stable and prosperous?

Let’s recall

1. Match the following:

mansab Marwar
Mongol governor
Sisodiya Rajput Uzbeg
Rathor Rajput Mewar
Nur Jahan rank
subadar Jahangir
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2.

3.

4.

Fill in the blanks:

(@) The capital of Mirza Hakim, Akbar’s half-brother,
was .

(b) The five Deccan Sultanates were Berar, Khandesh,
Ahmadnagar, and

(c) If zat determined a mansabdar’s rank and salary,
sawar indicated his

(d) Abul Fazl, Akbar’s friend and counsellor, helped
him frame the idea of so that he
could govern a society composed of many religions,
cultures and castes.

What were the central provinces under the control of
the Mughals?

What was the relationship between the mansabdar
and the jagir?

5.
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What was the role of the zamindar in Mughal
administration?

How were the debates with religious scholars important
in the formation of Akbar’s ideas on governance?

Why did the Mughals emphasise their Timurid and
not their Mongol descent?
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8.

10.

11.

How important was the income from land revenue to
the stability of the Mughal Empire?

Why was it important for the Mughals to recruit
mansabdars from diverse backgrounds and not just
Turanis and Iranis?

Like the Mughal Empire, India today is also made up
of many social and cultural units. Does this pose a
challenge to national integration?

Peasants were vital for the economy of the Mughal
Empire. Do you think that they are as important today?
Has the gap in the income between the rich and the
poor in India changed a great deal from the period of
the Mughals?

12.

The Mughal Empire left its impact on the different
regions of the subcontinent in a variety of ways. Find
out if it had any impact in the city, village or region in
which you live.
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