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MEDIEVAL HISTORIOGRAPHY OF MUSLIM INDIA: 

THE SULTANATE PERIOD 

By Dr. Khurram Qadir 

The present paper will look at the historiography of three authors from the standpoint of 

the values they subscribed to and the content of their writings in the light of their personal 

involvement in the historical process. It is hoped that this will facilitate a reinterpretation 

of texts contemporary to the Sultanate period in particular. The three authors selected for 

the purpose are Minhaj-us-Siraj, Zia-ud-din Barani and Yahya bin Ahmed Sirhindi. Apart 

from these authors, the works of others historians of that age will be referred to in order 

to substantiate the generalizations which have been deduced from the works of these 

principal authors. Together the narratives of these three authors span more than two 

centuries of Muslim rule under the sultans of Delhi. The basic contention is that the 

historiography of the period, within the spatial context of the Sultanate of Delhi in 

particular, subscribed to certain basic values of society and certain premises of 

historiography which determined the context and content of their writings. In addition 

they were constrained by some of the processes of history within which they lived. Each 

of these authors lived in a discrete time span substantially removed from that of the 

others. Nearly a century separates the writings of Minhaj and Barani and more than half a 

century of evolution had taken place between the time when Barani was writing and the 

date of the compilation of Sirhinidi’s Tarikh-i- Mubarakshai. While Minhaj led an active 

political and administrative life during which he was absent from Delhi from time to time 

and his position was lost and regained in court more than once, Barani remained in 

continuous attendance at court for nearly two decades. Minhaj was a court employee at 

the time when he wrote the Tabaqaat-i-Nasiri but Barani was no longer in court when he 

wrote the Tarikh-i-Firozshahi. In fact he was greatly desirous of being reinstated at the 

court. Sirhindi, probably neither attained high office nor was a court employee at any 

time in his life. He did not claim high lineage or office in the lone work that we know of 

his authorship, nor has any subsequent author reported such official involvement. 

Whereas the common values and historiographic premises were the cause of similarities 

between these authors, the distinctive historical moments they witnessed and the variety 
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of their individual lives and temperaments resulted in the distinct aspects of their 

approaches to history. 

 A detailed analysis of all these features is a complex and somewhat controvercial task 

beyond the scope of the present paper. The present paper will therefore focus on three 

tasks which will constitute the subsections of this paper. First the general set of values of 

the Muslim society which determined the historiographic outlook of South Asian Muslim 

historiography; second the historiographic premises to which they all subscribed, 

virtually without exception; and third the individual idiosyncrasies of the three authors 

mentioned above. Some of the controversies that arise from this preliminary statement 

should assist us in reviewing the present formulation as well as provide future analysts of 

medieval South Asian history with fresh markers and incentives for the re-analysis and 

interpretation of medieval primary sources. Should this objective be achieved, the cause 

of medieval history and the object of this paper will have been well served.  

P.Hardy had asked at one stage whether medieval historians of Muslim South Asia meant 

what they said1. It is strange that he would have asked this of medieval South Asian 

history when it is a question that all research should seek to answer when interpreting 

primary sources in the context of “interpretative criticism”. Perhaps it was justifiable in 

the light of the colonial historiography of the British period which had generally failed to 

invoke “interpretative” techniques for the “restoration of texts” in the analysis of 

medieval sources. The present paper is a preliminary statement for the structure of 

interpretative criticism of historical primary sources of the Sultanate of Delhi. 

Determinants of the historiographic outlook: 

The general set of values of the Muslim society which determined the historiographic 

outlook of South Asian Muslim historiography was based on the conviction that there 

was a Divine dominance of the historical process2. As a consequence the prime function 

of governance was the fulfillment of the divine covenant which dictated the terms of the 

ruler’s contract with God. In effect this entailed: 

• the enforcement of the dictates of Islam 

• defending the faith through military and administrative actions 
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• protecting the rights of citizens as enjoined by Islam and 

• ensuring the appointment of subordinates who would conform to the desired 

ethical and moral norms dictated by religion and society. 

Since the simple socio-political structure of the Arabs had been complicated, over the 

centuries, with the induction of several different ethnic groups within its fold and the 

emergence and evaluation of several sects, the questions related to religious injunctions 

had acquired a complexity which could not be determined by the rulers without resource 

to specialists. Two categories of specialists, with a variety of sub-classifications, were to 

be found throughout the Muslim World by this time, particularly in the Asian part. These 

were the Ulema and the Sufia. In addition a number of values which were not seen as 

inimical to the dictates of Islam had been woven into the socio-cultural fabric of the 

Sultanate of Delhi mainly from the Iranian and Turkish [Central Asian] traditions. This 

resulted in the need to seek ratification and verification from the Ulema3 in particular. 

Thus the rulers sought their ideals of governance from the Ulema on the one hand and the 

“best practices” of Iranian, Turanian, Greek and Turkish norms as well as the Khulafa-e-

Rashideen4 on the other. 

The historians of the Sultanate, therefore, critically evaluated the activities of the rulers in 

the light of the dictates of religion as endorsed by the Ulema5 on the one hand and the 

“best practices” which they themselves acknowledged6. However, in so doing they 

conformed to the social concept of “murawwat”7 and the religious norm of joining ehsan 

with adl 8. Thus generally we find that they would not normally criticize any personality 

outright in the analysis of character traits but would rather confine themselves to any 

positive statements which could be ascribed to the person. However, individual actions 

and the individual’s conduct on different occasions could and would be criticized9. 

Failure to conform to injunctions and values would be included in the details of the 

narrative. 

One general statement made with respect to each ruler is to be found in virtually all 

narratives regarding almost all of the Sultans. This relates to the endorsement that he was 

a good Muslim, but other character traits vary from Sultan to Sultan. In the details of the 

account of each ruler, or of the Umera for that matter, the nature, extent and occasions of 
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his conformity to the values acknowledged by the historian are brought out. This is 

similar to the historiographic mode in modern times where most presidents and prime 

ministers of democratic states would be classified as followers of the democratic 

principal but in the details of their careers we would find variations in their concepts of 

democracy and several occasions when they failed to invoke the democratic norms and 

occasionally violated the very essence of the democratic tradition to which they 

subscribed. It was equally inconceivable that a Muslim ruler should not aspire to be a 

good Muslim although Ala-ud-din Khalji, and later, Akbar did consider the possibility of 

founding a new religion. 

Along with the concept of not criticizing individuals and personalities directly, but of 

critically evaluating actions, was the practice of identifying the corpus of personal beliefs 

and stating the obligations of the author as well as a statement of humility and the 

acknowledgment of limitations in the search for truth. The statements of humility 

generally took the form of using the terms “ghulam” and “banda-i-miskeen” or 

“bechara”10 whereas the limitation of accuracy was normally expressed in the term “and 

God knows the truth of the matter”11. 

Despite the more prosaic and straightforward texts of Sirhindi and Afif the historians of 

the medieval period did not consider historiography to be a non-literary activity. The 

proverbial and the poetic appealed to their sense of portrayal and depiction. To create an 

image they would make use of exaggerated statements such as the story of the 

depopulation of Delhi12. These images were neither literal nor factual nor were they to be 

taken at face value. Their actual utility was in the dramatization of monumental event 

designed to bring it alive in the mind of the reader. The statement was thus partly 

journalistic and partly historical when viewed in the modern sense of the terms13. 

The historiographic premises: 

The historiographic premises to which they all subscribed, virtually without exception, 

included such concept as the object of governance and the position of the rulers and 

subjects in the scheme of society in particular and life in general. The object of writing 

history and its uses coupled with their concepts regarding the nature of the historical 

process added to the  mosaic within which they compiled their texts. Whereas it is vital 



 5 

to understand the determinants of the historiographic outlook, that is a relatively 

simple matter because these determinants are obvious differences between the 

Islamic and eastern on the one hand and the modern western paradigm on the 

other. The historiographic premises are relatively more in number and relate to the more 

minute aspects of the distinction visible in the determinants mentioned above. In the 

actual writing of history they are more difficult to spot and in historical criticism and 

analysis they often elude the researcher. Here we hope to bring some of the more 

important ones, visible in the historiography of the Sultanate, into focus. These, in fact 

were more potent in the form and content of the histories we will analyze subsequently. 

In general the historians started with a statement in praise of the Creator, sometimes a 

hamd in verse, followed by praise of the Holy Prophet[SAW] in prose or a Naat in verse. 

Next came an acknowledgment of debts of gratitude and words of praise and veneration 

for those whom the author revered. Often this included Sultans, Umera, Ulema and Sufia, 

some of whom were also recipients of the dedication of the work. Included in prefaces or 

preliminary remarks was a statement of the objectives of writing history and the specific 

work in particular.  

Good governance consisted of providing justice in taxation and in law and the 

facilitation of the livelihood of the populace. It included the enforcement of religious 

sanctions and laws as well as the provision of security and privileges, which had been 

granted under religious law, and “best practices of rulers” of the past14. The place of 

Citizens in the scheme of society and the state was secured under customs, traditions and 

law. Medieval historians, therefore, passed judgment on history as much in the light of 

Islamic concepts as of “best practices” and customs or traditions, sometimes losing track 

of the distinction. 

Whereas legitimate taxes under religious law were acknowledged as the ideal tax 

structure, it was also generally agreed that their enforcement was sometimes not possible. 

Local tax structures were adopted and modified for administrative convenience, 

sometimes in direct countravension and/or exclusion of the tax system of Islam. The 

same principal applied to other judicial and legal practices within the Sultanate. The 

arbiters of law were deeply conscious of the limitations imposed by the subjugated non-
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Muslim majority of subjects within the Sultanate. Rulers and governments were, 

consequently judged on expediency where no flagrant violation of Islam was visible to 

the historians.  

The position of the ruler and the subjects in the scheme of society placed the ruler at 

the head of the collective effort. The ruler was considered the lay administrator of the 

Divine domain. If the ruler was unjust or acted in flagrant violation of the Divine dictates, 

he was to be replaced, for this the decree of the Ulema or the Khalifa was necessary. On 

the other hand an endorsement by the Khalifa or the Ulema that the Sultan was within the 

law was a deterrent to negative popular sentiments. In this way the Ulema in particular 

were the arbiters of the law, the formulators of public opinion and at times its solicitors15. 

If the ruler, in the normal execution of his duties, was culpable for an error of judgment 

or transgression of his rights but not in violation of basic Divine dictates, it was 

considered a matter of state for which he would be answerable to the individual[s] whom 

he had wronged [through the Qazi if possible] or to God. The divine judgment passed on 

him could either take the shape of his fate thereafter or on the day of Reckoning or 

Judgment.  

Whereas the Sultan and the Ulema were the executors and interpreters of the Divine 

scheme, the Umera were the executors of the Sultan’s decree and scheme of government. 

The Sultan was responsible for ensuring that they did not transgress laws and dictates to 

which his government was committed16. On the other hand the Umera too were at liberty 

to refute and oppose laws and concepts of governance, which they found repugnant. They 

were free to do so with or without recourse to the sanction of the Ulema depending on 

whether the opposition was to religious issues or matters of state17. A change of Sultan 

could be made by them, individually or collectively, provided they were not opposed 

successfully either in the removal or in the fresh appointment[s] they made. The Sultan 

stood above them18 as long as he did not suffer successful opposition but, in addition, he 

also stood between them and the subjects in case any of the Umera practiced 

oppression19. These concepts conditioned the attitude of the historians towards rebellions 

and the attitude toward the Sultan’s right of government. Rulers continued to rule by 
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Divine Sanction or Decree, which manifested itself through historical reality, the ruler 

was not protected by Divine Right of sovereignty.  

The Tarik-i-Fakhr-ud-din Mubarak Shah is explicit in its explanation of the scheme of 

state and society. It states that God granted Man preference over other creatures because 

of the qualities of wisdom, good deportment and the quality of “feeling” for others. The 

prophets were sent “to be trustees of the fate … so that the base were brought to the 

correct path”, and the light of Islam, i.e. the right path of the people of the ‘sunnat wa 

jamaat’20. The Taj-ul-Maasir, also stresses the need for justice and well-being and Aibuk 

is said to have instructed Husam-ud-din Ughulbak to win over both the tenants of state 

and the soldiers by good government21. Because of their predominantly pragmatic 

approach these authors fail to perceive a dichotomy between the propagation of 

destruction of idols and the absorption of the Hindus in the body politic. Other paradoxes 

are rationalized by them on pragmatic basis as well, this was the forte of the Turks. 

In the overall scheme of life, the existing paradigm viewed human existence as a 

temporary period during which each individual was being tested to determine his/her 

status in the after life where the person would enter either Jannat or Jahannum. As such 

the socio-political status he/she enjoyed was relatively immaterial in the long run except 

in so far as it facilitated or made difficult the interregnum between birth and death and 

thereby influenced the evaluation of the test he/she was undergoing. The higher a person 

rose in the socio-political scale the more were the areas to be tested. Whereas a poor 

person would be tested keeping in mind the mitigating circumstances of adversity, the 

rich and powerful would be tested both personally and in the exercise of their power and 

without mitigating considerations of adversity unless it actually befell them as well. 

The individual, regardless of the socio-political status to which he/she was born was at 

liberty to aspire to change this status and situation. Although some social taboos did 

militate against free movement in certain cultural contexts, the free migration and 

movement of the adventurous souls generally tended to overcome these taboos, 

particularly in the societies of the Muslims22. 

The contemporary historians were well aware of this socio-political structure and based 

their value judgments and analysis on them. The object of writing history and its uses was 
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primarily concerned with the awareness of history among the executors and arbiters of 

the Divine will and consequently, and indirectly, with the journalistic objective of 

keeping the general public informed of the state’s developments and progress in the 

recent past. This is why the subject matter and value judgments of the medieval 

Muslim historians differ so radically in form and content from those of colonial and 

postcolonial historiographers. In addition, the expressions of humility and 

appreciation are often matters of decorum and not of hypocrisy, psychophancy or 

deliberate inaccuracy.  

History was meant to inform the Sultan, the Ulema and the Umera of the actions of the 

past rulers and their consequences so that they could plan their actions and historical role 

in that light. At the same time it was meant to make public the achievements and failures 

of the historical personalities of the past as an acknowledgment of their good and 

noteworthy deeds. Judgment would thus be passed, both positive and negative, on the 

actions of these individuals. On this basis, the public could revere, acknowledge and 

recognize benefacators and deride and identify their oppressors in light of the judgment 

of history as identified by the historian23. 

 The nature of the historical process was that it was a function of the Divine Decree, 

taqdeer, tempered with human action, tadbeer24. The high water mark having been 

achieved during the time of the Prophet Muhammad [SAW] and largely maintained 

during the time of the Khilafat-i-Rashida, to which all subsequent Muslim rulers might 

aspire. An unjust sovereign was either a test for a people’s fortitude or a visitation on 

them for their impiety. Similarly, an unruly people were the test of a ruler’s wisdom and 

capability or a visitation on him for unjust governance. Justice and piety were the 

cornerstones of the historical realities that emerged within the larger scheme in which the 

propagation of the word of God to all humanity, by all means possible, constituted a 

foreseeable objective. However, the deeper meaning of the perpetuation of creation was 

not easy for ordinary mortals, including the Sultans and all, but a few, of the Sufia or 

Ulema to grasp. The age and its happenings were interpreted in terms of taqdeer and 

tadbeer for both the rulers and the subjects and as such the entire nature of value 

judgments passed by medieval South Asian historians were based on this dialectical 
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ethics rather than the absolute terms of linear ethics as used by the European historians 

and the historiographic tradition which they bequeathed us.  

Individual idiosyncrasies: 

A general flaw of the three authors we have selected is that they are unsatisfactory in the 

matter of chronology. Two of them, Minhaj and Barani, are quite cavalier in their 

treatment of dates while the third, Sirhindi, is also in error in some important cases 

though less casual than the others. In fact, Sirhindi gives the date and month of events 

along with the year25, wherever possible. Perhaps this has induced Prasad to conclude 

that “Muhammadan writers paid no attention to chronology26. Despite Barani’s claim to 

the contrary [regarding himself], neither he nor Minhaj were historians by profession. 

Nor, for that matter had they complied historical notes during the course of their long 

political and administrative careers. They relied on memory for the narration of events to 

which they had been a party. Thus they failed to recollect the names of several 

individuals who are referred to only on the basis of relationships which they could recall. 

It was due to a great reliance on memory that Minhaj recorded different dates for the 

same event in different parts of his work relating to his life experience. Barani, perhaps 

conscious of the error in Minjhaj’s work, probably avoided dates which he was uncertain 

about. This may well be the reason why his narrative lacks chronology during the reign of 

Muhammad bin Tughluq and Balban in particular. Sirhindi, by contrast, was certainly a 

serious, though less versatile, historian for the Sayyid period. He hoped to gain a place in 

court when he prepared the first draft of his work for Mubarak Shah in 83IH. He then 

continued to collect information and add to his text for a few years after, perhaps until his 

death in the following reign27. We do not know if Sirhindi held any administrative post 

prior to 831H. and, inferring from his political desire in that year, we may assume that, if 

he was in court at that time, he would not have held an important post. Strictly speaking, 

therefore, neither he nor Barani were court historians when they wrote their histories 

though both hoped to derive political profit from their works. 

In the following sub-sections we will comment on the principal works of the three 

authors, individually, from four aspects. In the first instance we will briefly outline the 

historical experience of which each of them was individually conscious; second we will 
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interpret their choice of subject and treatment of event; third will be  reviewed the 

personality of the author in question and; finally we will  exemplify some of the 

comments of the author relating to the historiographic premises outlined above. 

Minhaj 

The historical experience, which Minhaj used as the basis of his work, was distinct 

from the Tarikh-i-Fakhr-ud-din Mubarak Shah and the Taj-ul-Massir. Both these works 

had been complied in the Shansabani28 tradition and the identity of the Sultanate of Delhi 

was in its embryonic or infant stages at those times. Some time, in the latter part of 

Iltutmish’s reign, it seems to have been decided that the umbilical chord with Ghazna 

should be severed irrevocably. At that stage the Sultanate of Delhi aspired for and 

obtained sovereign status through the Khalifa’s investiture. Being committed to the 

Islamic, Persian and Central Asian traditions, Minhaj accordingly traced his historical 

consciousness from these areas and his experiences in the states of the Shansabanis. 

Having entered Iltutmish’s domain during the stages of transition and having seen more 

than a quarter century of service he had, among the three historians under study, the 

unique experience of moving from states where Muslims were in a majority to one in 

which they were a minority and where the semi-autonomous status of the Umera was the 

same as it had been under the Shansabanis but where this was being challenged up till the 

time when he compiled his Tabqaat. This changing political scenario had, till this time, 

resulted in a dynastic rule where intra-state politics was paramount and inter state politics 

was nominal and indirect. Nonetheless, Delhi had now [658H], been under Muslim 

domination for about seven decades. 

The personality of Minhaj that emerges from his work is that of an aalim inclined to 

teaching and the judiciary, with pretensions of being a khatib.  It was in these roles that 

he was employed by Iltutmish. Having been sent to Gwaliar at the time of Razia’s 

accession, it is possible that he had begun to participate in the political processes of the 

time but was not an important participant in this field till the time of Bahram Shah. He 

was again absent from the capital during a major part of the reign of Ala-ud-din Masud. 

Ghulams Rasul Mehr has given an excellent biographic section in preface to the Urdu 

translation of the Tabqaat.29 Minhaj was party to the political ebb and flow during the 
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reigns of Bahram and Nasir-ud-din, generally on the side of appeasement and essentially 

a moderator. 

Coming from a long line of Ulema, Minhaj did not have the aggressive instinct of a 

political aspirant but rather the gentle self-assertion of a less egotistical academic. He 

could trace his lineage back to Maulana Abdul Khaliq in the court of Ibrahim, the Sultan 

of Ghazni, on his father’s side and the qazis of Tolak, at an even earlier date, on his 

mother’s side of the family. Probably born in 584H/1188AD, he arrived in the Sultanate 

of Delhi a middle-aged man. He had participated in battles it seems and, if not travel 

worn, he was fairly well traveled within the states to the north and west of the Delhi 

Sultanate and even suffered imprisonment for some time before reaching Uch. 

The choice of subjects in the Tabqaat is extremely telling. We have noted earlier in this 

paper that the prophetic function was of the first rank in the scheme of the world for 

Muslim historians and rulers found second or third place in this order of rank. Further 

that the purpose of historical exposition was guidance through elucidation of experience 

and “best practices” for which Muslim and non-Muslim examples were use. Since 

Minhaj was initiating a fresh tradition, he was particularly in need of a clear train of 

historical consciousness. 

 The structure of the Tabqaat is perfectly synchronized towards this end. The first tabqa 

is on the prophets, culminating with the Khatim-un-Nabiin, Hazrat Muhammad[SAW]. 

The second is devoted to the Khulafa-i-Rashideen and is followed by Tabqas on the Banu 

Umayya and the Banu Abbas. The western lands of the Muslims are now excluded and a 

change of track takes place to accommodate the pre-Islamic, non-religious heritage to 

which he subscribes, the Shahan-i-Ajam. Next comes the Muslim, non-Khilafat tradition 

of the lands of the eastern caliphate in five Tabqas before we get to the Ghaznavid state 

followed by a history of its direct successors, the Seljuqs and Sanjaris etc. till we come to 

the Shansabanis. The Shansabanis are covered in three Tabqas, with a fourth one for their 

successors in India. The twenty-first Tabqa is devoted to the family of Iltutmish. 

Although, generally a chronological treatment is kept in mind, the reign of Nasir-ud-din 

is given the special treatment of annals rather than a comprehensive treatment of the 
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single reign. This is justifiable as much on the grounds that the reign is not ended as on 

the exclusive status of Nasir-ud-din as the dedicatee of the work30. 

The second part of the book deals, as is befitting, with the Umera after the Salatin and it 

is the Shamsi Umera who are mentioned not the Muizzi or Qutbi31 as such, except when 

they were Shamsi as well or under the Shamsi dynasty. Here too the chief patron, Balban 

is  given exclusive treatment but not placed in a separate Tabqa. The final section relates 

to the Mongols perhaps because  they were the cause of the upheaval in all the areas that 

Minhaj had known before he entered the sanctuary of the Sultanate of Delhi.   

Starting from the creation of Adam and the emergence of Satan, the account of the first 

four Tabqas is stated with considerable authority and virtually without preamble. In the 

fifth Tabqa, having arrived at the non-religious section, Minhaj inserts a preamble in 

praise of God and brings in his own reference as “this weak servant of God states”. In this 

section and hereafter, the text concentrates on traditions related to the person and 

achievements of the rulers whose history in narrated. 

Returning to the Muslim rulers, in context with Tahiri Amirs, the narrative is preceded 

not only by the praise of God, who is the creator of all mankind, but also of the 

Prophet[SAW] to whose tradition these rulers subscribed. We may surmise that this was 

not included in the previous section since those rulers did not subscribe to the Muslim 

tradition and the acknowledgment of the Prophet of Islam. 

Laying claim to considerable effort in the analysis of various histories in this regard, 

Minhaj admits that he has been unable to decipher the chronological sequence of these 

rulers and has contented himself with a speculative reconstruction. As regards the nature 

of material he has selected from the available sources, he gives the praiseworthy acts, 

which he could identify, one of which is the repopulation of the abandoned portions of 

the city of Baghdad. By the time Minhaj reaches the 16th Tabqa he has entered a stage 

where he has been witness to events or close to them. The contents of his description 

change radically. This is the stage from which the account of the Turks truly begins, 

because he has “compiled his work” for Nasir-ud-din, a Turk, the contents acquire an 

additional significance. The importance of the Khwarizm Shahs is identified as the last 

bastion of the Muslims against the Mongols, after the elimination of the Ghaznavid and 
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Ghorid states. The narrative, from this point on is not merely a statement of “best 

practices” but also of the contributions to the preservation of traditions, values, frontiers 

and politics which Minhaj held sacred. It becomes an analysis of events in context rather 

than one in abstract. Yet there is a certain level of abstraction involved because these 

events are remote in time and space and removed in context from the Sultanate of Delhi.  

This ceases to be the case from the 21st Tabqa onward. The Khwarizm Shahs as the 

bastion of the Muslims against the Mongols ceased to exist and are immediately demoted 

in classification to the status of fitna because of the immediacy of the situation in time 

and space and the context of the Delhi government32. The content changes to the 

relationship of events within a coherent sequence in the structure of causal connections. 

The number of characters increases and their individual roles in the political process 

emerges within a coordinated framework. Elements of geography get included and details 

of movements emerge. Even some movements of lesser historical figures begin to intrude 

and their personalities too are brought into focus. Similarly we find greater details of 

campaigns. These features are further enhanced in the annals of Nasir-ud-din and in the 

subsequent Tabqa. 

For the exemplification of the historical premises outlined in the previous section the 

Tabqaat is remarkably lucid. We may remember that Minhaj was from a long line of 

Ulema and led and active political life during the latter part of his career. Because Minhaj 

lived in turbulent times during which imperial control was variable and fragmented for 

the most part, generally being confined to the cities, we find that he does not refer to the 

legalities of the actions of rulers directly. The status of the Ulema as arbiters of public 

morals and solicitors of public opinions is a constant undercurrent which is seldom 

brought into the foreground. Similarly, the concept of “bad rulers” as a visitation on 

people is avoided in his narrative of the Ilbaris. The limitation of the applicability of 

Islamic law is taken for granted, as is its actual application, as and when possible. 

Reference to these features is found in the judgment passed on rulers and Umera rather 

than as injunctions, which we will find in Barani, who comes from a long line of courtiers 

and had pretensions of religious knowledge and sagacity. The Umera, vying for the 

delimitation of powers with the Sultan, as in the case of all the Shamsis who followed 

Iltutmish, obliged Minhaj to focus on politics of state rather than state and society 
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through the major portion of his narrative of the Shamsi Sultans. However, state and 

society are referred to more often in the sections relating to the Umera which forms 

volume two of the translations by Raverty and Mehr.  

Minhaj refers to the need for Ulema to interpret religious injunctions by mentioning the 

various occasions when he was called on to deliver sermons to the court of Iltutmish. In 

the incident of Nur Turk also, Minhaj’s complaint that Nur made various remarks 

regarding the Ulema of the Shafai and Hanfi schools and the ehl-i-sunnat wa jamaat 

depicts their role for the common folk as well as the Umera33. 

The “best practices” to which allusions are made in the case of Iltutmish relate to 

character traits of Iranians and Greeks etc. The prophet Yousuf is the first person to 

whom Iltutmish has been compared. After this follow Faridun, Qubad, Kaus, Sikandar 

and Bahram. Other Sultans too have similar references including that of Hatim and other 

Arabs34. Among the most regularly repeated of “best practices” for all classes of people is 

the concept of Adl o ehsan. This is applied as frequently to Umera and the elite as it is for 

the Sultans. The most extensive application extends to all momins.35 This is followed by 

karam and fayyazi as well as valor and care of subjects.  

In the matter of care of subjects, Minhaj enumerates the Ulema, Umera, Dehqans, Tajirs, 

the poor and the army. Unlike Barani, who is specific in the good deeds of the Sultan and 

his subordinates, and other theorists, who specify the rights and privileges of the people 

and the Sultan’s duty to ensure compliance by his Umera, Minhaj refers to them under 

the  general term of “good works”. This term he applies to several Umera as well as 

Sultans in the performance of their duties. However, the enforced compliance did not 

involve indiscriminate use of power by the Sultan. Saif-ud-din Aibuk was at liberty to 

decline a post because its duties were inimical to his temperament36. 

The role of the Ulema and the Umera is brought out in the narrative by the absence or 

presence of negative or positive value judgments. In case there is no value judgment, we 

may deduce either that Minhaj was evasive or that the action was value neutral. Since a 

number of incidents of similar nature do not have value judgments, it seems reasonable to 

assume that these are value neutral cases. The Ulema as solicitors of public opinion are 

visible in the case of the conquest of Multan and the role of Hazrat Baha-ud-din Zakariya 
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and before that on the occasion when the Sadars joined the Amir Dad and other Umera in 

requesting Iltutmish to take charge at Delhi. The Umera were, however, also free to 

oppose Iltutmish’s nomination.  A fairly similar situation with different results is also 

seen in the process of deposing Bahram Shah37. The Umera were free to refer to the 

Ulema or not in matters of state but were virtually bound to do so in matters of religious 

dictate. When it was not strictly a matter of state, the support of the Ulema was of vital 

importance. That is why Badr-ud-din relied heavily on the Ulema whereas Nizam-ul-

Mulk Junaidi and Ikhtiyar-ud-din Aitkin had not38 done so. 

As to the response to tyrannical and culpable rulers, the people of Delhi rose against Shah 

Turkan39 and Muhazzab avenged himself on Bahram Shah. Although Muhazzab was 

Minhaj’s enemy, Minhaj does not declare his actions unjust, as he does those of Raihan 

against Balban, despite the fact that Muhazzab had been dead and gone for nearly two 

decades and may not have had any influential partisans whose sensibilities Minhaj may 

have wanted to shelter. Tughril-i-Tughan Khan and Tamar Khan40 avenged themselves 

against each other as did Sher Khan and Balban-i-Kishlu Khan. For occasions when as 

person may have to face retribution for misdeeds in the after life, Minhaj uses the term 

“may God pardon him.” 

The most telling feature of Minhaj’s historiographic premises is to be found in the 

general statements regarding the different rulers and the specific statements in the context 

of their actions. This is the most significant element of his historiography. 

For Iltutmish, the founder of the dynasty [for this indeed was a dynastic rule within the 

mostly non-dynastic structure of the Sultanate] Minhaj says that men ordained by destiny 

tend to brighten and benefit all they come in contact even if they be ghulams. Nature 

makes them inclined towards piety from birth and their good deeds ensure their success 

in the world and their salvation in the after life, the Sultan Iltutmish was such a person41. 

His elder son, Nasir-ud-din, was wise and intelligent, possessing awareness and 

understanding, brave and manly, performed jihad and practiced bakhshish o ehsan.42 

Rukn-ud-din on the other hand was haleem and inclined to murawwat.  He was also 

inclined to bakhshish o fayyazi but this was mostly for the advancement of aish o ishrat. 

There is no mention in this case of danismandi, khirad, bahadri, jihad aur pasandida 
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ausaf.43 In this case the specific and general are virtually identical except that the general 

does not carry the negative aspects.   

For Shah Turkan, the general statement mentions her as a gracious and liberal lady who 

bestowed gifts on the learned. However, in the context of her influence in the affair of 

government, Minhaj mentions that the jealousies between her and the other ladies of the 

harem had existed from the time of Iltutmish [a fact not mentioned in the events of that 

reign], and that she used her power to avenge herself for insults she had suffered then44. 

In the case of Razia he enumerates her positive character traits such as wisdom, justice, 

graciousness, ability to lead in battle [not jihad] but bemoans the fact that being a woman 

she could not exploit this potential properly. 

Bahram Shah, says Minhaj, was brave and dauntless. Although the others have not been 

described as cautious, this dauntlessness is a special trait in Bahram and is accompanied 

by the word khunraiz. Yet he possessed good deportment and was, in his person, 

singularly devoid of pomp. Simple in dress and demeanor he avoided silken clothes, 

pompous procedures and adornments in appearance45. This was a sultan whose reign 

Minhaj had fully participated in prior to that of Nasir-ud-din Mehmud. By contrast, 

Minhaj knew virtually nothing of Ala-ud-din Masud’s reign in terms of first hand 

experience. He stayed in Delhi for its first nine months, away from public life, and then 

in the Bengal region of nearly two years. On his return he was given some offices but 

essentially away from court. His general comment is that the Sultan possessed good 

qualities but lost them at the end of his reign46. 

The epithets for Nasir-ud-din Mehmud, in whose reign Minhaj complied his work, and 

the Ulugh Khan, to whose party he belonged, are otherwise rather irrelevant because they 

are obviously eulogies which might have been differently phrased in a different time and 

under another ruler but there are some significant references. For example, in the case of 

Nasir-ud-din, the praise suggests that he possessed the good qualities of the divines as 

well as those of Sultans and that he had acquired, at a young age, the wisdom that other 

rulers acquire after long and varied experience. We may give credence to the last remark 

on the ground that this Sultan had seen ten years of the experiences of his brothers etc. 
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during which he suffered captivity and, later, the ability to control an Iqta after having 

been in peril of his life during the vicious period of Shah Turkan’s dominance. 

 The list of graces that adorn the religious leaders and those that are found in Sultans is 

also significant. Adl o ehsan are common but the divines are more inclined to prayer and 

humanity whereas sultans have power and pomp, bravery and manliness, strictness 

towards enemies and graciousness and sakhawat for their subjects47. 

Barani: 

The historical experience, to which Barani was witness,` began from the time of Jalal-

ud-din Khalji but this would have become a dull memory of childhood. What would have 

remained was the image of a benign but ineffective sovereign. The remoter image of 

troubled times in the pre-Bulbanid era was securely locked behind the stern image of 

Balban’s personality and the wayward times of his grandson were overshadowed by the 

tranquility of Jala-ud-din’s era even though Barani does provide a graphic description of 

Kaikubad’s rule48. Even the disturbances of Malik Chajju and Siddi Maula49 along with 

the tragic circumstances of Jalal-ud-din’s50 death could not bring to life a state of unrest 

or unsettled conditions in Barani’s mind. The long and somewhat paradoxical era of Ala-

ud-din Khalji which did, indeed, merit closer scrutiny and classification into periods of 

smooth operation and disturbed conditions only left the impression of relative social 

stability in Barani’s narrative. 

The Muslim community of the Sultanate, a minority ruling a majority, with traces of an 

integrated socio-political order was Barani’s images of the period, which determined his 

exposition. The established orders of the Ulema and Sufia were fixed and given but the 

former had receded behind the latter in the otherworldly sequence of society. Barani’s 

towering contemporaries like Hazarat Nizam-ud-din Aulia, Shah Rukn-i-Alam and the 

popular figure of Amir Khusrau, who was both worldly and other worldly, along with 

others who could claim to be Ulema as well as Sufia were the arbiters of the historical 

process. To add to this, the images of the six sultans whose reign he experienced [Firoz 

Khalji, Al-ud-din Khilji, Mubarak Khilji, Tughluq, Muhammad bin Tughluq and Firoz 

Shah], were not like the image of Nasir-ud-din who could be considered other-worldly. 
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The attempts at gaining the throne, which may be considered abortive, like Khusrau and 

Ibrahim etc. did not shake the image of solidity because Barani did, in fact, live in the 

most stable phase of the Sultanate and the adventurers who came to it. Even the 

temperament of the adventures who now settled in the Sultanate was different from those 

of the earlier times. It was no longer a novelty that the Mongol state system to the west 

would disgorge Turks, Tajiks, Khurasanis and even Mongols into the sultanate region. 

Most of the adventures of this time were not fleeing “hot pursuit” as had been the case for 

Yalduz and Mangbarni; nor were they like Qarlugh in search of expansion or, like Sher 

Khan, inclined to revert to the west when disgruntled with their lot within the Sultanate51. 

They came in search of better opportunities where there were fewer of their compatriots 

to compete against, with un-subdued Hindu areas providing virgin ground for conquest or 

absorption, even in non-Muslim states. Mongols, inclined to a relatively more settled life, 

too remained as residue from conquering armies, to be classified as neo-Muslims52, and 

often acquire the status of Amiran-i-sadha53. 

Even Ghias-ud-din’s reign, relatively the shortest in Barani’s experience, saw 

administrative developments, while the longer reigns of Ala-ud-din and Muhammad bin 

Tughluq saw extensive and intensive activity in this field54. It is, therefore, no wonder 

that Barani focuses on this aspect. Very few administrative innovations appeared in the 

eras witnessed by Minhaj and Sirhindi when compared with this middle phase of the 

Sultanate. The only disturbances that Barani was distinctly conscious of, were the series 

of revolts against Muhammad bin Tughluq but they were far from him in spatial terms. 

Safe within the haven of court during most of these55, he seems to view the process of 

truncation as an unfortunate situation because there was hardly a singly revolt, except that 

of the peasants, in the heartland of the Doab. 

Barani’s personality may have been complex in life but he is not too difficult to 

decipher as a historian. Although he acknowledges the local link within the Sultanate by 

adding the domicile reference, Barani, to his name, he does not take pride in it. Rather, he 

prefers to be associated with the Turks and his maternal relations, the Sayyids. There 

does not seem to be a clear claim of Turkish descent, but his father, Moid-ul-Mulk, Naib 

of Arkuli Khan and uncle, Ala-ul-Mulk, compatriot and courtier of Ala-ud-din Khalji, 

had probably seen active military service. Another ancestor mentioned with reference to 
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the Balbanid period was Sipah Salar Husam-ul-Mulk56. Thus Barani claimed descent 

from a prominent family with administrative and military experience. 

Born C.684H.  Barani probably lived in his father’s mansion at Kelu Kehri from early 

childhood57, possibly in 693H. A secure youth with some religious training, if Barani was 

not strictly self seeking, he was not a bold and adventurous person either and probably 

did not achieve much before he entered court in the declining portion of middle age, 

nearly 50 years of age. This feeling of deprivation may be one of the reasons why he is so 

venomous about “upstarts” and adventurers. Having joined Muhammad bin Tughluq’s 

court about the same time as Ibn Battuta, Barani’s association with the Sultan continued 

till the end and, with the Sultanate, even beyond his patron’s life. 

Influenced by migrating and migrated scholars from Central Asia in his youth and, 

having been an out of court witness to five decades of developments, Barani’s romance 

with the tales of history he had heard from his family coupled with statecraft led him 

closer to Khaldun’s concept of sociology than to the history he claimed to have essayed. 

Even the excuse of diplomacy in description of events cannot gloss the large gaps and 

particularly the poor sense of chronology.  

The choice of subjects is dictated by the era he witnessed and the personality he 

possessed. Being a courtier with pretensions to religious wisdom and having spent the 

greater part of his life out of court but under the influence of those who had a share in 

government, Barani’s vision includes the interaction between the state and its subjects. 

An otherworldly influence on the issues of state is visible in the treatment of Siddi 

Maula’s incident. The didactic tone he must have heard in the reminiscences of his uncle 

and father’s accounts of the reigns that he was not personally conscious of, also 

determined the content of his text. Thus we see a lengthy statement of Balban’s advice 

and responses and a detailed account of the interaction between Bughra and his son but 

very little of the discussions that took place in Muhammad bin Tughluq’s court to which 

Barani was personally witness. 

Starting with Balban’s principles of governments and its characteristics, his treatment of 

revolts and administrative measures, Barani moves on to the description of the elite 

headed by the Ulema o Mashaikh and followed by the Umera. Similar issues dominate 
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the period of Kaiqubad, but with a negative tone, and that of Jalal-ud-din, with a half 

appreciative attitude towards his leniency and aspiration of other-worldliness. Revolts, 

administration, treatment of subjects and didactic discussions continue through the reign 

of Ala-ud-din58 and, in the style of the Tabqaat but with a slightly different format, an 

account of the elite. Being more concerned with the Mashaikh, they receive first 

preference from Barani, and other notables, including historians this time, follow after. 

Barani’s didactic concern also induces a section on the causes of Ala-ud-din’s decline. 

Like Kaikubad’s reign, Qutb-ud-din Mubarak Khalji’s period is treated as an undesirable 

episode but there are no references to advice and in court discussion. Perhaps this is 

because by now Barani had no insider in court who might provide an insight. It may also 

be because by this time Barani himself was in his thirties and the time of listening to 

stories was gone. It is interesting that he is in error of the date of Mubarak’s accession 

although it must have taken place at the stage in Barani’s life when he was in full 

possession of his faculties and not a raw youth59. Conquests are referred to in all the 

reigns but the major thrust is that of a resident of Delhi’s images of state and its 

interaction with society and the creation of personality profiles with a didactic intent. 

This mood prevails throughout the narration of the Tughluqs. Perhaps Barani had never 

adverted to chronology and consequently avoided reference to it as far as possible even 

up to the then current reign of Firoz Shah bin Rajab. 

The exemplification of the historical premises in Barani’s text is, on the one hand more 

direct than in the Tabqaat, in so far as Barani is frankly didactic, but on the other hand it 

less specific because Barani found it difficult to chose sides in certain cases. He was 

neither willing to abandon the right of the Turks to rule nor could he assert that the 

Divine selection of the Khaljis was invalid60. The high premium Barani places on 

humility is made obvious by his approval of Jalal-ud-din’s demeanor after accession61. 

Although Barani is aware that the leniency and humility adopted here, as well as later, 

cost Jalal-ud-din dearly, as in the case of Malik Chajju’s revolt and Ala-ud-din’s 

accession, he is sympathetic of Jalal-ud-din’s treatment of the prisoners from Chajju’s 

camp62. The Sultan’s good qualities [awsaf-i-hameeda] could not however save him from 

committing the unfortunate act of the death of Siddi Maula. It is with reference to this 

incident that we can best see Barani’s dilemma. He can neither be oblivious of the errors 
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of Siddi Maula’s actions nor of the inadvisability of Jalal-ud-din’s reaction. The visitation 

of the consequences of this inadvisable deed, according to Barani included a great storm, 

subsequent drought63 and ultimately, possibly, the downfall of the Sultan. 

The religious advisors of Ala-ud-din were in constant attendance and at meal times, the 

Sultan’s dastarkhwan consisted of two sections, the special section of the Sultan and 

select courtiers or invitees and the general section in the outer hall. Three Ulema were 

selected for the outer hall but Qazi Mughis-ud-din occasionally visited the Sultan and 

was included in the select gathering. It is in this section that we can see the distinctions 

drawn between theory and practice and the range of the theoretical license available in 

the qazi’s opinion. In the first instance, Mughis claims that the strictness of the religious 

view will be found to be considerably different from the Alai practices. Barani then 

develops the case for the dominance of Islam and the Muslims on both the worldly and 

other worldly planes through the dialogue between Mughis and the Sultan. Similarly the 

rules of taxation and the treatment of subordinates are discussed64. 

Sirhindi: 

The historical experience: we know very little about the personal life of Sirhindi but the 

Sultanate of Delhi had been in existence for more than a couple of centuries when he 

complied the first draft of the Tarikh-i-Mubarakshahi. In the final statement, which brings 

the history up to the year 837H., some 50 years of uncharted history are added to the 

earlier history which Sirhindi sees as a composite unit. Sirhind, at the head of the Doab, 

like Baran, had seldom been outside the control of the Sultanate. Whereas Multan and 

Lahore in the west and Lakhnauti in the east had, from time to time defied the control of 

the sultans, Sirhind had only once done so successfully under Muhammad bin Firoz Shah 

when it became part of the base from which this sovereign launched a successful 

campaign to take control of Delhi. 

Sirhindi witnessed 30 year of a life and death struggle for survival of Delhi as a center of 

the Muslim sultanate and, on the whole, must have experienced nearly 50 years of its ups 

and downs as an adult65. The great days of the Sultanate were over but an abridged, and 

altered, Sultanate had been resuscitated by Khizr Khan and his son. As a young man, 

Sirhindi had seen the end of Firoz Shah bin Rajab and the power struggle among his 
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successors till the coming of Timur as well as the subsequent turbulence66. In his middle 

age he would have witnessed the rising strength of Khizr Khan, possibly from close 

quarters, till he arrived in Delhi.    

The personality: like Barani, Sirhindi, claims local domicile, unlike him, however, he 

does not claim high lineage and hereditary access to court. Sirhindi may not have been of 

local stock but there is no clear indication to that effect from his text, only some 

undertones may suggest that he did not identify with the people of local origin67. He 

probably spent his entire life within the Sultanate and  we do not know when he came to 

Delhi. It is possible that this occurred around the time when the Sayyids took over. 

Sirhindi appears to be a serious person with a straightforward attitude towards history. 

Sober and pragmatic, subscribing to the persuasion of the ehi-i-sunnat wa jamaat, he may 

have been a poet with scholarship in both Persian and Arabic68. He probably did not 

belong to the backwaters of society where the awareness of state activities did not exist. 

We may assume that he belonged to the intellectual community though he was neither 

from the Ulema, Sufia, Umera, courtiers or politicians. It is possible that he found access 

to court in the days of Muhammad bin Firoz Shah [c.790H, nearly half a century before 

Sirhindi’s death] or at the time of the rise of the Sayyids but it is unlikely that this was a 

prominent position. 

The choice of subjects: Sirhindi’s vision of the Sultanate begins with Muhammad Ghori 

and it is that tradition which he traces. This is eminently logical on the one hand but on 

the other, from the point of view of the Delhi Sultanate, it includes the stage which may 

be considered embryonic. Unlike Minhaj, he is not concerned with the religious and 

Muslim historical developments preceding Ghori. Also unlike Barani, he does not take up 

the thread from the middle on the assumption of being linked to the earlier 

historiographic tradition69. Although he benefits from both the other authors mentioned, 

he has taken an individual historical unit in a particular time and space context. This is a 

discrete, exclusive and exhaustive narrative of a single concept, the continuum of the 

Sultanate of Delhi. It focuses on the variable geo-political control of the Sultans, the 

internal politics and its consequences. These are the pivots of Sirhindi’s experience as 

well as the rationale of the Sayyid state after the tumult of the preceding three decades. 
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We can see the Sultanate as it was, an age of adventurers but we cannot see it a heroic 

period, as it emerges in the Tabqaat, nor as a time of administrative innovation, as it is 

visible in the Tarikh-i-Firozshahi of Barani. The literary and spiritual period visible in 

Amir Khusrau’s writings and the Insha-i-Mahru too is missing even though the place of 

the Sufia in the order of life is visible form the incidents relating to Hazrat Nizam-ud-din 

Aulia70. Rather than a heroic age, the last days of Firoz Shah and the period of his 

successions emerges as tragic case of political and social uncertainty.  

Thus, the main vehicles of Sirhindi’s exposition are battles, struggle for power and 

political maneuvering. The rise of Muslim arms and the forces opposing them are 

supplemented with intrastate disturbances, fragmentation and re-consolidation. Even the 

Khalji and Tughluq periods fail to evoke romance for the serious minded Sirhindi. The 

apolitical is merely a subordinate theme, which occasionally intrudes upon the main 

stream of his thought. A partially dynastic format is employed because Sirhindi was 

witness to two attempts at dynastic continuity of succession. 

Sirhindi benefited from the earlier histories, this effected his treatment of subjects. 

Minhaj’s style affects the initial period, as does Barani’s from Balban till the reign of 

Firoz Shah71. No mention of appointments upon accession is made for the Shamsi period 

but, thereafter they are a constant feature in the style used by Barani. It is after the end of 

the period portrayed by Barani that we find Sirhindi at his most original. 

Identifying the exemplification of the historical premises from the work of Sirhindi 

become even more difficult than identifying them in Barani’s work. Sirhindi’s 

straightforward style and simple narrative does not highlight the underlying concepts. 

Nonetheless, the judgment of rulers and the causes for decline or ascent of fortunes is 

visible from some of the historical narration. We have already noted the depiction of the 

depopulation of Delhi and the warning given by Nizam-ud-din Aulia, a similar attitude is 

adopted by Sirhindi in the matter of Siddi Maula as well72. On the other hand Sirhindi 

also indicates his disapproval of Muhammad bin Tughluq, his kindness towards the 

Khrasanis and their avarice in flocking to his court. Sirhindi’s style in this is muted, a 

comment that applies virtually without exception to his entire narrative, but the undertone 

of disapproval is palpable73. 
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An interesting aspect of this expression of disapproval may be found in the introduction 

to Muhammad bin Tughluq’s reign in comparison with the introductions for the accession 

of his predecessor and successor. There is no extensive introduction of the Khalji rulers 

except the parentage of each of the Sultans. However, for Ghias-ud-din, Sirhindi 

mentions that he was a kind and just ruler and nature had endowed him with a 

constructive, wise and pure temperament. Such introductory remarks are dispensed with 

in the case of Muhammad bin Tughluq but Firoz shah bin Rajab is given a lengthy eulogy 

by Sirhindi’s standards. It is assumed that his accession was a Divine intervention and 

Firoz is portrayed as mild, kind, Aadil, possessor of the temperament of angels and the 

character traits that were found in the Holy Prophet [SAW]. Quite obviously this seems 

to be the only reign that Sirhindi really felt he could idealize comprehensively prior to the 

accession of the Sayyids. Even Khizr Khan and Mubarak Shah do not get similar or 

comparable notices74. 

Conclusion: 

The foregoing analysis of the general aspects of historiography, certain examples from 

different sources and the four pronged analysis of the three authors depicts the need to 

study the form and content of these historical sources from a slightly different perspective 

than has been done within the colonial tradition. A number of South Asian and British 

historians have addressed this issue and evaluated segments of history from this point of 

view. I hope to highlight the efforts of South Asian historians in another paper dealing 

with the South Asian historiography of the 20th century, but a reanalysis of each of the 

medieval sources is needed in order to make full use of the implicit and explicit 

information contained in these sources. The present formulation is meant to raise 

questions and initiate the reevaluation of sources. 

 

Notes 

 
1 P. Hardy, “The Muslim Historians of the Delhi Sultanate: is what they say really what they mean”, 
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2  Peter Jackson, The Delhi Sultanate: A Political and Military History, Cambridge [the University Press], 

1999, p.59. “They (and perhaps Barani in particular) sought to reflect an ideal temporal order, in which he 

world is governed jointly by pious scholars and pious Sultans and one in which change is intelligible in 

terms not of the human actions the authors themselves narrate, but of divine providence”. It is a great 
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Sultanate historiography but have failed to apply this in terms of interpretative criticism. The basic reason 

is that the secular tradition debars the inclusion of the elements of Divine will in the historical process and 

as such the analysis of the non secular historiography on a non-secular basis. The historiographic analysis 

of the Muslim historians is therefore brought to an end before the actual point of impact for interpretation. 
3 Fiqah, Hadis and Fatwas being the three main forms in this regard. 
4 See Ghazali, Nasihat-ul-Muluk, tr. F. R. C. Bagley, London, 1962. and Nizam-ul-Mulk Tusi, Siyasat 

nama, tr. Herbert Darke, London, 1960. particularly rich in the variety of examples is Fakhr-i-Mudabbir, 

also known as Fakhr-ud-din Mubarak Shah, Marvrudi, [the author of the Tarikh-i-Fakhr-ud-din 

Mubarakshah] in his Adab-ul-Harb wash Shuja, ed. Ahmed, Sohail-i-Khwansari, Tehran, 1346H. [solar]. 
5 Fakhr-i-Mudabbir, [Fakhr-ud-din Mubarakshah, Marvrudi], Tarikh-i-Fakhr-ud-din Mubarak Shah, ed. E. 

Denison Ross, London, 1927, p.11 notes that the best rulers are those who go to see the Ulema and gain 

knowledge of the proper conduct of human affairs from them and then act upon their advice. This view is 

endorsed by Sayyid Ali Hamadani, Zakhirat-ul-Muluk, Amritsar, 1905, p.91. To summon the Ulema in 

order to obtain advice and ruling regarding religious dictates was not considered proper because of their 

higher status on the other worldly scale. This courtesy of higher other worldly status was earlier designated 

for the Ulema but in due course of time was extended to the Sufia. Gradually, it became the virtually 

exclusive right of the Sufia. The higher status of the Sufia derived legitimacy from two aspects. Firstly 

because they eschewed worldly comforts to a greater degree than the Ulema and secondly because they 

practiced a greater degree of tolerance towards those who did not conform strictly to the dictates of Shariat. 

In fact the Sufia extended the wing of their protection and tolerance to non-Muslims as well so long as the 

non-Muslims were not in flagrant violation of the vital dictates of Islam. Thus the Sufia, on the one hand, 

brought many people nearer to the practices of Islam even if they remained outside the pale but, on the 

other, they tended to compromise issues that were of vital significance to the orthodoxy. 
6 As early as the compilation of the Arabic version of the Chach Nama, it was noted that “political and 

military power should be exercised within a balanced and integrated political and social order. Rulers, in 

particular, have to [see to the rights of ] …relatives, women, chiefs, religious ascetics, merchants, artisans, 

agriculturists, and the army … a display of egotism or bad judgment … will eventually bring retribution … 

if not upon the individual ruler then upon his dynasty.” See P. Hardy, “Is the Chach Nama Intelligible as 

Political theory” in Hamida Khoro, ed., Sind through the Centuries, Karachi, 1981, pp.111-117, p.113. 

These concept, in part, remained valid till the time of Amir Khusrau, who, in his Matla-ul-Anwar 

composed in 698 H. advocated duties towards relatives and the general qualities of mercy and charity, see 

Waheed Mirza, Life and works of Amir Khusrau, Lahore, 1962. Awfi, who settled in Qubacha’s court at 

Uch in 617 H. [1220-21 AD] probably died 13 years later, compiled the Lubub-ul-Albab and the Jawami-

ul-Hikayat, has expressed similar ideas. Zia-ud-din Barani, Tarikh-i-Firozshahi, tr. [Urdu] S. Moinul Haq, 

Lahore, 1969, p.237, has mentioned two books acquired by Iltutmish from Baghdad, entitled Adab-us-

Salatin and Maasir-us-Salatin. Iltutmish himself used these works as guides for conduct of state and good 

governance, he also ensured that they were included in the syllabus of training for his sons. 

Urdu translations have subsequently been referred to by the names of Minhaj, Barani and Sirhind while 

English translations have been referred by the names of the translator. 
7 In practice, for example, Muhammad bin Tughluq exercised Murawwat when, rather than sending a 

command to his tutor, Qutlugh Khan, to return to the capital, in order to replace him from his command in 

Daulatabad, the sultan requested him to return to Delhi in order to see the investiture sent by the Khalifa, 

see Ishwari Prasad, History of the Qaraunah Turks in India, Vol.I, Allahabad, 1936, p.206. A negative 

consequence of Murawwat was that it was sometimes not possible to interpret the intent behind the 

command. A glaring example of the results caused by the interpretation of the imperial command may be 

seen in the revolt of Ain-ul-Mulk Multani during the same reign. 
8 The importance of this issue may be gauged from the fact that even though Sayyid Ali Hamadani Op. cit., 

had already devoted a complete chapter to the demeanor befitting a Hakim and had exemplified it with the 

“best practices” of the Khulafa-i-Rashideen, in chapter 3 of the Zakhirat-ul-Muluk, he felt the need to 

identify, separately, the justifiable orders of the sultan and the rights of the rayots as well as the dictates of 

government within the framework of Adl-o-ehsan in chapter 5. In addition he felt constrained to elucidate 

the metaphysical concepts which formed the basis of sultanate and the status of Man as Khalifa of God. He 

emphasizes that God does not wish his people to suffer tyranny, especially not from rulers, since they have 

been instated in their offices to ensure adl-o-ehsan, the essence of good governance, as guardians of rights. 

Hakims, who fail to do so, will suffer punishment for this on the day of judgment. 
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9 Some examples of this will be found in the third section of this chapter. 
10 Nizami-i-Arudi, Chahar Maqala, tr. E. G. Browne, London, 1921, after a Hamd and Naat, and the praise 

of some rulers, the author refers to himself as “the loyal servant”. Fakhr-i-Mudabbir, Tarikh-i-Fakhr-ud-din 

Mubarak Shah, ed. E. D. Ross, London, 1927, p.62, the author refers to himself as Kamtareen doa goyan 

wa haqeertareen khidmatgaran. Firoz Shah bin Rajab, Futuhat-i-Firozshahi, tr. & ed. Sheikh Abdul 

Rasheed, Muslim University Journal, 1954, p.1, text, the author refers to himself as bechara miskeen … 

ghulam-i-Muhammad shah. Obviously he was not a ghulam of Muhammad bin Tughluq but he liked to use 

the expression to show his devotion and commitment to his cousin and former Sultan under whom he 

gained great favor. These are not expressions of false modesty but merely the then current concepts of 

humility and decorum. 
11 Minhaj-us-Siraj, Tabqaat-i-Nasiri, Urdu tr., Vol.I., Ghulam Rasul Mehr, Lahore, 1985, p.391, provides 

an example of the use of this term by an author of the period in question. The term is quite common to 

virtually all Muslim historians. 
12 The narrative of the depopulation of Delhi is a case in point. It has been depicted by various authors to 

give a dismal picture. Sirhindi, generally the most prosaic of the contemporary and near contemporary 

authors, too states that there were neither chaukidar nor cats and dogs left in Delhi. Yet, he adds that there 

were mardum-i-aubash and mardum-i-badqamash. See Yahya bin Ahmed Sirhindi, Tarikh-i-

Mubarakshahi, tr. [Urdu] Dr. Aftab Asghar, Lahore, 1986, p. 186. However, he is not to be taken literally 

because at the time when the capital was shifted for the first time, Muhammad bin Tughluq had to return 

within a few months to put down the rebellion of Bahram and then stayed on at Delhi for two years. At this 

time many, if not most of the Umera were still in Delhi. Since Barani tells us that the flow of population 

from Delhi continued till 733H. at which time the caravans on the road to Daulatabad were turned back for 

Delhi, the larger exodus, after 729H. is merely a larger exodus. There was no complete depopulation. In 

733H., the plan to retain the capital in the south was abandoned and with the return of the court, the 

population pressure had become too great for the famine ridden Doab to stand. The Sultan had to remove 

his army from the capital sometimes for as long as six months to relieve the pressure and finally, had to set 

up a temporary court at Swargdwari. All this is outlined by Barani. 

Obviously, the absence of cats and dogs is similar to the presence of the cats and dogs of the English 

proverb where, in the event of heavy downpour it is said that it is “raining cats and dogs”. It would be 

difficult to think of a camp of ruffians where there would be no dogs. The miscreants of Delhi being 

unafraid of official retribution would not mind the barking of a few dogs and the heaps of waste would be 

attractions for cats not deterrents. 
13 Since one of the objectives of historiography was journalistic, there being no news papers etc., victories 

of the Muslims were considered newsworthy by them as victories of the Hindus were celebrated in their 

meteorology. Day to day failures were not mentioned in the Muslim historical narratives except in 

connection with other news. These were not in themselves newsworthy but became so in the context of 

other news. Thus, Malik Nasir-ud-din, elder son of Iltutmish killed Bartoh in a fight. This Bartoh was either 

personally or through his army responsible for the death of 1.2 lac Muslims. Minhaj, op. cit., Vol.I, p.803, 

had not mentioned the detail of fights in which Bartoh’s army had taken part but only mentioned the action 

of Nasir-ud-din and, to glorify his exploit, states that the vanquished had been responsible for the death of 

so many Muslims. The victories of the Hindu are acknowledged in order to show that Nasir-ud-din had 

defeated a great and powerful foe and the Muslims should be conscious that they had been saved from 

further bloodshed by this formidable foe through the prowess of their hero, Nasir-ud-din the elder. 
14 The “best practices” enumerated by Awfi, in the Jawami-ul-Hikayat, relate to the kings of Persia, Greece, 

China, India, the Turks and the Arabs. For a list and analysis of the anecdotal structure of the work see, 

Muhammad Nizam-ud-din, An Introduction to the Jawa’mi-‘u’l-Hika’ya’t wa Lawa’mi’u’r-Riwa’ya’t of 

Sadi’du’d-din Muhammad al-‘Awfi’, Gibbs Memorial, New series, No.VIII, London, 1929. 
15 For examples refer to the Sohrawardi Silsila as cited by K. A. Nizami, Some Aspects of Religion and 

Politics in India During the thirteenth Century, Delhi, 1961, p. 254f. and the Ulema who asserted 

themselves in the time of the Ilbaris including Minhaj himself and Badr-ud-din Sanqar, also see Minhaj, 

op. cit., p. 817ff. The active political life of Minhaj and Sanqar during the reigns of the successors of 

Iltutmish is particularly noteworthy. In Balban’s era, we see that while Nizam-ud-din Aulia approved of the 

Sultan’s piety, Maulana Kamal-ud-din Zahid refused the position of being the Sultan’s Imam in prayer, K. 

A. Nizami, op. cit., p.120 & 154. 
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16 Examples of Nur-ud-din Mubarak Ghaznavi during the reign of Iltutmish and Qazi Mughis who debated 

the issues of governance with Ala-ud-din Khalji, Barani, op. cit., passim and K. A. Nizami, op. cit., p.160f. 
17 Examples of the period of the progeny of Iltutmish and the period of Muhammad bin Tughluq, Minhaj, 

op. cit., passim and Barani, op. cit., pp.649-744. 
18 In the scheme of the universe, second to God are the Prophets. In the worldly domain come the rulers and 

the doctors of religion. Some authors place the rulers above the Ulema while others ascribe to them a lower 

status. Fakhr-i-Mudabbir, Tarikh-i-Fakhr-ud-din Mubarak Shah, accords the shuhada a status equal to the 

Ulema except when the latter are also siddiq and designates both above the rulers. Marvrudi contended that 

rulers were instituted by God so that people should not oppress each other. Rulers were expected to 

exercise divine characteristics in relation to their subjects. 
19 Examples of this are found in Balban’s reign and the treatment given to Malik Bakbak and Haibat Khan 

etc., Barani, op. cit., p.94f. 
20 Ross, op. cit.  pp.7-8. this source takes great pride in Turkish Traditions. 
21 Nizami, Taj-ul-Maasir, tr. Hasan Askari, Patna University Journal, Vol. 18, No. 3, 1963, pp.49-127, 

p.78, however this author is also an advocate of the destruction of temples and idols. 
22 This is the sort of thing that gives Barani the excuse to complain of the elevation of Kam asal or 

plebeians of his age. 
23 One of the purposes of writing the Tabqaat according to Minhaj, was that he intended to give an account 

of the rulers “through whose sway” the light of the Muslim faith remained on the records. See Minhaj-us-

Siraj, Tabqaat-i-Nasiri, Vol.I, tr. Maj. H. G. Raverty, Lahore, 1975, p. 511f. Earlier Utbi, Tarikh-i-Yamini, 

tr. Rev. J. Reynolds, London, 1858, p.10f, felt that history would provide entertainment for the Sultan in his 

hours of leisure and solitude as well as examples for him to follow in practice. As a bonus, it could benefit 

common people as well. The Persian translator of the original Arabic, writing at about the same time as the 

compilation of the Tabqaat, identified two specific advantages: first that the perusal of the history would 

broaden the vision of the Sultan and second that “people” would get to know the deeds of people who 

brought “the riches of the world” to their own people. 
24 See Minhaj, op. cit., [Urdu] Vol.I, p.804. 
25 Yahya bin Ahmed Sirhindi, Tarikh-i-Mubarakshahi, tr. [Urdu], Dr. Aftab Asghar, Lahore, 1986, passim. 
26 Ishwari Prasad, op. cit., p.201, n.35. This is not quite accurate, in fact Muslim Historians did pioneering 

work in establishing chronology as a pillar of historiography, elevating it from its auxiliary status in pre-

Islamic historiography. 
27 Sirhindi, op. cit., translator’s preface, p.43. 
28 The word Shansabani is used for the family of Shansab to which the Ghori rulers belonged. 
29 Loc. Cit. 
30 Although a perusal of the text of the Tabqaat will bring this to light, it is particularly obvious in the list 

of chapters given by the Urdu translator. See Minhaj, op. cit., Vol.I,  
31 The terms Muizzi, Qutbi and Shamsi apply respectively to the Umera who were made Amir in the  

periods of Muizz-ud-din Ghori, Qutb-ud-din Aibuk, and Shams-ud-din Iltutmish.  
32 Minhaj, op. cit., Vol. I, p.788. 
33 Ibid, p.811 
34 Ibid., passim. 
35 Ibid, p.782. 
36 Ibid, Vol. II, p.10f. 
37 Ibid. Vol. I, p.782ff and p.823, respectively. 
38 Ibid. p.820 and passim. 
39 Ibid, p.805-7, the tyranny of Shah Turkan brought about retribution and the impiety of Rukn-ud-din Firoz 

brought about his downfall. 
40 Ibid. Vol. II, p.20ff. 
41 Ibid. Vol. I, p.781-2. 
42 Ibid. p.803. 
43 Ibid. p.804 &807. 
44 Ibid. p. 805. 
45 Ibid. p.817 
46 Ibid. p. 824ff. The loss of the good qualities is attributed to the company of buffoons and the consequent 

merry making which cost this Sultan the throne. 
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47 Ibid. p. 828f. 
48 Zia-ud-din Barani, Tarikh-i-Firozshahi, tr. [Urdu], S. Moinul Haq, Lahore, 1969. pp.213-274. 
49 Ibid. p.284ff  & 318ff. 
50 Ibid. p. 346ff. 
51 See Minhaj, op. cit., the period of the Shamsi Sultans. 
52 Barani, op. cit., p.333, the absorption of Alghu Mughal and his amiran-i-sadah and amiran-i-hazara. 

Alghu was made a son in law by Jalal-ud-din, giving him direct access to the central corridors of power. 
53 The term Amiran-i-Sadha applies to the lower level of Umera who were used for tax collection and often 

belonged to the Afghan and Mongol class of neo-Muslims. 
54 Barani, op. cit., pp446-468 for some of Ala-ud-din’s administrative measures, pp. 614-627 for Ghias-ud-

din Tughluq’s administrative reforms and the entire reign of Muhammad bin Tughluq where one set of 

measures was followed by another in a constant effort to fulfill the Sultan’s vision. How could Barani 

remain oblivious of the importance of this aspect of history, but his political vision is extremely limited. 
55 Although Barani was with the Sultan at the lashkar gah in 745H. as the Sultan prepared to go to the 

Deccan against the Amiran-i-sadah, he did not accompany Muhammad bin Tughluq.  
56 Barani, op. cit., p.3, translator’s preface. 
57 Ibid. p. 4. 
58 Ibid. p. 425. 
59 Ibid. p. 551, the date for Mubarak Khalji given by Barani is 717H but this is incorrect. The correct year is 

716H, as given by Amir Khusrau and correctly verified by Sirhindi. 
60 Barani, op. cit. p.277f, thus he says that the people, having been used to the rule of the Turks for 80 years 

found it difficult to stomach the transfer of power to the Khaljis. 
61 Barani, op. cit.  p. 281ff. 
62 Ibid. p. 287. 
63 Ibid. p. 324. 
64 Ibid. p.425ff. The views may or may not be those of the Sultan and Qazi Mughis but Barani’s 

historiographic premises are clearly visible in such passages. It is obvious that in some of these he is 

marginally in conflict with the other authors discussed here and in others there is a great disparity. 
65 Yahya bin Ahmed Sirhindi, Tarikh-i-Mubarakshahi, tr. [Urdu] Dr. Aftab Asghar, Lahore, 1986, p.43, 

since Sirhindi claims that he feared his inability to continue writing history because of infirmity and old 

age. Thus it seems that he must have seen some 70 or 75 years of life by the end of his narrative in 837H. 
66 Ibid. p.261ff, the sixteen years between the coming of Timur in 801H and the accession of Khizr Khan in 

817H were a tumultuous period of confusion and mismanagement. 
67 Ibid. p.163 and passim this is a deduction that may be drawn from the treatment of the activities of Malik 

Naib and Khusrau Malik. On the other hand one may contend that the strictures in those cases do not have 

to do with the issue of local origin as with the nature of the acts of these individuals. A comparison with 

similar revolts or actions of Turks and Tajiks shows that the derogatory remarks are more strict and more 

frequent for these individuals. 
68 Yahya bin Ahmed Sirhindi, Tarikh-i-Mubarakshahi, tr. [Urdu] Dr. Aftab Asghar, Lahore, 1986, p.43, the 

translator surmises that Sirhindi may have started compiling his work prior to the accession of the Sayyids 

and continued to write the history of the Sayyids after their rise to power. Sirhindi’s consistency and 

attention to detail make this a creditable and plausible inference but there is no direct evidence of the fact. 
69 Ibid. p.65. Sirhindi is explicit in stating that he has started his work from the time of Ghori because the 

capital of Delhi and the area of the Sultanate was brought under the sway of Islam by Ghori, therefore he 

had initiated his history from the time of that sovereign. 
70 Ibid. p.179. 
71 Ibid. p.180ff, the extensive statement of the administrative activity of Muhammad bin Tughluq’s reign 

receives brief mention in Sirhindi. The residuary effect of Barani’s narrative could not be swept aside but 

Sirhindi’s own inclination seems to be confined to the political implications of events and the variations in 

the size of the empire rather than administratively momentous consequences. 
72 Ibid. p.137. 
73 Ibid. p.192. 
74 Ibid. passim. 


