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Paper, Performance, and the State

This book explores the changing socio-cultural world in early modern South Asia,
and seeks to locate the agency of the Mughal state in shaping and reproducing these
changes. The period between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries saw a marked
expansion in the use of paper, pen, and ink, and the introduction of typically
innovative terms of engagement between literacy and performative and oral traditions.
These developments, it is argued here, prompted the opening up of new spaces of
social communication, and led to the development of an early modern public sphere
in South Asia, one that was actually both somatic and performative.

In Paper, Performance, and the State, the author looks at the markets, tea-stalls, and
coffechouses as important sites of sociability, and examines the shifting and contested
understandings of the state that emerged from the diffused performative public sphere.
At the same time, he draws attention to the inter-subjective communication in the
legal spaces, and their significance in shaping the emergent public sphere. As a space
where literacy interacted with performance, the legal order was indeed plural, but the
legal pluralism in Mughal India was both enhanced and protected by the state.

Without falling into the trap of state determinism, the work makes a persuasive
case for bringing the state back in; but for such a perspective to emerge, it adopts the
state-in-society approach, and repositions the state within its social field. Focusing on
the socially embedded attributes of the state, this book makes an effort to see how
the state’s relations with the local power relations impinged on, and reproduced,
community identities, identity conflicts, legal pluralism, property relations, and forms
of social communication.

Farhat Hasan is Professor of Medieval and Early Modern South Asian History in the
Department of History, University of Delhi. The primary field of his inquiry is Mughal
India, with particular interests in court culture, identities, and gender relations in the
period. His other research interests include Islam in India during the medieval and
colonial period, focusing on religious thought and practices. He has also authored the
monograph State and Locality in Mughal India: Power Relations in Western India, c.
1572-1730 published in 2004 (Cambridge University Press).
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thereof, meets the expectations of the reader. Among those who helped shape my ideas
and encouraged me to refine my arguments are my teachers, colleagues, family, friends,
and students. It is a matter of no small satisfaction that one of my gurus, Gordon
Johnson, read some chapters and found them worth the effort. His suggestions were, as
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for Advanced Study in History (Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh), and though he
sees me as an errant pupil, he has always tolerated the differences in our perspectives on
Indian history. He was generous with his time and knowledge, always suggesting new
sources, and ever so enthusiastically drawing attention to inconsistencies in my work.
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to the conference, and though I could not attend it, I was able to send the paper. He
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Asian history, and discussing with him the issues concerning property relations in
Mughal India has been an enriching experience.

Some of the issues I raise here concerning law and legal order were first discussed
at a conference on law and diversity in Vienna. I am grateful to Thomas Ertl and Gijs
Kruitzer for the invitation, and to the participants who commented on my presentation;
in particular, I would like to thank Sumit Guha, Ali Anooshahr, Blain Auer, Indrani
Chatterjee, Aparna Balachandran, and Najaf Haider for their helpful suggestions. The
Mughal legal order on which I devote a chapter in the book was also discussed at a
conference to which I had been invited by the Institute for International Law and the
Humanities (University of Melbourne) in 2019. I had several engaging discussions on
my presentation with Adil Hasan Khan, Sandhya Pahuja, Seema Alavi, Shaun McVeigh,
and Moin Nizami. I am grateful to all of them for helping me develop a better grasp of
the complex issues in legal pluralism in pre-colonial political formations.
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work with other members. I am grateful to Lakshmi Subramanian for having me on
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these annual workshops, and I would particularly like to thank the following for their
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A Note on Transliteration

I have kept diacritical marks to the minimum when transliterating Persian, Urdu,
Hindi, and Arabic words. Even so, in the case of Persian and Urdu words, I have
indicated long vowels with a stroke above the letters to help the reader grasp the words
in their original language. For instance, the Persian word for ‘water’ is written here as:
ab. The presence of @iz in a Persian or an Urdu word is indicated by: ‘. The Islamic
festival of Eid is written here as: ‘Id. The presence of hamzah in a word is indicated by: ’;
for example, the word for ‘invisible’ in Persian and Urdu is written as: ghazb. I have
avoided using diacritical marks for names of persons and places.
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