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Introduction

Francois Bernier was baptized on September 26,,li620e
parish of Joué, Anjou, France. His parents werévatibrs of the
soil holding their lands in lease from the Canooft. Maurice at
Angers. Between 1647 and 1650, Bernier traveledutn
Germany, Poland, Switzerland, and Ithlyn the summer of 1652,
he passed an exam in physiology, matriculated tfeJniversity
of Montpellier, got his degree as Doctor of Med&imand left for
Paris. From there, Bernier traveled to Syria, RalesPersia, and
the Timurid Empiré in the subcontinent, and did not return to
France until 1669-70. On April 25, 1670, Bernieceai®ed the
requisite license to have his account of the sutoemnt published,
which appeared in print by the end of that yearnie also visited
England in 1685, and breathed his last on Septe2thei 688, in
Paris.

By far his longest stay was in the subcontinenemnethe spent
about ten years having arrived at the port of Sar&ujarat late in
1658 or early in 1659. BernierBavels in the Mogul Empire: AD
1656-1668 is a source familiar to students of the historyttu
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1 The Thirty Years War (1618-1648) had just ended Europe experienced a peace
brought about by sheer exhaustion.

2 The Mughals thought of themselves as Turks astehdants of Amir Taimur and
looked down upon Mongols as uncouth savages.

3 Francois Bernieffravels in the Mogul Empire: AD 1656-1668ans. Irving Brock,
revised and improved edition, Archibald Constaltlendon: Archibald Constable
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subcontinent. Our purpose here is to analyze igighhinstructive
primary source as an encounter with ‘what an olded less
inhibited generation of scholars would have calked oriental
despotisni and from it derive an understanding of the cultofe
power of the subcontinent under Timurid rule.

Culture is a composite phenomenon influenced byyggany,
climate, technology, governance, historical expeme economics,
thought, and social structures. It affects our @gtion of reality,
shapes our ethics, conditions our attitude towgrdeer, and
determines the character of authority. The culafrpower is the
aggregate of the behavior of all individuals andugs that
exercise, or have exercised, power through thee stater a
historically significant period. It is the humanpegssion of the
evolution of the state and a major determinanthef hehavior of
the state and its officials towards each other &l population
governed. The phenomenon can also be defined s dpaque
terms as the principal emanation of the historexgberience of
governance.

The culture of power also reflects the experieneesl
responses accumulated by human efforts to overardeexploit
objective limitations on, and opportunities for,bsistence and
growth. Thus, the phenomenon is at most margirmathgified by
religion or ideology. Instead, the culture of powerodifies
religion or ideology to reflect and further mantféself. For this
reason, regions and countries with similar idea@egnd religions
can develop divergent cultures of power while cdast with
different ideologies and religions can develop @gent cultures
of power?

The term ‘oriental despotism’ is certainly a Euemntric
construct that generalizes about the nature oé-gtaiver in the
non-European world. Insofar as generalizations Igowever,

and Company, 1891; reprint, Karachi: Indus Pukllices, n.d.), p.5. (page citations
are to the reprint edition).

4  Barrington Moore, JrSocial Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Losthd
Peasant in the Making of the Modern Wo{lRbston: Beacon Press, 1967), p.315.

5 For example, the English and the Prussians, Getimanic peoples, developed very
different political habits. On the other hand, @earist system of Russia bears
greater resemblance to the Ottoman, Safavid, oufithdespotisms than it does to
Habsburg, Hohenzollern, or Scandinavian monarchies.
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‘oriental despotism’ is accurate and expresseshtsi@rical truth
that until the advent of modern totalitarianism Hast majority of
hyper-centralized and despotic states were to lbadfon the
‘orient’. One of the most vigorous and empiricalgound
expositions of the exercise of power by the statédhné pre-modern
world is Karl Wittfogel's Oriental Despotism: A Comparative
Study of Total Powet This work, published about forty years ago,
builds a model of state behavior that explains,emarless, what
Bernier saw and felt in the course of his stay he Timurid
Empire. The model, however, suffers from the litnta that as
Wittfogel cites examples from Hawaii and Mesoaneerin an
effort to prove the link between the hydraulic modé
environmental exploitation and the rise of desmotithe label
‘oriental’ is somewhat misleading. A possible sitbgt, which is
free from racial stigma and is not Euro-centrigttban be used to
describe a centralized state headed by a domimaamaipotent
executive ruling through a class of appointed gs@s/as the
continental bureaucratic empire.

The Travels

Bernier’s account of the Timurid Empire is dividedo three
main parts. The first deals with the war of suciesbetween the
sons of Shahjahan, the second with important e\adtdgs the war,
and the third comprises the letters he wrote toouarindividuals
concerning the conditions of the subcontinent. Bermimself
became a physician in the service of the emperar soon
thereafter performed the same function for Danistdnghan, a
Persian merchant who had been elevated by Shahjahlthe post
of paymaster of the army and givemmansabof three thousand.
Impressed by the high-sounding titles held by #rwise-nobility,
which, along with the emperor and the royal houkghmnstituted
the ruling class, Bernier came to know that, int,fabe grand-
eloquent expressions of power originated in a pnodbinsecurity:

6  Karl Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of TotaWwPp (New
Haven: Carl Purington Rollins Printing Office oktiale University Press, 1963).

7  For a general description of theansabdaror rank-holders see Abul Fazl Allami,
A'in-i Akbari, trans. H. Blochmann (Calcutta: Calcutta Madrasd&Y3; reprint,
(Lahore: Sang-e-Meel Publications, 2003), pp.229%38ge citations are to the
reprint edition).
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The reason why such names are given to the gresigad of titles
derived from domains and seigniories, as usualuroje, is this: as
the land throughout the whole empire is considehedproperty of
the sovereign, there can be no earldoms, marqgaisatéuchies. The
royal grants consist only of pensions, either imdl@r money, which
the king gives, augments, retrenches or takes aw;aheasuré.

To belong to the ruling class

...it is enough if a foreigner have a white face apbfess
Mahometanismin contradistinction to the Christians of Europédio
are calledFrangis, and to the Indians, whose complexion is brown,
and who are Gentilés.

This establishes, right at the beginning of Tmavels that the
nature of state power in the subcontinent is véifgrént from that
of Europe. The ruling class is a racially and liisgjaally distinct
colonial minority within which the Timurid Emperas supreme
and constitutes the only legitimate source of prioomcand wealth.

The insecurity created by the existence of an ooieig
executive had the effect of preventing the growth nooral
relationships within the ruling class. Bernier ddses the
characters of Shahjahan’s four warring sons anth fthat it is
manifest that their will to power overrode all atlt®nsiderations.
However, that is not to say that things were anytebein
neighboring states such as Golkunda. There, thg damtrusted the
day-to-day running of the administration to a RParscommoner
named Mir Jumla, whom he elevated to the rank afevi As
vizier, Mir Jumla proved very able and quickly uded power to
amass great wealth which was derived, in part, ffdmmond
mines which he farmed under feigned nanfedde also filled
‘every important office at court’ with his relatiseand partisans
and eventually aroused the ‘jealousy of the KingGaflkunda’,
who came to regard him ‘as a dangerous rival’ asghah to plot
the vizier's destructioht Upon being informed of his imminent
fall from favor the vizier wrote to Aurungzeb, sduighis
protection, and hatched a conspiracy to bring abbositking’'s
downfall with Timurid assistance. Of course, nofi¢he principal

8 Bernier,Travels in the Mogul Empirg.5.
9 Ibid., p.3.

10 Ibid., p.17.

11 Ibid., p.18.
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actors involved in the unfolding drama of eithee tivar of

succession or the crisis in Golkunda could conceivine state as
an impersonal entity having institutional interegteater than the
macabre ambitions of those that wielded, or aspteedvield,

power.

After the war of succession was settled in Aurub{zéavor,
his brothers were duly dispatched to the herealitel Shahjahan
found himself a prisoner, normalcy was restoredn®e now had
the opportunity to meet members of the new coud fomeign
emissaries and gained introductions with relatageeowing to his
position as court physician and his associatior idanishmand
Khan, who managed to secure the new emperor's favr
ultimately rose to the position of Governor of Slaalanabad
(Delhi). One of his encounters was with an Uzbdkgition to the
Timurid court:

During their stay | paid them three visits, havibeen introduced as a
physician by one of my friends, the son of d@sbe¢ who had
amassed a fortune at court. It was my design tleatosuch useful
particulars concerning their country as they mightable to supply,
but | found them ignorant beyond all conception.eyrhwere
unacquainted even with the boundariedJsbe¢ and could give no
information respecting the Tartars who a few yesge subjugated
China. In short, | could elicit by my conversatiomith the
ambassadors scarcely one new fact.

Bernier was clearly hoping that the Uzbek ambassadould
be able to brief him on the conditions of their coy, its history,
geography, and relations with other states. On ehtiese counts,
he was disappointed, though he did learn that theeks loved
eating horseflesh argllow.

For the Timurid Emperor, the presence of foregibassadors
who were maintained at royal expense, served aanogntal
value:

The Great Mogolis in the habit of detaining all ambassadors ag lon
as can be reasonably done, from an idea that @snhieg [to] his
grandeur and power, to receive the homage of foesgyand to
number them among the attendants of his Burt.

12 Ibid., p.121.
13 Ibid., p.128.
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This attitude towards ambassadors is an important
manifestation of the culture of power and may hetplain why
the Timurids never sent emissaries to the Europeantries that
initiated and sustained contact with the subcontinEhe Timurids
identified the sending of ambassadors as ‘homadalewthe
Europeans saw the maintenance of official repraseets as an
operational imperative of doing business. The DutBernier
recounts, were highly active and sent an embasd#utangzeb
with the purpose of enlightening the emperor with

...some knowledge of their nation, in order that adfieial influence

might thus be produced upon the minds of the garernf seaports,

and other places, where they have establishedriestorhey hoped

that those governors would be restrained from wffeinsult, and

obstructing their commerce, by the consideratiat they belonged

to a powerful State, that they could obtain immeziaccess to the

King of thelndiesto induce him to listen to their complaints, and t

redress their grievancé%.

Bernier, however, had better luck with a visitin¢hiBpian
delegation and managed to record ‘a great deal s#ful

information’ *°

Bernier was also quick to perceive and assesautidamental
structural contradictions that afflicted the coetitel bureaucratic
empires in the orient that he encountered. Thelsqy@nces, upon
whose intellectual and moral capabilities the sesaa failure of
the state ultimately rested, were:

Entrusted from infancy to the care of women anduebs, slaves
from Russia, Circassia, Mingrelia, Gurgistan, ohi&pia, whose
minds are debased by the very nature of their atous; servile and
mean to superiors, proud and oppressive to depEn]c?an

When the royal princes emerged from the fantasydmbrat
was the seraglio, they were quite ‘ignorant’ of tequirements of
government and deficient in both rationality and rafioy.*’
Bernier goes on to observe of these living embodtmef oriental
despotism:

14 Ibid., p.129.
15 Ibid., p.142.
16 Ibid., p.144.
17 Ibid.
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A pack of dogs will engage their thoughts and difers, although
indifferent to the suffering of so many poor peogteo, compelled to
follow the Monarch in the pursuit of game, are teftdie of hunger,
heat, cold, and fatigue. In a word, the Kings ofaAare constantly
living in the indulgence of monstrous vices, thesees varying...

according to their natural propensities, or to itteas early instilled
into their minds. It is indeed a rare exception wilee Sovereigns

not profoundly ignorant of the domestic and paditicondition of his
empire. The reins of government are often committethe hands of
someVizier, who, that he may reign lord absolute, considerani
essential part of his plan to encourage his maisteall his low

pursuits, and divert him from every avenue of kredge. If the
scepter be not firmly grasped by the first ministeen the country is
governed by the King’s mother...and by a set of ebhsupersons
who possess no enlarged and liberal views of potingd who employ
their time in barbarous intrigues; banishing, impring, and
strangling each other, and frequently tBrandeesand Vizier

himself. Indeed, under their disgraceful dominatinon man of any
property is sure of his life for a single djﬁy

The insecurity of private property occupies a cdnposition
in Bernier's letter to Jean Baptiste Colbert (18583), Louis
XIV’s finance minister, which deals with the geoging of the
subcontinent, trade ‘and final absorption of gotd @ilver in that
country; its Resources, Armies, the administrabbrdustice, and
the principal Cause of the Decline of the Stated\sif".'° After
informing Colbert of the commodities in demand ihet
subcontinent and the agricultural base of the emgndernier
asserts that the Timurid Emperor

...constitutes himself the heir of all th®@mrahs or lords, and

likewise of theMansabdarsor inferior lords, who are in his pay; and,

what is of the utmost importance, that he is petpriof every acre of

land in the kingdom, excepting, perhaps, some twase gardens

which he sometimes permits his subjects to buy, aet otherwise

dispose of, among themselSs.

The size of the Timurid Empire, though imposing,sksathe

fact that the amount of arable land in the courgnyot as great as
might be expected while

18 Ibid., pp.145-146.
19 Ibid., p.200.
20 Ibid., p.204.



80

Pakistan Journal of History & Culture, Vol.252004)

...even a considerable portion of the good land remantilled from
want of laborers; many of whom perish in conseqeeofcthe bad
treatment they experience from the Governors. Thes® people,
when incapable of discharging the demands of ttagiacious lords,
are not only often deprived of the means of subscs, but are bereft
of their children, who are carried away as slaVéslis it happens that
many of the peasantry, driven to despair by sorekde a tyranny,
abandon the country.z.l.

The taxes extracted at such a terrible human aeseither

farmed out to the service-nobility with a portiomigh into the
public treasury, which is treated by the emperdniagrivy purse.
The predatory nature of the ruling class createdlitimns inimical

to the development of the productive base, in spfitne fact that
the Timurid Empire was ‘an abyss for gold and sil?& A great

portion of the bullion flowing in from abroad wasad for jewelry
and luxuries while the rest was ‘buried at greaptde in the
ground’ by merchants and artisans as well as govenh servants
fearful of reprisals from an ever-grasping appaatu

There can be little encouragement to engage in @ncial pursuits,
when the success with which they may be attendestbad of adding
to the enjoyments of life, provokes the cupidity afneighboring
tyrant possessing both the power and inclinatiodeprive any man
of the fruits of his industry. When wealth is adgdi, as must
sometimes be the case, the possessor, so far fiang lwith
increased comfort and assuming an air of indepergjestudies the
means by which he may appear indig?nt.

The impact of pervasive insecurity, ruinous asasvo agriculture,

artisanship, commercial endeavor, and capital aotation, also had a
deleterious impact upon the production of knowledge

A profound and universal ignorance is the natu@isequence of
such a state of society as | have endeavored wibesls it possible
to establish irHindoustanacademies and colleges properly endowed?
Where shall we seek for founders? or, should theyolbind, where
are the scholars? Where [are] the individuals whpsmperty is
sufficient to support their children at college?, ®isuch individuals
exist, who would venture to display so clear a prob wealth?
Lastly, if any persons should be tempted to comthis great
imprudence, yet where are the benefices, the emmants, the

21
22
23

Ibid., p.205.
Ibid., p.223.
Ibid., p.225.
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offices of trust and dignity that require abilithda science and are
calculated to excite the emulation and the hopesthef young
student%’

Bernier ascribed the decline of the states of Asiapoth
relation to Europe and what he believed was a ibettedition in
ancient times, to the absence of private propégtits and the lack
of autonomous institutions that could lawfully deale the state
and mitigate the more evil effects of governancecamtinental
bureaucratic empires. Bernier declared in his fette Colbert
‘How happy and thankful should we feel, My Lordathin our
quarter of the globe, Kings are not the sole peipr of the soif®
and observed that in Egypt too the negligence efgwrs had
resulted in a decline in the total area of cultxaliand.

One class whose omnipresence and wealth impresseld i
upon Bernier were the astrologers:
The majority of Asiatics are infatuated in favor lméing guided by
the signs of the heavens that, according to thbmageology, no
circumstance can happen below, which is not writtkave. In every
enterprise they consult their astrologers...no contdimanofficer is
nominated, no marriage takes place, and no jourmeyndertaken,
without consulting Monsieur the Astrologer. Theidviece is
considered necessary even on the most trifingagfsions; as the
proposed purchase of a slave, or the first wearfigew clothes. This
silly superstition is so general an annoyance...tlsh astonished it
has continued so Iong??.

The rapacity of the service-nobility, the studiedigence of
the men of private wealth, the fatalism and supgerstof rich and
poor alike, and the absence of moral relationsiifisin the ruling
class, are just some of the effects produced wrsatiaty endures
the uncontrolled and arbitrary exercise of staterguofor historically
significant periods. The ruling class, however, fengd from its
own set of fear-complexes that originated in thevesshrial
relationship between the Timurid state and thobad subjugated.
Bernier writes that the Timurid Emperor

...is a foreigner inHindoustan a descendant of Tamerlane...who,
about the year 1401, overran and conquerednities Consequently

24 Ibid., p.229.
25 Ibid., p.232.
26 Ibid., p.161.
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he finds himself in a hostile country, or nearly; s country
containing hundreds oGentiles to one Mogol...he is under the
necessity of keeping up numerous armies, evenniegtiof peace.
These armies are composed either of natives, ssi¢tagousand
Patans or of genuineMogolsand people who, though less esteemed,
are calledMogols because [they are] white men, foreigners, and
Mahometans.It should be added, however, that children oftthed

and fourth generation, who have the brown complexiand the
languid manner of the country of their nativityedreld in much less
respect that new comers, and are seldom investéld efficial
situations’’

The service nobility ‘are generally persons of ld@scent’ and
the emperor ‘raises them to dignities, or degratemm to
obscurity, according to his own pleasure and capffc The
soldiers are paid regular salaries while the artll already
outdated by the French standards of the day, isagexh by
Europeans and consists of about seventy piecesast lzannon,
whereas the ‘total amount of troops Hindoustanis almost
incredible’?® The elite of the armed forces were the heavy cgval
and it is known from théin that themansabdarsand tributaries
maintained some two hundred thousand cavalryfhém.addition
to these forces, some forty thousand soldiers vesiested as
footmen, musketeers, artillerymen, and ‘rocket ey one-fourth
were deployed with the emperor, while the remaindere
stationed in garrison®. The news-writer§ sent out by the
emperor to inform him of the level of military pemedness and
local conditions, observes Bernier, often existadai state of
‘disgraceful collusion’ with the local governor ‘sthat their

27 Ibid., p.209.

28 Ibid., p.212.

29 |Ibid., p.219.

30 Abul Fazl AllamiA'in-i Akbari, trans. H. Blochmann, p.233.

31 Ibid., 225. The figures given by Bernier are the samehase given in the Ain.
There were also unspecified masses of armed resaamel irregulars maintained by
zamindars and tax-farmers. Abul Fazl puts the nunabeabout four million four
hundred thousand.

32 Ibid., pp.245-246. Abul Fazl declares that ‘Keepingrds is an excellent thing for
a government’ and provides a brief description e functions and procedures
pertinent to the news-writers afagia-Nawisappointed by the emperor in the
departments of state and the provinces.
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presence seldom restrains the tyranny exercisedtbgeunhappy

people’®®

Bernier's Travelsas a guide to the Culture of Power of the
Subcontinent

Bernier's Travels provide us the main outlines of the
culture of power of the subcontinent. What struekrider the
hardest as being different about the Ottoman, $hfand
Timurid empires, were the absence of private pitygarland
and the manifest insecurity of other forms of weaBernier
confirms that the emperor held the status of usader
landlord, first remarked upon by Megasthenes indietext
of the Maurya Empire some 2,300 years ago, andridesca
country ruled by an armed minority of color-consmo
Caucasian settler-colonists from Central Asia whaosiéical
habits reflected nothing more than the combinadibtihe will
to power and expediency. Bernier perceived thatotheipotence
of the supreme executive rendered his appointedasty
insecure. These officials had been delegated cersite
discretionary power and were often stationed hutwref
miles away from the imperial court and their ing@gudrove
them to abuse their power and exercise it in artrari,
capricious, and self-aggrandizing manner. The commo
people, upon whom power was exercised in the emjpero
name by the militarized bureaucratic establishmeagsponded
through concealment, evasion, flight, bribery, giyy or
rebellion. Society, in other words, was torn betmvaawilling
obedience and latent hostility on the one hand, \@akknt
outbursts directed against the apparatus on ther.otmder
these circumstances the wealth that flowed into the
subcontinent from abroad in the form of gold antVesi
bullion, and the agricultural surplus brutally exdred from
the peasantry, were dissipated in an orgy of hesorand
militarism or, quite literally, buried in the grodnBernier
identifies with chilling precision the cumulativenpact of

33 Bernier,Travels in the Mogul Empire.231.
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these behavioral patterns on education and saedgivelopment
in the subcontinent, though it would yet take abmwaentury
for the knowledge gap between the West and the ofst
which the Travels provide a useful and highly instructive
glimpse, to make itself felt in military and podisil terms.

What makes th&ravelssuch a fascinating study is that it
was during Bernier’s lifetime that France made ttla@sition
from a feudal order in which the monarch ruled byegully
manipulating and balancing the interests and liemlof a
powerful landed aristocracy to a pattern of goveceasimilar
in many respects to the continental bureaucratipie® of
Asia and North Africa in which the ruling class @ano
comprise the appointed servants of the state. Tdhéanded
aristocracy ‘became a decorative appendage of thg’ K
was stripped of its judicial and military functignend
succumbed to ‘the spreading tentacles of rdya\l‘eaucracyB.5
The French trading classes and bourgeoisie weravilye
dependent on royal favor, subject to royal regatgtiand
oriented towards the productions of arms and lesufor a
restricted clientele®® Since the French king could not afford
to pay his servants permanent fixed salaries, $mrted to the
sale of offices, which also had the advantage abkmg the
king to run his establishment without recoursehi Estates-
Generaf’ In 1665, Colbert urged Louis XIV to abolish the
practice of selling offices as it was diverting gesces away
from commercé®

It was under Louis XIV that the process of monasahi
centralization reached its height and ‘elevatedking from
primus inter paresto being bothsolus and solaris.*® The

34 MooreSocial Origins of Dictatorship and Democraqy40.
35 Ibid., p.43.

36 Ibid., p.57.

37 Ibid., p.59.

38 Ibid., p.60. The request was denied.

39 T. C. W. BlanningThe Culture of Power and the Power of Culture: ®dgime
Europe 1660-17880xford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p.40.
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conspicuous consumption encouraged by Louis XIV at
Versailles served the admirable purpose of caugimg
nobility to spend themselves into dependence onalroy
pensions, which, in 1683, totaled 1.4 millidivres and
consumed 1.2% of state reverildn this way, the French
nobility came to resemble tlmmrahsof the Timurid Empire
who Bernier describes as often being driven intot dy the
court custom of giving the emperor presents. Thaad, ghe
French State, except during the radical phase efFtench
Revolution, never sought to establish itself as #uwde
proprietor of land and capital, sustained a lar¢pssc of
lawyers, actively encouraged the arts and scieticesagh the
establishment of academies, scholarships, colleges,
universities, and did not dispossess its servaritsetr wealth
when they died. Furthermore, the centralizatiorpolitical
power in Continental Europe was a function of the
gunpowder revolution, mercantilism, and modernaati
through enlightened despotism. It is entirely im&anance,
therefore, with the spirit of his age that Berrdedicated the
Travels in the Mogul Empir® Louis XIV.

In the final analysis, Bernier's account is subtdiy
accurate, at places extraordinarily prescient, dmas
withstood the test of time. He displays an acuterast not
only in the facts themselves, but also in the coowk that
have led to their existence. In his account we sa@ the
emergent rationality of a Europe on the verge atihmental
transformation, standing at the threshold of thee Agf
Reason, having borne witness to the reproducibtaatas of
the Scientific Revolution, cognizant of, among ofhe
Descartes, Galileo, Copernicus, Pascal, Bacon, Meelt,
and engaged in a serious, sustained, attempt terstatd
alternate civilizational realities. A lesson thaincbe learned
from Bernier is that states that fail to evolve tiecessary
mechanisms for the exercise of power in a ratiamal moral

40 Ibid., p.41.
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manner operate at a potentially fatal disadvantagelation

to those states that attain greater success irciincsal area —

a lesson that the present-day educated elite of the
subcontinent, enraptured as it is by crisis ofestatould do
well to heed.



