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8.1 OBJECTIVES
After going through this unit, you should be able to understand:


Abul Fazal‟s Life



The concept of Abkarnama



About Abul Fazal‟s Monarchy



Abul Fazal‟s concept of Justice



Abul Fazal‟s concept of Administration

“Some who are unacquainted with grades of wisdom and suffer from the
poverty

of

true

knowledge…posit

Abul Fazal

1

reason

to

faith”

……………

8.2 INTRODUCTION
Abul Fazal has not written any treatise on political theory or philosophy, but
he has bequeathed to us such a legacy that makes him a political thinker. He
had presented in detail the principles and structures of governance under
Akbar and had suggested many new things for a better state and society in
comparison to contemporary politics and philosophy. His methodology and
interpretation of history were realistic. His advocacy of reason against
religion and orthodoxy was radical by the standards of his times. He was a
great scholar and had a deep knowledge of Hindu, Muslim, and Persian
traditions. He had major contributions in strengthening the Moghul rule
under Akbar. His political ideas decisively influenced the functioning of the
state under Akbar. The combination of history and literature in Akbarnama is
unique to Abul Fazal.
8.3 ABUL FAZAL: LIFE
Shaikh AbulFazl was born at A'grah on 14th January 1551 during the reign of
Islam Shâh. His family to which he belonged traced its descent from
ShaikhMusa, AbulFazl's fifth ancestor, who lived in the 9th century of the
Hijrah in Siwistan (Sindh), when Shaikh Khizr, the then head of the family
emigrated to Hindustan, settled at Nâgor, N. W. of Ajmir. He received an
education in all branches of Islamic sciences from his father. He entered the
Mughal court in 1574 because of the support of his elder brother AbulFaiz
who was also the poet- laureate in Akbar‟s court. Abul Fazal became the
court historian, secretary, and close confidant of Akbar. He was murdered in
1602 by Vir Singh Bundela while he was returning from the Deccan. This
was the conspiracy of Akbar‟s son Salim because Abul Fazal was known to
oppose the accession of Prince Salim to the throne. Abul Fazal was buried in
Antri.
8.4 AKBARNAMA
A discussion of the political theory of Abul Fazal, particularly his theory of
Monarchy is incomplete without the study of his magnum opus
„Akbarnama‟, AbulFazal‟sAkbarnama stands unique among the historicalliterary works produced in between the 15th to 18th centuries in particular and
in ancient- medieval times in general. It is not only the Indo-Persian chronicle
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of the rule of Akbar, the third Moghul emperor but a historical account in
details of the contemporary socio-economic, cultural and religious life and
society. There cannot be a better account of the history of the Moghul state
under Akbar than Akbarnama. The dominance of the literary style over
historical data and analysis needs to be understood while studying
Akbarnama and the political theory of Abul Fazal in it. The Moghul emperor
Akbar commissioned Akbarnama in 1588. It was divided into three books,
the first one is about Akbar‟s horoscope and lineage along with the year-wise
chronicle of his rule from1556 to 1572, the second one is the chronicle from
1572 to 1602 and the third one is „Ain- i-Akbari‟. As many of the sources of
historical information of the contemporary Moghul period were either lost or
destroyed, the Akbarnama, particularly the Ain- i-Akbari remains the major
source of information on Moghul state under Akbar.
AbulFazal‟s account of Akbar‟s rule is much beyond the chronicle. This
outstanding work describes in detail the administration, the law, the resources
as well as the Hindu religion, the customs, and the philosophy of the Hindus.
Though commissioned by the Monarch and Akbarnama is a court-sponsored
text, yet it carries innovations and political objectives. The narratives of Abul
Fazal had certain goals for the strengthening of the monarchy under
Moghuls, particularly of Akbar. The methodology adopted by Abul Fazal
was aimed at expanding and strengthening the social base of Akbar‟s rule. It
was objective and secular. He set new standards of historical investigations
and analysis. He collected data on almost all aspects of human life, verified
them, and then systematically presented them. In the words of Hassan, „It
may, therefore, be suggested that in AbulFazal‟s writings we can discover a
philosophy of history, that is, a definite concept about the nature and purpose
of history, principles for its interpretation, and the critical apparatus for the
collection and selection of facts of history.‟
He developed a new approach based on communal harmony, shifting the
focus from the Hindu-Muslim binary. He projected Akbar as both a political
and spiritual ruler. Akbar‟s Din-I Ilahi was meant to build this religious
image, though it antagonized the contemporary clerics (Ulemma).
AbulFazal‟s literacy style and presentation were influenced by Sufism. In the
words of Abul Fazal himself, „A Message of awareness reached my ear,
saying, „ oh designer in the studio of intrinsic meaning…..you will write the
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history of the ruler of the earth, the jewel of the crown of monarchs…. It is
obvious that in the elemental world there is nothing more magnificent or
noble than the precious existence of Monarchs, on whose high- mindedness
the external order of the world depends. It is certain that to entrust the world
to one person and to place the affairs o f the world in the hands of the one
individual is to put the world of meaning in him… particularly a monarch
who can detect whiffs of breezes of spiritual spring and grace the throne of
success, especially a lord of the age whose heart and mind are watered from
an innerspring ….who has become a painter in the study of, meaning, a host
of the banquet of reality… rule of the material and spiritual and absolute
authority over the external and internal are given to him… with the abundant
goods of true praise that you possess [ O AbulFazl], why are you standing
perplexed in your search?‟ When I heard these encouraging words, the dawn
of fortune broke, the foundation of eternal felicity was laid, the eye of hope
became bright….and the countenance of the desired object came into view.‟
(Allami: 2017) Here the language and symbols used by Abul Fazal speak not
only his perceptions but his philosophy also.
Abul Fazal mentions, in Akbarnama, that 52 generations have passed
between Adam and Akbar. So Akbar was the 53 rd generation descendant of
Adam. He admitted that the history of some of these generations comprising
some two thousand years is not known. The observations of HarbansMukhia
are relevant here. „in doing so, Abul Fazal was disengaging history writing
from its conventional Islamic axis and his use of the Ilahi era, formulated in
Akbar‟s 28th regal year but applied retrospectively, instead of the nearuniversal Hijri era as the chronological frame throughout the work reinforces
the break. The Hijri era postulated a vertical division of time between the
pre-Islamic age of ignorance, savagery, and the light that Islam brought to
human civilization. Abul Fazal postulated an uninterrupted flow of time from
Adam to Akbar. He was not a „Muslim‟ ruler, ruling on behalf of one
segment of humanity; he was indeed the ruler of all humanity.‟ This was
intended to legitimize Akbar‟s rule and the Moghul Empire.
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8.5 MONARCHY
The idea, institution, and philosophy of monarchy were already there in
Islamic political thought and philosophy long before Abul Fazal. The idea
that sovereign authority comes from the divine power of Allah and the king
was just his agent was also part of Islamic thought. But the interpretation and
analysis of Abul Fazal was something different. In his own words, „So long
as the leadership of the people in isolation [which is called sainthood] and
leadership of the world of reality [which is called sovereignty] were separate
in the world, the inner struggle was rife among human beings. Today
however by high- mindedness…these two lofty ranks,which are the
foundations of material and spiritual order, have been bestowed upon this
opener of the storehouse of wisdom…do you know by whose luminous self
this worldwide splendor exists?...It is through the fortune and right of the
world emperor of our age, king of kings surrounded by hosts of the
renowned, manifestation of divine might, source of infinite generosity,
unique at the court of eternity…his regal ascendant is a preface to the felicity
of the stars and the planets.‟(Allami: 2017) Here Abul Fazal has presented
Akbar as the epitome of both spiritual and temporal power. That is one of the
important characteristics of his theory of mo narchy. The combination of both
secular and religious authority in the same king, to him, is necessary for the
realization of the noble objectives of his ideal sovereign or king.
„By a single thought, he placed underfoot
The Royal Divan and the dervish‟s carpet….
Heaven in glory, Earth instability;
The essence of sunlight and shadow of God,
Pearl of crown and throne is Akbar Shah‟ (Akbarnama)
Abul Fazal developed his theory of monarchy based on a justification for it.
He said.‟ If royalty did not exist, the storm of strife would never subside, nor
do selfish ambitions disappear. Mankind, being under the burden of
lawlessness and lust, would sink into the pit of destruction; the world, this
great marketplace, would lose its prosperity, and the whole earth becomes a
barren waste. Royalty is a remedy for these. King is the origin of stability and
5

possession. (Ain- i-Akbari). He analyzed that out of selfishness, greed, and
lust man becomes corrupt. Thus, a monarch is a necessity to keep things in
order and discipline. He appears to be close to Hobbes in finding the
necessity of monarchy in the evil nature of men. But he was opposed to
authoritarianism and tyrannical rule. So he wrote that „Silly and shortlisted
men cannot distinguish between a true king and a selfish ruler‟. He said about
the behavior of kings. The king should understand the spirit of his times and
would behave accordingly. He needs to be impartial and uniform in his
treatment of all conditions of humanity and sects of religion, and cannot
behave in a step- motherly attitude to some. He stressed the harmonious
relationship in the polity. He said,‟ In the same manner that the equilibrium
of the animal constitution depends on an equal mixture of the elements, so
also does the political constitution become well- tempered by a proper
division of ranks; and using the warmth of the ray of unanimity and concord,
a multitude of people become fused into one body.‟
Divinity is the basic feature of monarchy in his theory of kingship. So in his
own words, „Royalty is a light emanating from God, and a ray from the sun,
the illuminator of the universe, the argument of the book of perfection, the
receptacle of all virtues‟. There are other qualities of a king like (a) a paternal
love towards his subjects, (b) a large heart, (c) increasing trust in God, and
(d) prayers and devotion. Apart from these qualities which emanate from the
divine theory of monarchy, there are other qualities of a monarch that Abul
Fazal explains. To him a king should be courageous, benevolent, just, and
forgiving, the king should be above all religious differences. This
theorization of the monarchy by him is ahead of his predecessors. There may
be a need for such an approach to strengthening the grip of Akbar the
Moghul state as well as to win over the followers of a religion other than
Islam. But this is much beyond the sectarian approaches of other
theoreticians of Islamic monarchy. He made a distinction between „true king‟
and „selfish rulers‟. The true king aims to establish justice, security, truth,
chastity, faithfulness in the state and society. Whereas the selfish ruler
indulges in power, vanity, enjoyment for which there is strife, insecurity,
disturbances, and treachery everywhere. The true king uses the royal power
as a means to achieve the goals that are good for his people, but the selfish
ruler becomes a prisoner of the royal power. To Abul Fazal, everyone cannot
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be king. „Kingship is a gift not bestowed till many thousand good qualities
have been gathered together in an individual, the great gift does not emanate
from His court. Merely one‟s lineage, collection of wealth, and assembling of
a mob are not essential for this rare dignity… And on coming to the exalted
status if he did not establish absolute peace (sul- i-kul) for all time and did not
regard all groups of humanity and all religious sects with the single eye of
favour and benevolence-and not the mother to some and step- mother to
others-he will not become worthy of the exalted dignity.‟ This is the basis of
AbulFazal‟s rationality or reason which he considered to be the basis of the
state instead of religion gripping the state and its activities. In the words of
HarbansMukhia, „Abul Fazal created the conceptual architecture of this new
thinking encapsulated in the notion of Sulh- i-kul….. In essence,Abul Fazal
was battling the dominance of denominational religions in affairs of state.‟
The new thinking was that no religion was supreme over others and equality
of all religions was the supreme principle. The term „Sul- i-kul‟ is translated
as universal peace, absolute peace, peace with all, etc. this is the objective of
the state and the monarchy. Akbar, through Sul- i-Kul removed darkness and
mutual hatred. Everyone was allowed to live in harmony. This was the
observation of Abul Fazal which showed the importance of this concept in
his philosophy. On the other hand, the rationality of Abul Fazal along with
his recourse to mysticism confused many historians. Irfan Habib analyzed it
in a very appropriate manner. „AbulFazal‟s espousal of the protection of
rationalism by the state looks odd when we see him making use of mystic
theories and speculations to justify the system of despotism envisioned by
him-benevolent it is true, but despotism all the same….Abul Fazal had hopes
that the realm of reason would expand under Akbar‟s state protection…..but
the generations after Abul Fazal remained largely barren of creative scientific
effort, and even the discoveries of Europe‟s Scientific Revolution remained
un-diffused in India. Indeed in the seventeenth century there existed little
rationalism in India that the state needed either to suppress or to protect.‟
The monarch or the sovereign is the final authority in Fazal‟s political
philosophy. He enjoyed all kinds of powers, social, political, economic, and
religious. Abul Fazal used the concept „Badshabat‟ to explain monarchy. To
him, „Badshabat is the light derived from God which has been sent by God
himself. God knows his kindness on Badshah; who works as the agent of
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God‟. The concept of Padshabat( Badshabat) implied established owner. The
term Pad means stability and shah means owner. Thus, Abul Fazal used the
term Padshah to mean an established powerful owner. Badshah meant the
emergence of Akbar as the authority with control over all aspects of
governance and the state. His sovereignty had the sanction of God. He
considered the Badshah as a father of the people living in his state and it was
his duty to look after them. It was also the duty of the people to respect him
and not to challenge his authority. The sovereign power extended to the
domain of religion in contrast to earlier practices. Abul Fazal did not give
any role to the intermediaries like the Ulemas and the Mujtahids to interpret
the religious and customary laws of the Badshah. The sovereign is the final
authority in this matter. He is the‟ spiritual guide‟ of the nation and the
people will naturally look to their king and expect him to be their spiritual
leader as well.
8.6 THE CONCEPT OF JUSTICE
Justice is central to the political philosophy of Abul Fazal. Providing justice
to the common people along with punishing the violators of rules is the
primary job of the sovereign. As he is like the father of his people he should
fairly dispense justice, without any discrimination. He is the representative of
God on earth, so it is his moral responsibility to carry out the wishes of god
in impartially rendering justice. He should not be influenced by any religious
person or authority while giving justice to people. The welfare of the people
and the health of the state depend on a strong system of justice based on fair
play and transparency. Akbar abolished the collection of jizya, a kind of tax
from non-Muslims, and banned cow slaughter. Abul Fazal explained that
these are the steps required to give justice to the people in a multi- religious
society. Akbar‟s rule and administration were not based on any kind of
religious and social discrimination.
But Abul Fazal accepted the division of society into different categories. This
is natural as he was advocating for an authoritarian, benevolent monarchy in
a feudal society. He categorized people as Warriors, artificers and merchants,
the learned (religious class like Ulemma, Brahmins, etc.), the husbandmen,
and labourers. „As the grand political body maintains its equilibrium by the
above four ranks of men, so does royalty receive its final tint from a similar
8

fourfold division‟: viz, the Nobles of the state; Assistants of victory;
Companions of the king; and Servants. He thought that the successful
working of these four classes was necessary for the welfare of the whole
world. The king should put all these classes in the proper place so that the
world can flourish. This position of Abul Fazal was similar to that of Plato.
In the words of R.S.Sharma, „This union of moral and political aims is
common to both Plato and Abul Fazal.‟ He accepted the hegemony of the
nobility in the state structure and administration and eliminated the common
people or the lower rank from the administrative structure. Thus, the concept
of justice in AbulFazal‟s theory is class and caste-based. It did not challenge
these discriminations. The king is noble in a paternalistic sense to see the
welfare of his people.
8.7 ADMINISTRATION
AbulFazladvocated for a centralized government with a well-coordinated
bureaucracy under the Monarchy. He had mentioned that the empire was
divided into provinces called subas, governed by a subadarwho carried out
both political and military functions. Each province also had a financial
officer or Diwan. For the maintenance of peace and order in his province, the
Subadar was supported by other officerssuch as the military paymaster
(bakhshi), the minister in charge of religious and charitable patronage (sadr),
military commanders (faujdars), and the town police commander (kotwal).
The Mansabdari system was borrowed from Persia which meant rankings.
There was mention of sixty-six ranks in Ain- i-Akbari. The Mansabdars had
the authority conferred by the king to collect taxes o n his behalf. They were
getting salaries and had to report to the king directly. They were classified by
Abul Fazal. This produced a hierarchical system in the administration based
on ranks and status. Some landlords were given land by the king and this was
also on a graded system. The state under the Moghuls did not interfere in the
caste system or the Jagirdari system. Though administration under Akbar
continued the old system that was under Sultanate, yet there were many
changes. The provinces were divided into Sarkars and Paraganas.
Severalparaganas were under a Sarkar. The posts of Shiqdar and Amil were
there to assess and collect revenue. The treasurer was known as Quanungo.
The methods of collection of revenue were not uniform in all parts of the
state, the Dahsala system, the Zabt, and crop sharing were some of the
9

examples. Some of these were oppressive for the peasants. Individual taxes
were also introduced. But this became a method of exploitation of peasants
by the landlords.
The provincial administration became systematic under Akbar. Many rules
came up for better management and regulation of the provincial
administration. This was the need of the time with the expansion of the
Moghul Empire under Akbar. The provincial administration that developed
under Akbar was patterned as per the central administration. This helped in
consolidating the grip of the state overall areas under the Moghuls. Another
aspect of administration was the primacy of advocates by Abul Fazal. In the
opinion of the historian Satish Chandra, „Abul Fazal gave supreme place to
advocates among all the officers. According to him, advocates should have
those qualities which could solve both private and social problems of the
king.‟ The defence system under the Moghuls was large and strong. There
was a huge army consisting of cavalry, infantry, artillery, elephants, and
camels.
8.8 SUMMARY
AbulFazal‟s contributions to the development of an inclusive system of
governance and administration with the limitations of the Monarchy are
recognized today, even by his critics. He will be reme mbered as one of the
greatest thinkers of India. His advocacy of reason against religious orthodoxy
laid the foundation for a modern idea. Consolidation of the Moghul Empire
was a challenging task for Akbar as he was facing wars and other problems
on different fronts. Abul Fazal was instrumental in many ways in helping in
this process of consolidation. He had that vision and intellect for which
Akbar had tremendous faith in him. The studies and discussions on Akbar are
incomplete without Abul Fazal and vice- versa. The study of the political
ideas of India and the development of state and sovereignty in India is also
incomplete without Abul Fazal.
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8.9 EXERCISES
1. Discuss the concept of the Monarchy of Abul Fazal?
2. Analyze the contributions of Abul Fazal to Indian Political
thought?
3. Discuss the idea of Justice of Abul Fazal briefly?
4. Discuss briefly Akbarnama”?
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9.1 OBJECTIVES
This unit deals with the life and socio-political ideas of Kabir and his
contributions to the development of the Philosophy of Syncretism in India.
After going through this unit you should be able to :


Know the life of Kabir and the contemporary situation



Understand his Utopia



Kabir‟s philosophy of Syncretism



Understand his critique of inequalities and exploitations

9.2 INTRODUCTION
Sant Kabir Das occupies a prominent place in the history of socio-political
thought in India. He was born in the city of Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh. He was
a 15th-century mystic poet, saint, and social reformer, and a proponent of the
Bhakti Movement. Kabir's legacy is still going on through a sect known as
Panth of Kabir, a religious community that consid ers him as the founder. His
early life was in a Muslim family, but he was strongly influenced by his
teacher, the Hindu bhakti leader Ramananda and also influenced him. The
writings of Kabir had a great influence on the Bhakti movement and include
titles like KabirGranthawali, AnuragSagar, Bijak, and SakhiGranth. His
verses are found in Sikhism's scripture Guru Granth Sahib. Kabir is one of
the most powerful philosophers in India who influenced Indian philosophy
and political thought. His philosophy of life and his critique of contemporary
12

inequalities and injustices made him a legend. His ideas are still relevant
now. He is considered to be the „people‟s philosopher‟ a term coined by
Hazari Prasad Dwivedi. He also earned accolades from people like
Ambedkar and Tagore. Raja Ram Mohan Roy regarded him as Agra Darsak,
the pathfinder whereas Tagore considered him as „MuktiDoot‟, the
ambassador of liberation not only of his times but also of our times. Evelyn
Underhill wrote about him, a great religious reformer, and the founder of a
sect to whom nearly a million northern Hindus still belong. His wonderful
songs survive; the spontaneous expressions of his vision and his love; and it
is by these, not by the didactic teachings associated with his name, that he
makes his immortal appeal to the heart. . Though Mohammedan legends
speak of the famous Sufi Pir, Takki of Jhansi, as Kabir‟s master in later life,
the Hindu saint is the only human teacher to whom in his songs he
acknowledges indebtedness ....the disciple of Ramananda, joining in the
theological and philosophical arguments which his master held with all the
great Mullahs and Brahmans of his day; and to this source, we may perhaps
trace his acquaintance with the terms of Hindu and Sufi philosophy. Kabir
was a heretic; and his frank dislike of all institutional religion, all external
observance—which was as thorough and as intense as that of the Quakers
themselves—completed, so far as the ecclesiastical opinion was concerned,
his reputation as a dangerous man. (Underhill/ Songs of Kabir/Introduction)
He rejected the traditional symbols of religion like Temple and mosque, idol
and holy water, scriptures, and priests. He was not interested to be identified
as a man of a particular sect or religion as a Brahmin or a Mohammedan, a
Sufi or a Vedantin, a Vaishnavite or a Ramanandi. He was a human being.
Ambedkar regarded Kabir as one of the three gems of Indian intellectual
traditions of liberation and social justice along with Buddha and Phule. He
was inspired by them and carried forward their legacy through his struggle
and writings.
9.3 KABIR’S LIFE
There is no unanimity on the date of birth of Kabir. The parental origin of
Kabir is not conclusive also. To Swami Sivananda,Kabir was born in 1440
A.D. The probable date of his death is 1519 A.D. as mentioned in
„KabirKaSanti‟. There are three dates of Kabir‟s life in the public domain: a13

1440-1518 (78 years) b-1398-1518 (119 years) c-1398-1448 (50 years) But
certainly, he was a 15th-century philosopher and reformer. His works are
compiled in AdiGranth, Panchvani, Sarvang, Bijak (1660-1670, during the
time of Aurangzeb. It consists of three parts: Ramaini, Sabda, and Sakhi,
Granthavali (1900-1915).The major part of his work was collected by the
fifth Sikh guru, Guru Arjan Dev. He was best known for his two- line
couplets, known as 'KabirKeDohe'. His works were written in the Hindi
language.Social Equality was central to the thought and preaching of Kabir.
His own life and experiences along with the contemporary socio-economic
conditions may have influenced him. He took a radical position in outrightly
rejecting untouchability and Brahmanism. The following lines of him depict
his clear understanding of Brahmanism:
„Say, O Pandit, when were the Brahmans made?
By saying: I am a Brahmin, they) life and religion lost,
If thou art a Brahman born from a Brahman woman:
Why has thou not come in another way?
Whose art thou, o Brahman, whose am I, the Sudra?
Whose blood am I, whose milk art thou?
Kabir says: Who reflects on Brahm:
He is called a Brahman by me.‟
The AdiGranth; E.Trump)
The political ideas of Kabir need to be put in proper historical context for
their better understanding. Kabir spent most of his life in Banaras or
Varanasi. The socio-political situation of that time had a decisive influence
on the evolution of Kabir‟s socio-political and cultural ideas. During his
times, that is the 15th century, trade was growing and this involved
movements of goods and people from rural to urban areas and vice-versa.
This social mobility challenged the traditional feudal practices and values
based on caste. The class differences became sharp and it was reflected in his
writings. In trade centers like Banaras, money-based transactions emerged as
the major mode of economic exchanges. This affected the social structures
14

too. The upward mobility of the marginalized and deprived sections of
society was not tolerated by the upper caste and upper-class people. They
resisted it. Kabir belonged to the marginalized sections of contemporary
times. The dynamics of the textile market of Banaras had influenced Kabir.
The exploitation of the weavers led Kabir to criticize the administration for
its ant-poor policies. The focus shifted from caste to class in his approach to
this development.
9.4 THE UTOPIA
The ideal polity of Begumpura did not have spaces for any kind of
discrimination, nor had any form of private property, taxes, domination.
People did not feel any fear or sorrow. There will be no scarcity as well
there. „Begumpara‟ symbolizes the utopia where all the ideals imagined for a
better society are reflected. This Utopia is before the Utopia of Thomas
Moore‟s „Utopia‟ (1516). The Utopia of Kabir was a land of God without any
kind of sorrow for its people. It was built based on equality and justice. The
objectives of the ideal society will be realizable through Bhakti which can be
construed as collective participation of the people and collective decision
making. This means there was a democratic content in the ideal village
though democracy was alien to contemporary Banaras. Kabir was
transcending social divisions and at the same time critical of socio-economic
inequalities. So, Begumpura was radical and ahead of the times. But the ideal
vision of Begumpura needs to be understood in the backdrop of socioeconomic and cultural hierarchies, exploitations, and dominance of the upper
caste and class of that time. It is because Kabir developed his ideal vision
based on his criticism, sometimes ruthless, of these inequalities. Kabir
constructed his ideal polity by rejecting inequalities like caste and religion.
He also criticized the contemporary feudal, authoritarian state, the elites, the
celery, and every institution associated with the domination of the
marginalized, except patriarchy. The nature of society imagined in
Begumpura was based on humanism. The social divisions and hierarchies
were replaced by equality and freedom in the ideal polity of Begumpura. The
sovereign authority in that ideal state will not be the authoritarian
monarchical order but will be based on the equality of people. All would
enjoy freedom there based on equality. Rationality will be the hallmark of
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that society instead of values created and sustained by the unequal structures
and ideologies like caste, religion, etc. the people of Begumpura would be
saintly in their way of life. The Bhakts would be the vanguards of Begumpra.
They will protect its ideals. Gail Omvedt in her book „Seeking: Begumpura
The social Visions of Anti Caste Intellectuals‟ (2008) mentions that Kabir
dreamt of his utopia calling it Amarpur (city of immortality) and sang of
Premnagar ( city of love ). Both the titles reflect the fact that there were
distresses and discriminations based on which the utopias are imagined with
the objectives of eradicating them.
9.5 SYNCRETISM
Sometimes medieval Indian history is wrongly presented as a period of
internecine wars, conflicts, religious animosity, intolerance, etc. In the words
of Rasheeuddin Khan, „It is not surprising, therefore, to realize that the
composite culture in India originated in an environment of reconciliation,
rather than refutation, cooperation rather than confrontation, coexistence
rather than mutual annihilation of the politically dominant Islamic strands.‟
During the medieval period Sufi and Bhakti movements, philosophy thought
and practices blended and coalesced at a large number of points. That is the
basis of communal harmony and unity of Indian society. These movements
were reactions against social oppressions and hegemo nies of their times.
They challenged the orthodoxies and political power based on those
orthodoxies. Lokhanda walla analyses that „the Sufi and Bhakti movements
blurred the differences between the two religions so much that it was very
common till very recently to have a Sadguru or a Pir having a common
following of Hindus and Muslims.‟15th century is known to be the time for
the emergence and consolidation of the Bhakti movement, culture, and
literature in India by the great saints and poets like Vidyàpati, Umàpati,
MiràBài, Ravidas,Narsi Mehta, etc.
Kabir enriched this movement through his writings and work. Thus the
syncretistic tendencies of the Bhakti movement reached their peak. Kabir
was a religious and social reformer. He had his distinct way of preaching to
the aspirants which are called „panth‟. His followers, therefore, are called
Kabirpanthis. Kabir transcended the boundaries drawn in the religious
domain in northern India and championed the cause of social harmony
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between Hinduism, Islam, and other non-Hindu religions. Thus, he was a
forerunner of Gandhi. „Kabirwas a master of the “interior religion,” which
was loving surrender to God who dwelt in the heart.‟ Names of God tend to
be Vaishnava, for Kabir‟s guru was Ramananda. But though Kabir often
mentions Ram, Hari, and the “name of Ram,” he is using these as names for
the all-pervading reality which is beyond words and “beyond the beyond,”
being identified with shunya, the void, or what Kabir calls Sahaj, the
ineffable state. . . ,‟ says Sivananda.
There was continuous dialogue and interactions between the Hindu religion
and Islam in India. There are so many examples of common cultural and
religious traditions which have deep cultural roots in both Hindu and Muslim
communities in India. Common rituals, common saints, and common castes
are most common in rural areas among both the Hindus and Muslims. It gave
rise to a complex culture based on both traditions. Some of the famous
Muslim saints were actively involved in the continuous process of
syncretisation. The cult of saints may well be seen as a strong foundation of
Hindu-Muslim syncretism. Both the communities and their harmonious
existence and their syncretism culture were products of the widespread
Sufism in India. The Bhakti movement challenged religious orthodoxy and
by that expanded its social base. It was inclusive in its appeal as it reflected
the aspirations of the socially and economically marginalized. This laid the
foundation of a strong culture of syncretism. To Kabir, the spiritual core
values of both Hinduism and Islam are close to each other.
This movement was responsible for many rites and rituals associated with the
worship of God by Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs of the Indian Subcontinent.
Kirtan at a Hindu Temple, Qawaali at a Dargah (by Muslims), and the
singing of Gurbani at a Gurdwara are examples. Kabir was one of the most
influential reformers who developed the culture of syncretism in India,
particularly in North India. He outrightly rejected all forms of sectarian
zealotry and caste oppression and inequalities. He saw a difference of Gods
only in names. „Perhaps no other social prophet has so much stressed the
equality of all human beings and especially of the Brahmins and the Shudras
on physical grounds, Kabir, says V.P Verma. His condemning of the caste
system and his appeal for social equality were the basis of syncretism.
Historians of religion often classify bhakti traditions into two broad
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categories: Saguna (with attributes) and Nirguna (without attributes).The
Saguna included traditions that focused on the worship of specific deities
such as Shiva, Vishnu, and his avatars (incarnations) and forms of the
goddess or Devi, all often conceptualized in anthropomorphic forms. Nirguna
bhakti on the other hand was the worship of an abstract form of god. Kabir
influenced Ravidas to shift from Saguna to Nirguna form of bhakti.Kabir and
other bhakti poets created a formidable body of literature that attracted the
popular imagination and became part of the popular narratives. Most of them
are from lower sections of the social hierarchy. Kabir was opposed to idol
worship. His ideas in the socio-economic domain became the foundation of
syncretism. The concept of superiority by birth by the upper castes was
severely criticized by Kabir. He said that social discrimination does not have
any physical or biological basis. They are manmade and were means of
domination over the poor and marginalized. In his own words, if the priest is
proud of his noble birth, then he should not have condescended to be born
from impure organs and through crude processes. All human beings are
products of the same divine essence. So superiority based on mundane
considerations has no basis or rationality. Both the Brahmins and Shudras are
from the same processes and same organs. Even the advocates the equality of
all animate beings. His logic for this concept is that all creatures are from the
same ultimate spirit and the elements that constitute the material basis of all
beings are also the same. He challenged the sanctity of the knowledge that
defended social discriminations.
„Kabir says: those are good riders,
Who keep aloof from the Veda and the Koran?‟
„The daughter of the Veda is the Smriti, o brother!
She has come with a chain and rope‟
(The AdiGrantha)
Kabir rejected any kind of violence, even if it is associated with any religion.
By this position, he could attract many poor marginalized people towards
liberation from irrational theology and towards the development of
Syncretism. His thoughts reflected the human aspirations, particularly of the
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common people. He put religion in the context of its relevance to today's
existence and engagements for which it is still relevant.
Kabir‟s criticism of the contemporary state system as well as of the economic
system helped in the development of the ideas of syncretism. He was sharp in
his criticism of the feudal landlord system, (the Zamindari system) he
analyzed through his criticism that the landlords, elites, their allies did not
have any religious identity. Both Hindus and Muslims are part of these elites.
They exploit both the Hindu and Muslim poor and religion or caste did not
prevent them in their exploitation and dominance over the poor. The
economic positioning of the classes decides the nature of their engagements.
Kabir symbolized the voice of the marginalized groups and their socioeconomic exploitations and various forms of deprivations. Kabir showed that
both the Muslims and Hindus are on two sides, the ruling elites and the
marginalized poor. This became the economic foundation of syncretism. The
poetry of Kabir was critical of the forms of exploitation through various
means. The tax and rent collection mechanism was thoroughly exposed by
the literature of Kabir. The rural poor were the victim of the feudal state in its
daily engagement with the state. There was a basic contradiction based on the
oppressive tax and rent system. This contradiction was reflected in his poetry
sharply. Big Traders, men from administration, priestly class, etc. were part
of the elites. There was a transformation in society with the growth of trade
and business and consequent social mobility. Kabir marked these changes
and rejected the cultural and economic exploitations. This was beyond any
particular religion.
Kabir‟s utopia in Begumpura cannot be seen isolated from his syncretism.
The theory and practice are parts of the whole. There is no contradiction or
separation. His writings and ideas reflect his practices. They are not escapes
from the reality of exploitation, marginalization, and deprivation. Rather they
are voices of resistance. Begumpura reflects the alternative. It is the future
vision. In the words of Himanshu Roy, „ Kabir‟s bhakti and the existence of
thebhakts, their critique of the polity and their desire of Begumpura reflected
the existence of a substantive degree of civil society in pre-capitalist
India...... in medieval India, the common people did participate in the
political opinion which was due to the formation in the society. Festivals and
prayers were public spheres, accessible to all which the subaltern used to
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resist the elite. It was also a space of individual freedom guaranteed within
the social relations.‟ The changes brought about by the increasing trade were
also reflected in Kabir‟s writings. Kabir‟s appeal was inclusive and that
character became the chief characteristic of the syncretism in India to which
Kabir contributed immensely. The fusion of Islamic and Hindu traditions that
Kabir wanted and advocated for had the broader objective of socio-economic
emancipation which makes him unique and different from others. He
criticized orthodoxies from both religions. He said that Allah and Rama were
names of the same God, that he was not be found either in the temple or
mosque and neither in Banaras nor in Mecca, but the heart of the devotees.
His approach to God and divine incarnations reflect a synthesis of Hindu and
Islamic approaches. He has used ideas from both religions to attack the
orthodoxies of both religions. He is at once the child of Rama and Allah. In
the words of Benjamin Walker, „those who wish to worship God should flee
from the temple and the4 mosque and seek him in the fields, in the weaver‟s
shop, and the happy home. The beads of holy ones are made of wood; the
gods are of stone; the Ganges and Jamunas are water; Ram the Maker and the
Krishna the doer are not spared by death; the Vedas are empty words. The
all-knowing and all-powerful is to be found neither in Kabba (in Mecca) nor
in Kailasa (The abode of Shiva). If God is inside the mosque and Rama
within the image then what lies outside? Hari in the east, Allah in the west.
Look within your heart for there you will find both Karim (merciful Allah)
and Rama.
Kabir was critical of avatars. He wanted to remain within the mundane
existence of human beings and fight6 for emancipation there. Some argue
that Kabir borrowed more from Hinduism and less from Islam. This is out of
historical context and puts questions beyond the framework developed by
Kabir. He was critical of both the religions and their orthodoxies. He focused
on humanity, lone, brotherhood, and emancipation. His objectives were to
develop reconciliation and fraternity, particularly among the marginalized of
both religions. He positioned the exploited against the exploiters,
transcending their religious identities. The pre-capitalist social formations
and their dynamics were reflected in his powerful poems. The syncretism that
he fought for is not confined to the social domain only, but it enters the
economic domain. This makes him and his ideas radical.
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He is often criticized on the ground that he failed to criticize patriarchy. But
the social conditions of his times need to be taken into account while leveling
such criticism against him. Otherwise, it would be out of context. Some feel
that he was within the patriarchal values, could not go beyond that. This is
natural in a medieval setting. But he was critical of the domestic labour in the
private space of the family which runs counter to the feudal-patriarchal value
of glorifying women‟s domestic labour. This is a radical position that he took
in his contemporary times.
9.6 SUMMARY
Kabir without any doubt is radical and ahead of his times. His theory and
practice had revolutionary content. The emancipatory appeal makes him
relevant today. His contributions lie in his efforts to build an exploitation- free
world based on humanity, love, brotherhood, and rationality. He challenged
the hegemonies of his times and built alternatives in the images of
Begumpura. His works are not cultural or social only, they are equally
political. He is rightly called by Tagore as the Muktidoot and modern.
9.7 EXERCISE
1. Critically analyze the Utopia of Kabir as depicted in „Begumpura‟
2. Discuss the philosophy of syncretism of Kabir
3. Write a brief note on Kabir‟s life
4. Briefly discuss Kabir‟s criticism of caste and religious orthodoxy
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