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Abstract: Post-enlightenment ideas from Europe have deeply influenced the social sciences.  European models for social analysis have long been used to evaluate social phenomena in very different, non-European, settings. Thus, concepts like “progress”, “development”, and “modernisation” are now used almost ‘naturally’ in various social analyses. This paper examines the notion of civil society in medieval Europe and India and shows why and how they varied from each other. It examines the reasons why Europe and India developed so differently and interrogates the use of European/western criteria to assess the uniqueness of India. Using a large amount of secondary references, the paper re-examines India and argues that within the context of a universalising and globalizing world, “difference”, as in the case of India, must be highlighted. 

In an age when most scholars are currently concerned with contemporary problems and issues, many of which have emerged as a consequence of late twentieth century economic, political and global processes, perhaps it does seem a little strange that some of us should turn our attention to processes and developments of five centuries ago.  This paper locates the notion of civil society in India around c. 15th-17th centuries and re-examines it within the context of contemporary cultural and political critiques of Euro-centrism and orientalism.

Cross-cultural Historical Comparison: Methodological Questions

 Since the middle of the 19th century following the European industrial, capitalistic revolution and its intellectual outcomes, the social sciences have been influenced by European enlightenment. With colonialism itself a project of the civilising mission of Europe, a Euro-centric perspective regarding all other societies outside colonizers’ social milieu necessarily became dominant.  And even with modernisation and the post-colonial processes at present, the tradition of Euro-centric social sciences, albeit influenced by Marxism and the emergent North American experience, etc., has remained dominant. It is only in the very recent decades of post-modernism that the nature of social science research, particularly in history, has been questioned. In the context of India, most importantly, the subaltern school of analysing historical and social processes has questioned and challenged the older, dominant European models.

 Why do the dominant social science researches argue that capitalism, ‘development’, industrialisation, etc., emerged first in Europe? Why did these phenomena not emerge in other societies, in the East, for example? These researches likewise posit that industrialisation/capitalism led to democracy, civil society and ‘civilisation’. Hence, Europe is perceived to be the cradle of modern civilisation, because these economic and social phenomena first developed there at a particular moment in its history. All other societies, not just in the past and even now, are contrasted with western civilisation, and are rated against norms of western democratic, participatory, and civic standards. Western (or earlier, European) standards are the standard bearers for all other societies. Even now, leave alone earlier historical comparisons, all societies are compared and contrasted with European/western values and ‘civilisation’, and if they did/do not reach some arbitrary standards, are termed barbaric, uncivilised, or any other fitting epithet. With comparative social science research tainted with these prejudices, it does make analytical and comparative assessments difficult.

This would be particularly so when we venture out to locate ‘civil’ society in medieval north India. We would have the same problem if we went looking for say, capitalism or democracy, or any such notion which emerged in a particular social and historical context as they did, in Europe. There is almost an inherent bias in the use of terms such as civil society or democracy. The meanings of these categories seem to be almost predetermined. It has become ‘natural’ to use these social categories in studies about medieval India.

Take the model used to show the evolution of societies in different stages Karl Marx proposed. Many Indian historians have assumed feudalism existed in India and after which capitalism emerged, or should have emerged, had it not been for colonialism. There is a vibrant debate over whether there ever was feudalism in India and numerous Indian historians think that there was. However, Deepak Lal argues that ‘the central economic institutions of European feudalism are not be found in India. Thus there is no record of serfdom associated with the feudal institution of a manor in India. Nor was forced labour a part of the agricultural production process’.
 Ansaruddin avers that it is usually assumed that most Eastern societies were feudal. Their differences with the feudal societies of medieval Europe were explained by saying that they were different variants of basically the same socio-economic formation. But upon closer examination, these features seem to be partial descriptions of feudalism. The critical relationship between various sections of the ruling classes themselves and the basis of political and socio-economic power in society are not clearly identifiable. Moreover, these social systems in the East had a form of bureaucratic absolutism missing in Europe.

Similarly, many scholars argue that medieval India ‘stagnated’. To this Athar Ali replies: ‘Of course the word stagnation is relative. It is quite possible that if we were not in the compelling necessity to have to be looking over our shoulders at what was being thought and written in Europe at the same time, we might have regarded the Islamic East and India during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as fairly productive in the matter of literature and rational science …’.

David Washbrook, one of the world’s authorities on late medieval India, in his research on South Asia argues that ‘South Asia’s experience … throws into sharp relief the facile unilinear theories of social evolution and the ethnocentric conceptual schema inherited by Western social science from nineteenth-century positivism’
. He argues that it was believed that few of the social and cultural qualities associated with the growth of capitalism in Europe – the political independence of urban merchant groups, the growth of private property rights and of markets in labour, the development of accountancy and banking skills, etc. – looked to have parallels elsewhere, ‘but increasingly, historians of Asia have come to wonder whether this was really so. The difficulty is that much of the economic and social history of Asia was written in the light of concepts drawn from precisely the same ideological tradition …which presumed European capitalism to be original and unique. As a result, historians of Asia set out to look for differences, which would explain the apparently different developments of their regions, at the expense of considering similarities … South Asian economic and social history was written more to explain why the region did not develop like Europe, or perhaps, did not develop at all, rather than to account for the changes and developments which did actually take place. In recent years, history has … tried to throw off the shadow of European epistemological hegemony’ 
. One consequence has been the discovery of many more parallels with early modern European ‘capitalism’ than had originally been supposed. A second has been the questioning of the concepts of ‘capitalism’ and ‘development’ previously applied.

Washbrook asks why it is that until recently, South Asia (and the non-European world at large) failed to be recognised as active agents in the history of capitalism and were treated either as inert repositories of ‘tradition’ or as passive receptacles of ‘modernization’?  For him, the answer lies in the ‘extent to which all the classical European sociological traditions, originating in the nineteenth century, presupposed that the telos of ‘capitalist’ development was ‘industrialization’ and ‘modernization’. Put bluntly, as South Asian history clearly did not terminate in the development of modern industrial society, it could not have been part of the history of capitalism. Indeed, it could not have been part of history at all for in these theories ‘history’ means modernization and capitalism: their only other category for the past was static and changeless ‘tradition’’
. With the rise of different ways of looking at the world in the last three decades, particularly with regard to historical scholarship is the attempt to disentangle the concepts of ‘capitalism’, ‘industrialisation’ and ‘modernisation’ from one another and to ‘rescue modern history from a teleology which increasing empirical knowledge of the pre-nineteenth century and non-European pasts has made absurd’
. Much prior historical and other social research has been built on the basis of developing general theories from single cases, usually from European experiences, without taking cognizance of what was happening elsewhere, and especially in those areas to which these theories are applied.

 Washbrook further argues, ‘the ghost of Europe haunts these concepts and what is really being asked is why did South Asia not undergo the particular types of changes then transforming European technology. But if historical change is the result of specific causation, it is difficult to think why South Asia (and the rest of human society) should be expected to have undergone precisely the same history as Europe’
. As Chris Bayly underscores, ‘it was methodologically unsound to compare supposed Indian realities with an ideal type of the European bourgeoisie, and then find India wanting’
.

Perhaps the somewhat brusque comment by Ashok Rudra best summarises the problems in doing comparative research: ‘The caste system is a characteristic product of the Indian genius, just as feudalism was a typical product of the European genius. If it should be considered laughable to write European history in caste terms by the same token applying feudalism in India history should be treated as maladroit’
.

Medieval Europe: Christianity, Fragmentation and Institutions

Amongst the many distinguishing features of Europe in the early part of the second millennium, were the roles of the church, the diffusion of power of the king and nobility leading to multipolar centres, and the rise of autonomous cities which represented newer social, intellectual and cultural entities and institutions which pressed for the establishment of a set of rules and norms.

Civil Society

 Satish Saberwal talks of civil society in terms of a ‘social space’ in which decisions and choices have to be made on the basis of reason and knowledge; participants need skills for using reason in a disciplined manner which implies access to knowledge, in order to have critical scholarship committed to universally valid criteria. Therefore, there is ‘no privileged consideration for religious authorities for divine guidance’. In addition, members have to relate to each other ‘open-endedly, without exclusion on grounds of religion, gender, etc. Such space has to be free from coercive pressures of the state, religion, family, and community. There must be ‘freedom of association so that groups with open memberships may pursue diverse purposes’ and there must be ‘non-coercive spaces of reasoned deliberation’ which have to be ‘grounded in knowledge of empirical reality, knowledge that is valid across cultures’.

 Tied to this notion of civil society is also the idea of the individual
. Civil society actors or groups are comprised of primary groups like the family and institutions of public power, such as the state and the great corporation. Civil society consists of networks of institutions such as churches, guilds, clubs and associations which lie between the state and the individual and which simultaneously connect the individual to authority and protect him from total political control and from the will of a despotic monarch, and which importantly, have an entity/existence which is autonomous – in varying degrees -- from outside influences of power.

Christian Europe 11th-13th century

There is an historical cultural unity in Europe due initially to the influence of the Roman Catholic Church which has no counterpart in Asia, and this universalising umbrella is supposed to be one of the most significant factors which gave medieval Europe shape, in every sense of the term. The Church overlapped with educational institutions, acquired university chairs, and even allowed criticism by academics, permitting an atmosphere of some degree of dissent and inquiry, thus threatening the ideological monopoly of the church
. Le Goff writes that from the first signs of the expansion of Western Europe around the year 1000, people began started to openly dispute the leadership of the church, and by the start of the 14th century, Christian Europe as a whole had largely stabilized
.

John Hall argues that the church played a significant role in European society. It established ‘a sense of community, and by creating a consensus within which contractual relationships could work; this eventually led to the emergence of the European market at the turn of the first millennium’
. Moreover, unlike China, Europe had no ‘capstone’ imperial government of any sort in this period and the market accordingly flourished. The nature of the state (or states) that evolved in Europe at this point, were organic, rather than predatory as they were in India and under Islam. Hall argues that European society did not develop an imperial structure after the collapse of Rome and there was a multipolar system of states in Europe, with no imperial overarching empire. The role of the church was important in this evolution as it ‘played power politics between states causing the formation and emergence of separate autonomous states’
.

Elsewhere, Hall argues that the ‘church provided an umbrella of social identity in which an acephalous but intensive agrarian civilisation with an increasingly strong trading element could flourish; it did not, however, have the political/military muscle to interfere and despoil these developments’
. Consequently, medieval European men began to think they belonged to a single civilisation.  Bayly quoting Collins, suggests that the ‘Church was the ultimate capitalistic and rational bureaucracy of medieval Europe and it was the rule-making proclivities of the Church which made possible Europe’s rapid development of new institutional and mercantile forms in the early modern period’
. Unlike most other civilisations and societies, this unifying umbrella which made a common identity possible, surely did facilitate the emergence of a lively public and civic space.

Fragmentation, Decentralisation and Multipolarity

In feudal Europe the king or the sovereign was just one (although perhaps the most important) of the feudal lords whose power depended on the amount of personal land he owned as was the case with other lords. This essentially meant that the king was largely a representative of the feudal lords (rather than being their all powerful master, claiming their total obedience) and needed to take account of their collective will even when it conflicted with his personal views or interests. In other words feudal lords had substantial political power (based on their economic power, i.e., ownership of land) independent of the king (and the official bureaucracy) and had some degree of autonomy with regard to the crown. The English monarchy and parliament in the 16th and 17th centuries gradually emerged as a constitutional rather than absolute monarchy; the Mughal court was the exact opposite
.

The existence of numerous multiple centers in Europe, those related to politics, the ownership of property, even location, was a very significant European development, allowing autonomous forces and processes to develop. Eisenstadt argues that most important aspects of medieval and early modern European society were:

The (a) a multiplicity of centers; (b) a high degree of permeation of the peripheries by the centers and of the impingement of the peripheries on the centers; (c) relatively small degree of overlapping of the boundaries of class, ethnic, religious and political entities and their continuos restructuring; (d) a comparatively high degree of autonomy of groups and strata and of their access to the centers of society; (e) a high degree of overlapping among different status units combined with a high level of countrywide status (“class”) consciousness and political activity; (f) multiplicity of cultural and “functional” (economic, or professional) elites; a high degree of cross-cutting between them and a close relationship between them and broader, more ascriptive start; (g) relative autonomy of the legal system with regard to other interpretative systems – above all the political and the religious ones; and (h) the high degree of autonomy of cities as autonomous centers of social and structural creativity and identity-formation
.

These special types of centers and subcenters were unique to Europe and are somewhat explainable by the prevalence of a multiplicity of autonomous elites oriented not only to religious activities, but also towards social, political and economic ones. There were numerous secondary elites and groups interested in institution building with continuous competition between different groups or strata and elites about to access the different centers. The lack of a centralising power, imperial or any other, allowed decentralisation and fragmentation to take place allowing many different types of social, political and economic forces to emerge
.

Eisenstadt believes that the relatively autonomous primary and secondary elites – above all the cultural-intellectual, religious elites which tended to become closely interwoven with the political elite, and which were the carriers of the basic cultural visions and movements also struggled with each other and with political elites. ‘Accordingly, the non-political elites, the various intellectuals or clerics often tended to view themselves as being on par if not superior to the political authorities in the political realm. They tended to be very active participants in the social (and political) spheres.; to see themselves as carriers and representatives of the major ideological attributes of these spheres …These new types of elites, above all the political and cultural ones, the intellectuals, became the major partners in the formulative ruling coalitions as well as of movements of protest and it is these elites that were the most active elements in the processes of reconstruction of the world, of institutional creativity that developed in these societies’
. Because of the release of these forces, we see social and intellectual forces emerging and coalescing to form civil society.

It was this very high degree of multiplicity and the cross-cutting cultural orientations and structural settings which distinguished European society from others, which had a great deal of heterogeneity, and multiple cultural traditions, unlike for example, Islam. The European state evolved slowly and doggedly in the midst of a pre-existent civil society. It was no capstone or predatory organisation in large part because it was not a conquest state, but rather an evolving ‘organic’ state
. There was a high level of activism and commitment of broader groups and strata to these orders. And one sees the emergence of the ‘individual’, an autonomous and responsible entity with respect to the orders. All these factors were responsible for creating a real sense of pluralism. Moreover, John Hall adds that this political fragmentation was a necessary condition for the autonomy of the market
: ‘Europe developed a strong civil society by means of groups which were not only powerful but also autonomous’
. This power was dispersed in the West so that various groups such as feudal lords, merchants or members of the judiciary or academia had power independent of king or state bureaucracy, i.e., they had autonomous power. Muslim society did not in fact have a multipolar system equivalent to that of Europe in which rationalisation by the states of their societies occurred under pressure of war
.

Competition between strong states inside a larger culture encouraged the triumph of capitalism. Individual states did not exist in a vacuum. They were rather part of a competing state system where ‘the organic quality of the European state arose from its having to accept and cooperate with other elements in civil society if it was to survive in a society of state competition’
. David Landes agrees with these basic premises and suggests that while despotisms abounded in Europe too, ‘they were mitigated by law, by territorial partition, and within states, by the division of power between the center (the crown) and local seigniorial authority. Fragmentation gave rise to competition, and competition favored good care of subjects’
.

Towns and Cities

A key element of the fragmentation and decentralisation was the emergence of a specifically European entity, the town or city. While towns and cities did exist elsewhere as well – in fact Indian towns were supposed to be larger than the European ones – Indian cities were considered to be parasitic and representing predatory empires.  In Europe, they were indigenous, linked to the countryside and part of what is considered to be ‘organic’ state and society. Moreover, with the presence of multipolarity, towns in Europe grew and largely autonomous of controlling institutions like the crown or court. 

The towns in Europe took over the role of directing, inspiring, and developing new ideas influencing the economy. Moreover, ‘the towns scored equally highly in both intellectual and artistic fields. The monastic world doubtless remained the most favourable milieu for the development of learning and art in the eleventh and to a lesser extent in the twelfth century … The cultural translatio which made the monasteries lose the first place to the towns occurred chiefly in the fields of teaching and architecture. In the course of the twelfth century the town schools, which grew out of episcopal schools, decisively overtook the monastic ones’
.  Hence, these new centres of learning became more independent and freed themselves from controls by being able to recruit their masters and their pupils, and by choosing their teaching programme and methods, in huge contrast to those of medieval India described in another section below. The emergence and development of the towns had extraordinary impacts on the intellectual and cultural life of medieval Europe. ‘Scholasticism was a child of the towns, and reigned in the new institutions, the universities or intellectual guilds. Study and teaching became a profession, one of the many activities which were becoming specialized in the urban workplace ... Books became tools rather than the objects of worship, and like any tool they came to be mass-produced objects for manufacture and retail’
. 

Earlier Max Weber too, had highlighted the importance of cities and towns in creating modern Europe. Johan Hall argues that Weber was correct in saying that only in Europe did cities gain full autonomy, possessing their own governments and armies rather than being controlled by the arbitrary rule of others: ‘Consequently it provided a space in which the merchant was king, and in which bourgeois values could gel and solidify. We live in the world created by this civilisation’
. The North Italian cities gained autonomy because there was no single centre of power in Europe and there was a power vacuum between the pope and the emperor. David Landes supports these observations and argues that cities were autonomous: ‘they were governments of the merchants, by the merchants, and for the merchants’
. These cities had exceptional civil powers.  They had the ability to confer social status and political rights on their constituents and these rights were crucial to the conduct of business and to freedom from outside interference. This power ‘made cities gateways to freedom, holes in the tissue of bondage that covered the countryside’
. Europe’s commercial revolution came largely from the mercantile community.  It could not have come about without the nature of developments related to these towns and cities.

Institutions and the Rule of Law

Although fragmentation and decentralisation was taking place in medieval Europe, the multipolarity in terms of class, strata or space, did not result in a form of fracturisation and anarchy, but instead allowed ideas to spread and coalesce in the form of rules, norms, laws, and institutions. Satish Saberwal writes that as early as the beginning of the 1300s, the Europeans had devised a large number and range of public institutions such as the Roman Catholic Church, monasteries, and monastic orders of several sorts.  Courts of law, the bureaucracy, consultative assemblies, and a growing framework for centralized control over force constituted kingship. In addition, there were institutions of learning, including the beginning of universities and corporations with many partners, bankers, etc. There were urban centres, especially in Italy, which had constitutions, which began setting out the rules of the political game
.

Saberwal further argues that ‘by the 1300s, these Europeans were working with so wide a range of institutions that they were mastering a high order general skill, that of devising new institutions: you could give them a task, and they would set up an appropriate institution for you’
. In addition, a second major ordering device was beginning to take hold at that time, that of legal codes. They had been evolving since the eleventh century, and were built partly on the ancient legacy of Roman law. ‘Legal codes were designed as general laws, to apply to everyone, impersonally. Importantly, these were commonly intended to apply also to those who made the laws ... Europe developed the institutional mechanisms for resisting rulers’ arbitrariness, at least within the political community’
. The Magna Carta in 1215, provided the prototype where the nobles made the reigning king accept severe limits on his conduct in the future.

Laws which applied to commerce applied to merchants impersonally, giving their transactions a certain predictability, and hence, a certain stability of expectations, allowing the wheels of commerce to move smoothly. An effective legal system helped reduce the surprises in store in the future and encouraged long-term choices and investments. This laid the basis for the rise of capitalism – and, ultimately, of the kind of investments in new technology which have led to industrialism. The scale and reach of the ordering devices in pre-colonial India tended to be smaller; the European devices – institutions, laws – would have a more extensive reach. General laws had emerged in the 13th century and were used by lawyers, businessmen, traders, and officials, causing institutions to develop and grow in scale.  These abilities to organize institutions which grew in scale fairly speedily multiplied as time went by and the ‘Europeans were beginning to learn how to restructure their societies, through deliberations, on an ongoing basis’
 .

As a result of the expansion of institutions, the ‘organic’ state seeing what was going on and responding to the needs of the newly emerging society with its new strata and classes, was forced to provide infrastructural services for society, both because of the pre-existence of a civil society and because of the need to raise revenue to compete in war with other similarly stable states. The reasonably settled character of the core of Europe meant that monarchs had to turn to the provision of infrastructural services in order to gain revenue.
 

The development of efficient economic organisations consisting of institutional arrangements and property rights channelled individual economic efforts into activities that brought the private rate of return close to the social rate of return. In the East, the strong concentration of power at the top made it easy for stronger elements in the society to unwittingly choose numerous paths (such as manipulation of markets, excessive taxation of peasants and craftsmen) detrimental to progress as no other options were allowed
.

Examining the legacy of Adam Smith, John Hall argues that ‘the crucial factor in the emergence of the rule of law is held to be the relative weakness of the medieval monarch who, in order to gain revenue and to balance baronial power, allowed towns to purchase their independence’, which resulted in Europe’s autonomous cities
. Without the establishment of the rule of law, itself a reflection of a more stable and more settled society, commerce could not have prospered. Hall argues that for this the city was essential: ‘commerce results from the rule of law and that in turn created by the productive and autonomous city; but the prime mover responsible for this type of city is the political factor of the parcellisation of sovereignty into weak monarchies after the fall of Rome’
.  For him there was an ‘affinity between capitalism and liberty, although liberty was rule of law  … This link between commerce and liberty deserves to be called “the European Miracle”’
.

Medieval India: Caste, Centralisation and Authoritarianism 

What were the characteristics of society in India in the middle of the second millennium? Should we compare them with Europe? What factors were particularly ‘Indian’? Let us do both, but also look at the period a little earlier on. Our interest is primarily North India, where from the eleventh century onwards, we had Muslim invaders who came and established kingdoms and sultanates, and subsequently the Mughal empire, which unified much of the whole of the Indian subcontinent till the empire’s disintegration in the 18th century, by the end of which we see the beginnings of colonial rule in India which lasted till the middle of the last century.  From 1206-1526, the Delhi Sultanate period, there was some sense of stability and society in Northern India. The Mughal empire, from Babar’s reign in 1526 till Aurangzeb’s death in 1707, further stabilised Northern India, especially in the seventeenth century.

The two most striking features of Northern India in the first half of the second millennium which have a bearing on our analysis of civil society can be summarised as follows: i) the rulers, kings and nobles, were outsiders --- Turks and Central Asians --- bringing with them a different culture and language and history; perhaps most importantly, they brought with them a different religion too; and ii) while the Muslims comprised a minority, although they were the ruling class and nobility, the huge majority of Indians were not just of a different religion, Hinduism, but it was a religion which had a strict caste system, which regulated the lives of perhaps more than ninety percent of the Indian population. These and a number of other significant issues explain and describe India in ‘Indian’ terms as well as in contrast to other civilisations, notably Europe.

India in the period 1200-1700, especially towards the latter part, was a populous and prosperous region in terms of material wealth. In terms of contributions to world knowledge, pioneering work in mathematics and astronomy, and in numerology, etc. Indian heritage can be traced back to the early Brahmans. Manu’s Laws, a manual and codified system of laws and ancient customs helped in organising social life in the first millennium. The extreme splendour of India’s temples was legendary and many an invader eyed India for its unprecedented wealth in the first and early second millennium. The Mughal period later on would still venerated for its fine arts, architecture and music.

When the Delhi Sultanate took root in North India in the thirteenth century, numerous educational institutions became active. Hamida Khatoon shows maktabs (primary schools) spread all over Delhi, as were madrasas, institutions of higher learning. In around 1350 there were no less than 1000 active madrasas in Delhi. In Delhi at least 10,000 navisindahs ‘accountants’ were thrown out of employment by Sultan Allauddin
. Yusuf Husain argues that ‘by the middle of the thirteenth century, the whole of the science and culture of the Islamic world was imported into India and Delhi became the greatest centre of Muslim learning in the East’
. Most of the teaching was of an Islamic orientation. Later, before the collapse of the Mughal empire, David Landes, quoting John Kautsky, claims that the ‘the annual revenues of the Mogul emperor Aurangzeb (1658-1707) are said to have amounted to $ 450,000,000 more than ten times those of (his contemporary) Louis XIV. According to an estimate of 1638, the Mogul court of India is supposed to have accumulated a treasure equivalent to one and one-half billion dollars’
.

David Washbrook observes that South Asia was the hub of several circuits of international trade and was ‘responsible for a much larger share of world trade than any comparable zone and between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries there may have passed upwards of one-quarter of the world’s total manufacturing capacity’
. Moreover, ‘South Asian exports [as early on as in the 17th century] threatened to ‘de-industrialise’ European textile industries to the point at which state action, in the form of tariff barriers, had to be taken against them’
. Athar Ali argues that at the beginning of the 17th century, towns like Lahore and Agra dwarfed the European cities of the period
. For Kondo, ‘the belief that in the pre-modern period , Europe was more highly developed than Asia in terms of productive forces, relations of production, the development of the state, culture and so on, is not keeping with historical reality’
.  With all these wealth and educational networks, India must have developed a society, civil or other, which must have been at par with Europe. Or did it? Could it have done so?

Muslim scholars, Hindu students

If there were as many schools/maktabs as evidence seems to suggest there were, how was the impact of these institutions dispersed and articulated in society? In a society where the ruling class was non-indigenous, from a different religious, linguistic and cultural heritage, it is not surprising to hear the lament of some writers in India who feel that very little real education took place. Srivastava writes: ‘During the long period of 350 years no great Hindu in any field of activity was born or lived. There was no first rate thinker or philosopher, no first rate literary figure, no first rate historian, mathematician or scientist … No great literary work in Sanskrit or Hindi appeared in the age. Our writers produced commentaries upon commentaries of ancient texts. The Hindu intellect was benumbed on account of an alien rule and its deliberate policy of suppression and oppression’
.

Elsewhere he argues that the Hindu society remained practically static throughout the Muslim period 1200-1803 since the Turks, Persians, Arabs, the Abyssinians and the Egyptians formed the ruling class in the 14th century where ‘there existed an exclusive ruling oligarchy’
. Much of the education that took place in the earlier era of Muslim rule had a predominantly theological basis and learning took place at most mosques, which had a maktab or a school attached to it. This education was state sponsored and the main purpose was to create a class of officials who served the court. Srivastava argues that ‘the subjects taught in Muslim madrasas did not produce men with a breadth of vision and wide knowledge necessary for the citizen of a country like India which was predominantly Hindu’
. He believes that Muslim madrasas continued to be strongholds of orthodox and old- fashioned scholasticism even though a few Hindus were also admitted to these madrasas and learnt Persian. While the medieval age in India was noted for its literary activities, most of the literature produced was in Arabic and Persian and that too, was religious in character. Besides, it is argued that there were very few original works and much of the work produced was  ‘commentaries and commentaries on commentaries’
.

If Srivastava’s analysis sounds a little bigoted, the work by Nizami, an expert on early medieval India, only reinforces the perceptions mentioned above.  Nizami agrees that there was little originality in the works produced in India during the 13th century and in fact throughout the medieval period. Most of the output was by ‘compilers, commentators and abridgers’
. While there were probably lots of scholars and poets in the early medieval times, they were mostly supported/dependent on the court. He writes that ‘it will thus be seen that the period of the Sultanate of Delhi (1206-1526) was one of literary activity, but the court extended patronage to Muslim scholars, who wrote in Persian, and no writer of Sanskrit or of modern Indian languages was encouraged or patronised’
. Persian was the court language  made compulsory for all state employees to learn. The sultans of Delhi did not patronise Sanskrit literature and none of them had any Sanskrit poet or literateur at his court. For nearly 300 years the Hindus did not take to the study of Persian or Arabic: ‘For the first time during the reign of Sikander Lodi (1489-1517) some of them began to read Persian and a few of them were probably permitted to join Muslim maktabs or primary schools … but it is not until the time of Shahjahan 1628-1658 that Hindu scholars could produce independent works in the Persian language’
. Throughout this period, Persian was the language of the court and the bias against Hindus, who were by far the majority population, must have come through in the educational system as well.  Athar Ali says that only six Hindu writers wrote one book each in Persian during the 17th century
.

Yusuf Husain supports these arguments.  He argues that these schools (madrasas) ‘were the strongholds of orthodoxy and were subsidised by the State. They aimed at stabilizing a body of beliefs and a discipline prescribed by these beliefs, around which the entire social structure revolved’
.

Technology and Science

Despite some developments in ‘science’ that may have taken place earlier in India, Athar Ali argues that ‘of modern science there is hardly a trace. … The entire framework of reasoning and thought, and indeed the limits and scope of reflection, remained the same as had been defined by the great Arabic writers before the twelfth century’
. He continues: ‘there was no conscious spirit of technological innovation (and scientific enquiry) in India and in the ‘Islamic East to match the spirit already motivating a large part of European society in the seventeenth century’, and during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there was an  ‘utter absence in the literature of India of any descriptions of even the most important products of Europe’s new technology, e.g., the clock, the telescope, the flint lock’
. Athar Ali suggests that: ‘Whether the source lay in some structural fault of Indian and Islamic society, which perpetuated the divorce between intellect and manual labour, or whether it lay in some peculiar inhibition against science in Islamic (and Hindu) ideology is difficult to decide’
. He argues that on account of these developments, medieval India’s ‘intellectual aridity is manifest; its causes are obscure’
.  For Athar Ali, the ‘Mughal Empire collapsed essentially from a cultural failure, shared with the entire Islamic world ... even the military weaknesses flowed from the intellectual stagnation that seems to have gripped the eastern world’
. The new culture coming from Europe was almost totally ignored by the educated in India.

Caste

Caste has been one of the most significant markers of Hindu identity, and even in this modern world, it still is. Although some historians have written about the ‘construction’ of caste identity in the colonial world and questioned its role, there is little doubt that it played a critical role in the development of society in pre-colonial times. 

John Hall, in his comparison of civilisations, argues that ‘the divisiveness of caste played a deleterious role as far as the advance of knowledge was concerned. The great advances made by the Brahmans in mathematics and astronomy were treated as their secret knowledge; obstacles were placed in the way of the diffusion of knowledge …’
. Caste is said to have been debilitating, and suppressed social interaction and competition, where whole categories of people were labelled as ‘unpersons’. As a consequence of the caste system ‘there was no unifying bond, no idea of social oneness, no spirit of common citizenship and no national consciousness’
. This effect of social segmentation and fracturisation contrasts very sharply with a universalistic Islam or Christianity in other societies. As argued earlier, one important factor behind European development and ‘progress’ was its unifying religion.

According to Weber, occupational specialisation based on caste fragmented Indian artisans, merchants and service populations, inhibiting the development of mercantile trust, let alone political action. Caste restrictions made impossible the civic fraternisation out of which emerged Western corporate institutions, while the ‘passivity’ of Hinduism denied rising groups an ideology needed to validate their political independence
. 

Hall makes the important case of comparing societies and civilisations on the grounds of some degree of oneness and universality. He argues that the very notions of society that we possess implicitly contain conceptions of universality and reciprocity. The sense of community created by Islam and Christianity was one in which all human beings could participate. A fundamental equality was written into the society by the promise of salvation held out to everyone: ‘Indian society was not universalist in this sense. Its society in our eyes is a sort of anti-society, a community based on division rather than the possibility of shared experience. It seems very likely that this division must have had adverse effects upon economic relationships in Indian life. Individuals at the bottom of society could not have been encouraged by a world view which scarcely took them seriously. More importantly, it seems likely that social interaction was curtailed by this particular form’
. In Islam and Christianity, the sharing of a single set of norms over space made market contact intensive and general and it is very probable that co-operation in Indian society must have been affected by caste. Eisenstadt goes further and says that there never was a fully unified civilizational framework in India compared to Europe
. 

Authoritarianism and Centralisation
In contrast to European feudalism, in oriental societies, political and socio-economic power was totally concentrated in the official or state bureaucracy, where every lower official was subservient to the higher one, and the highest official, the king had total control over the bureaucracy. Thus, political and socio-economic power was concentrated in the king, a despot with a capacity to enforce his slightest will without any restraints or resistance. No independent pockets of authority existed in such a society and were not allowed as they would undermine the very foundation of the system. This explains the fact that in spite of the existence of a very large trade and industry sector in several kingdoms in the East, traders never acquired any political power anywhere in the East. This is in sharp contrast to the fact that as soon as the revival of trade and commerce started in western and southern Europe in the 11 century after the end of the Dark Ages, traders and capitalists immediately started acquiring political power
.

In India, power was based on the control of the state bureaucracy, not on ownership of the means of production, since owners of land and capital did not have any political power independent of the state bureaucracy. As the king was the highest official, he controlled the whole bureaucracy and had, therefore, absolute power. There was no concept of independent centres of political power in India even when traders became active, unlike the diffusion of power in Europe. Throughout medieval India, well into the early modern period, loyalty was always to the emperor and his court (and later to the Viceroy) and seldom to the social order/classes. Because of a centralized structure and system, absolute power was never spread through the empire and was concentrated in the emperor. This is probably one of the most important reasons why India developed the way it did.

 Medieval Indian society functioned and depended on the patronage of the state or rich individuals. Most industrial enterprises requiring large capital or employing many hands were undertaken by the state. There was little opportunity for the growth of an affluent class of industrialists outside the wider circle of the court/state
. In addition, the ‘Mughal regime was focused too sharply on its apparatus of revenue extraction and governance. For one thing, its roots in India went back only to the sixteenth century ... Their strength lay in the skilful application of force and in assembling an apparatus for governing, not in the kind of ideas and traditions needed to devise institutions wherein myriad purposes might be advanced autonomously’
.

It is also worth taking note of the ‘cultural’ qualities of the Mughal ruling groups, especially of its nobles, which put to shame much of European decadence.  The houses of the Delhi nobility displayed an excessive luxury. Harems, dens of vice, and displays of splendour were the norm. The nobility had little education of any quality, and not much practical training: ‘Blindly selfish and autocratic the Mughal emperors and the Indian aristocracy of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were, if we consider that while they spent lakhs every year in buying European objects of luxury or art, not a single printing press, not even a lithograph stone was imported, either for popular education or public business. The moral and intellectual tone of Indian society was greatly lowered by the abundance of slaves’
. The educated middle class was composed entirely of officials, and was therefore part of the state.  It was not autonomous like its European cousin, and those who were among the traders and lesser landowners, had little education and nor did they cultivate literature
.

Another story
This paper proposes that medieval India may have had material wealth far greater than that of even Europe, but it lacked a number of institutional, social and cultural factors which did not allow either the development of certain types of production relations or that of a civil society to emerge and consolidate. This has been the general consensus of much of the scholarship on the period. However, Christopher Bayly and David Washbrook have questioned numerous assumptions underlying these conclusions and suggest that we need to look at India in significantly different terms.

Bayly, looking at a somewhat later period 1700-1820, asks: ‘was pre-colonial north India capable of generating a “public culture” of rational, goal-oriented procedures, methods and regulations which could bring together its capitalists, literati and rulers into a single dynamic political economy?’
. He answers that a ‘public culture’ was in fact coming into existence in pre-colonial India through the fusion of Islamic, specifically Mughal forms of rule-making, with the deeper and wider money and service ethic of Vaishya, Brahmin and the writer caste within Hindu society: ‘Mughal culture became a kind of shelter which allowed the ethic of the Indian manager communities to penetrate more deeply into society’
. Bayly thinks that we had the beginnings of a late Mughal Indian world, with a culture of rationality. He argues that 

‘while there is no doubt of the relative differences here between late medieval Europe and India, this paper would wish to argue that such a rule-making generalising capacity had, in fact, been generated by the rational structures of Mughal rule and late Islamic political ideology. The failure of that culture either to transform India or to ‘save’ it from colonialism should not be regarded as evidence of its lack of dynamism’
. He further argues that along with its more general West Asian inheritance of rational legalism, later Mughal sultanates in India and the Mughals in particular had developed certain features of organisation to facilitate entrepreneurship.  He notes that in ‘eighteenth century Asia this synthesis [Hindu commercial culture, rule-making propensity and systems of accountability of Mughal political culture] could be regarded as an alternative culture of modernity alongside the amalgam achieved by capitalism and the modern sate in contemporary Europe. Moreover, this Indian synthesis provided an important matrix within which was generated British colonialism, both bureaucratic and commercial’
. However, despite these general developments, the Mughal synthesis proved incapable of reproducing itself or providing the basis for an Asiatic modern state. Unfortunately, he does not explain why this was so.

David Washbrook observes no ‘discrete and alienable property rights, once assumed barely to have existed in South Asia, hav[ing] been traced back … to the early middle ages and a brisk market of such rights would seem to have existed in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’
. Unlike many Indian historians, he argues that a different sort of property rights existed, which were claims to privileged entitlement and were changing in the direction of personal – or perhaps even ‘private’ – forms of property rights, similar to those of Europe.

For Washbrook ‘it becomes progressively less clear why the developments traced by Braudel in the European economy from the thirteenth century, and dubbed by him “the development of capitalism” should not be seen to have had direct parallels in the history of South Asia’
. In many ways, ‘South Asia was involved in the “social history of capitalism” from very early on, and underwent many of the same types of social developments as those taking place in Western Europe’
. He argues it is important to ‘recover the subject from European history, to restore the status of Asian history and to put historical theory on a rather more objective, or at least less ethno-centric, footing’
.

And Five Centuries Later, Re-inventing Asia in a Globalising World

Perhaps the most important argument emanating from this paper is that societies have been and always will be, different. They evolve according to their own logic and history, or their ‘path dependence’ plays a critical role in social, cultural, political and economic outcomes. One should not expect all societies to be identical, or even similar, since they emerge from different origins. This observation is certainly not surprising, yet is increasingly ignored. In an era of entrenched and advancing globalisation, it has become established practice to draw general inferences based on the experience of one country or region, applying them to others, reinventing countries in the image of dominant societies.  The latter refuse to acknowledge the vibrancy that comes through from this interaction of difference, and in numerous ways – political, economic and increasingly, militarily – impose their own vision on the rest of the world. If history teaches us anything, it is that the inability to live with difference generates intolerance, fanaticism and makes the world and its societies, economically and culturally, a much poorer and emptier place.

( This paper is just one of many that are likely to be outputs as a consequence of my research done under the sponsorship of the Asia Fellows Program. In this particular paper, presented at the Third Annual Fellows’ Conference, Asian Scholarship Foundation, Re-inventing Asia in a Globalizing World, September 1-2, 2003, Bangkok, Thailand, I focus on specific themes taken from my research that may be of interest to a multidisciplinary audience participating at this conference. Subsequent output will address more specialised audiences.


** I could not avail of the extraordinary opportunity of becoming an Asia Fellow had it not been for the untiring help and support provided by Dr. E Sridharan and Mr. SK Singh, both of the University of Pennsylvania Institute for the Advanced Study of India (UPIASI) in Delhi.  My sincerest and deepest appreciation and thanks for all that they did for me during the course of my Fellowship. My interest in the nature of civil society in medieval times and why its study is important in the present era, comes from the work of, and continuous interaction and help from, Professor Satish Saberwal now retired from Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. Professor Ansaruddin Syed, mathematician turned historian from Karachi University, also deserves thanks for many ideas and numerous discussions.
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