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In modern historiographical practice, it is commonplace to excavate large and complicated
archives selectively in order to assemble materials for constructing our own stories about the worlds we
wish to represent. More often than not, this process has the effect of obscuring both the intellectual bases
on which we carry out our work and the underlying commitments that gave rise to our sources. This dual
elision is most consequential when the conditions of possibility of our work differ quite widely from that
of the authors of our sources. In my view, this happens to be the case when it comes to premodern Islamic
sources, although modern literary production in the genre of “Islamic history” has taken relatively little
account of the matter. This paper is part of a larger project in which I am interested in devising ways of
reading premodern sources that remain consistently cognizant of the commitments of our perspectives
while also becoming ever more attentive to the nuances of the original sources.
Recent critical work on practices of representing the past has highlighted a variety of concerns
that need attention when we adjudicate complex literary traditions. In the perspective I find most useful,
we can begin by thinking of representations of the past as constructions of time that occur at the
crossroads of objective and subjective elements. This is to say that it is useful to think of time not as an
eternal given, but as a product of human agency that comes about through processes of reflection and
representation tied to particular social locations. In very broad terms, we can divide this matter into three
arenas. First, there is the issue of correlating between time as a series of impersonal moments and the
apprehension of time in human experience. This question has been treated most fruitfully in the
phenomenological and epistemological branches of modern philosophical reflection. Detailed
examinations in this sphere indicate that, to comprehend representations of the past in their full
complexity, we need to clarify contextually specific understandings of matters such as ‘experience’ and
‘event’ that pertain to physiological, psychological, and cognitive factors. Second, we have to
acknowledge that representations of the experience of time are always mediated through storytelling and
figures of speech, which form the basis of the original narrations and are also our critical aides for coming
to understand the sources we read. Here, narratology and metaphorology, fields that straddle
philosophical and literary domains, can guide our work by sensitizing us to affective concerns embedded
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within genres as well as literary virtuosity. And third, we have to take seriously the fact that depictions of
the past are connected to prescriptions for the conduct of human life in presents and futures. From what
we know about the way premodern Islamic narratives about the past were sponsored—and from what we
find stated in the self-descriptions of such works’ purposes—this form of literary production was always
concerned with questions of moral conduct. Investigations of these sources then need to pay attention to
the field of ethics.
Academic evaluations of Islamic representations of the past have usually been undertaken under
the rubric “Islamic historiography”. Existing literature in this field is focused on tracing the development
of certain types of narrative patterns in particular languages over specific periods and on attempting to
substantiate relationships between religious ideas and developments in the writing of chronicles. There is
much to be learned from this scholarship in terms of the details of certain sources and possibilities of
developmental arcs. However, to my understanding, scholars in this field have largely eschewed
conceptual and philosophical readings of the original materials in favor of the distantly descriptive
approach characteristic of the orientalist mode of scholarship on Islamic materials. When reading such
scholarship, one feels that premodern authors that are being described are presented as fundamentally
‘other’, whose intellectual endeavors cause surprise when they seem to correlate with our ‘modern’
perspectives. While I too wish, very much, to understand the perspectives found in premodern sources on
their own terms, my view contrasts with the tenor of most existing scholarship in that I see questions and
conundrums pertaining to the past as being the common currency between the authors of our sources and
ourselves. For me, fields such as phenomenology, epistemology, narratology, metaphorology, and ethics
constitute elements of a kind of conceptual scaffolding that allows mediation when thinking about
similarity and difference between premodern and modern understandings. This approach represents a step
beyond the limitations of the orientalist frame for Islamic studies, which I believe still dominates in
scholarship pertaining to premodern Islamic societies.
Material pertaining to the kind of work that interests me is plentiful in the original sources. Very
frequently, prefaces attached to works contain theoretical discussions about the past, and we can augment
these self-descriptions by thinking through perspectives that are embedded within particular forms of
practice. In the remainder of this paper, I will take up this task through a comparative reading of parts of
two famous Persian chronicles composed in India in the late sixteenth century. My aim here is not simply
to describe what is in the texts but rather to think with and through the statements contained in them to
arrive at rubrics for reading such materials. The two works are: the Muntakhab al-tavarikh of ‘Abd alQadir Bada’uni (d. 1615), a kind of counter-imperial chronicle of Muslim rulers in India until the time of
emperor Akbar (d. 1605), penned by a polyglot man of letters who was employed by the Mughal court
but kept this work hidden until his death because it contained critiques of royal policy; and the
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Akbarnama by Abu l-Fazl ‘Allami (d. 1602), the official imperial Mughal chronicle commissioned by
Akbar (completed circa 1602). Both works are said to have been started around 1590 and make for
interesting juxtaposition because of the authors’ mutual acquaintance: they held Abu l-Fazl’s father,
Shaykh Mubarak Nagawri, as a teacher in common, along with being associated with the same court.
Both works are quite lengthy; a full accounting of their contents deserves a discussion far beyond what I
can offer in this short paper. My discussion is limited to the works’ charters as presented in the prefaces
and some further soundings aimed at thinking about the relationship between the authors’ stated purposes
and the works’ overall arrangements and contents.
The Past and Speech
Both chronicles begin by registering that the problem of history is connected to the issue of credibility of
verbal expression in general: what can or cannot be conveyed through speech, and what is the relationship
between narrative description and happenings that comprise the past? The impetus to this discussion is the
customary obligation to offer God’s praise at the beginning of one’s work. The ways in which Bada’uni
and Abu l-Fazl fulfill this generic convention provides examples of two quite different paths for
correlating cosmology, speech, and truth.
The beginning of Bada’uni’s work echoes negative theology in that his praise for God consists of
the fact that he is unable to perform the task:
O king of the world, how can I formulate thankfulness to you with this forlorn heart that has
become the abode of demons and wild beasts? How can I sing your praise with this decaying,
obscenity spouting tongue, the food of cats and dogs?
How can the humble mote of dust declare God’s unity?
How, from its contaminated state, say the praise of the holy essence?
Moreover, constant apprehension and habitual dread limit my searching foot to a limping pace.
My tied, slow tongue is constricted in the face of this endless desert.
What my heart knows are mere accidents, what my lip emits mere letters.
How then can I know you in my heart, or speak of you with my tongue?
It then seems best that I shorten the travel of my pen in this valley and, gathering my confused
head back into the tunic of thinking about people and earthly horizons, open my interpretive eye
to knowing your perfection-filled creation and imperishable kingdom (1:1).1
The most interesting rhetorical move within this passage is that the impossibility of speaking adequately
about God acts as an impulsion to speak about earthly matters. Herein lies the theological justification of
history, which is simultaneously contingent upon but disconnected from talk about God. The paradox
involved here resurfaces later in the preface when Bada’uni writes:
1

All translations in this paper are my own, based on editions cited at the end. Both works I am discussing are
available also in full English translations, in archaic language characteristic of the British colonial period. These
translations are competent but mechanical renderings, usually inadequately attuned to the flow of thought in the
original sources.
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When I look well, the world is an old copybook (nuskha) that has neither head nor root. Its pages
are mismatched, and on each page are written catalogs of affairs of a collection of human beings,
whose hands happen to have held the reins of initiating and concluding the affairs.
The old book of kings (shahnama) carries the affairs of the kings of the world.
You, always, see and read in it the measure of caution.
This story’s enchantment brings happy sleep to one
who is delirious and whose mind is scattered from madness.
But it can also awaken one who, from pride,
has fallen into sleep of ignorance, being deceived by Satan (1:3-4).
In this perspective, then, the chronicler is a moralist whose job is to depict a world that does not offer easy
comprehensibility. Yet, the confounding diversity is the critical element that can allow the appropriately
prepared reader to create a path toward salvation and right conduct. Much as in the case of the chronicler
faced with the impossibility of praising God, the reader is required to evolve the right perspective through
active engagement with a bewildering past. In the overall perspective, speech, as contained in the text of
narratives about the past, brings God, the chronicler, and the potential reader in a circle that is presumed
to be constantly in motion in conjunction with contingencies of material existence. The aimlessness of
worldly affairs is the greatest lesson, which makes the writing of history equal to the composition of an
ethical exercise.
Moving now to the Akbarnama, Abu l-Fazl is also concerned with the question of language and
its relationship to divine as well as material realities. However, he begins with great praise of speech,
including the following verses:
What speech it was whose manifestation,
lifted the veil from the eighteen thousand!
At this banquet, nothing else equals its headiness,
it has no rival to its power.
In this workshop, it initiates all works.
In this court, it sits on the throne.
Among those who are aware, whatever appears to the heart,
the heart says to the tongue, and the tongue projects to the ear.
Its path goes from one heart’s door to that of another,
speaking and hearing are the channels for its movement.
For the moon of speech, seen in the observatory of awareness,
the east and the west (become discernible) from tongue and ear (8-9).
Further along in the text, the abilities of speech as a revealer of the world, and the conveyer of thought
between its conscious inhabitants, are deemed inadequate when it comes to the praise of God:
The foot of speech, long-handed though it may be,
has broken its head on your stone-like curtain.
Though speech be fat and life enforcing,
It appears gaunt when confronted with the spread of your table (11).
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The disjunction caused by the failure of speech causes Abu l-Fazl to descend into an inner dialogue that
results in the idea that, precisely because God has not endowed human beings with the capacity to fully
understand his essence and attributes, speech must be directed toward the task of self-improvement and
the carrying out of one’s obligations:
What is meant by praise is that one deposits one’s self—accustomed to love its own praise and
adornment and to selling itself cheaply—at the threshold of servitude, affecting supplication and
humility. It is then cast down from the position of focus on itself and is adorned with the true
meaning of its helplessness in the form of abject solicitation. Its inner and outer realities are
clothed with lowliness and indigence, until propriety reaches its desired bank and becomes the
praise of the just creator of life (13).
Having clarified the question of praising God appropriately, Abu l-Fazl maintains that he still remained
unsatisfied as to the adequacy of his own work, until the voice of guiding wisdom instructed him as
follows:
O fashioner of drawings in the atelier of meaning, you are not writing a book whose preface you
adorn with God’s praise. You are writing about the circumstances of the ruler of the earth in this
time, the jewel within the crown of kings. From this the praise of God will appear in writing and
glorification of him will become pictured. What is the purpose of praising praise? The creator’s
creations are themselves the perfection of praise, which the pure ruler has already issued forth in
a non-verbal language. For those with aware hearts, residents of the inner world, finding this
equates to apprehending the absolute light. And this takes them to the exalted shadow of praising
God, which is, by its essence, the highest station posited by the necessary being (13-14).
Here, then, we find the denouement of Abu l-Fazl’s perspective, in which chronicling the rule of his
patron, Akbar, is the ultimate form of praise for the divine. A significant proportion of the preface is
given to listing Akbar’s titles that evocate his superlative qualities in all possible spheres. Abu l-Fazl’s
ultimate position on the issue of the relationship between speech and truth is encapsulated in a way that
attempts to mark his own work as being different from that of other chroniclers: “It is confounding that in
books on worldly affairs, they bring up praise of the pure giver as an adornment to the book. And here,
the very book is put together for the purpose of praising the life-giving God (14).”
Like Bada’uni, Abu l-Fazl affirms the impossibility of describing (and hence praising) God and
anticipates the contingent quality of earthly reality, although he is led to quite different overall
conclusions. Bada’uni defers the issue of right interpretation to the capacities of the recipient of his work:
If a crow be a nation’s guide,
it will lead them to the road of destruction [Arabic].
And if someone’s eye is anointed with the kohl of divine favor, and lit with the light of certitude,
he discovers in the world of generation and corruption, the unity of the ancient, majestic creator,
free from the fault of accidents and exempt from the stain of transformation and transference
(1:3).
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The particularity of this position becomes clear in contrast with Abu l-Fazl’s self-description as a revealer
whose capacity to remove the barrier between the hidden and the apparent rests on his recognition of
Akbar’s unique cosmological status:
In the created world, as long as there was a split between the headship of the leaders of the
separators (from the world)—called his dominion (valayat)—and the chieftaincy of those
connected (to the world)—called his rule (saltanat)—contention caused by the difference
between hidden meanings was the cause of confusion. Today, because of his high reach,
foresight, nobility, wide benevolence, pervasive discernment, and perfection in knowing God,
these two invaluable stations—which are the guiding channels within the system of apparent facts
and their true meanings—have been bestowed on that solver of the secrets of wisdom, the key
holder of divine treasuries. If his holy being grants this quality, each mirror will bring out a bit
from the manifold hidden meanings, currently in places of concealment, to the safe house of the
apparent world (13).
Abu l-Fazl’s ability to recognize and extoll Akbar then allows him to fashion himself as the authoritative
interpreter who provides definitive meanings.
In summary, Bada’uni and Abu l-Fazl posit the functions of writing and reading about the past as
activities with opposing ends. For Bada’uni, the past is a wide and fundamentally uncontained source of
reflection and guidance on the purposes of human existence. This perspective on human experience
within time extends to the future as well, which although it is conditioned by the past, has to retain its
quality of continued open-ended evolution. The chronicler is in the position of presenting the past, made
possible through judgments regarding matters such as sources and plausibility of causality, and the reader
absorbs these with the responsibility of deriving correct meanings. In contrast, Abu l-Fazl stands, as it
were, at the end of contingent temporality. Akbar’s presence in the world marks the fact that meanings of
all events of the past and the future have become available. The job of the chronicler, then, is to describe
the events within frames and with glosses that provide their uniquely correct interpretations. Concurrently
with this, the job of the readers is to acquire this perspective in order to come to see themselves and the
world in the correct light. The ethical imperative then is to become the loyal imperial subject, orienting
one’s view of experience, knowledge, language, and moral conduct to this overarching imperative. The
two chroniclers’ investments in the past thus reflect radically different ontological, epistemological, and
ethical commitments with respect to themselves as well as their presumed readers.

From Theory to Practice
If the works of Bada’uni and Abu l-Fazl are opposites as I have argued, what effect does this have on the
descriptions of the past we find in their works? Are the views expressed in the prefaces of the works mere
rhetorical bombast that the two put aside as they go about the business of telling stories about the past in a
habitual way? These are obviously critical questions, made all the more significant by the fact that, in
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modern scholarship, they have hardly ever been asked when utilizing these and other such works for
creating our representations of the past. I will engage them here only in synoptic form through comment
on arrangement of the works’ contents and a comparison between the two sources’ depictions of a single
consequential event, the death of Akbar’s father, the emperor Humayun, in 1556.
Although Bada’uni declares that the purpose of his work is to write a conspectus of the affairs of
those who have ruled from Delhi “from Islam’s beginning to the time of writing” (1:4), the remit of the
Muntakhab al-tavarikh is far broader than the narration of a series of monarchs and dynasties. The work’s
first volume stretches from the Ghaznavids, the first ‘Islamic’ dynasty in India, to the death of Humayun,
using the lifespans of rulers to define temporal extensions within which the author tells of political
matters as well as commenting on religious and cultural life as evident in the biographies of prominent
people. The second and third volumes are concerned with the period of Akbar alone, until the Hijri year
1004 (1595-96). The second volume is annalistic, detailing the events of particular years in sequence,
while the third is prosopographical, divided into sections that treat the lives of major Sufis, scholars,
medical doctors, and poets. While the scale of the description of Akbar’s period dwarfs the treatment of
prior kings, Bada’uni’s method throughout the work is the same: first, a description of a ruler’s lifetime as
the temporal frame for the details of events, which is contracted in the case of early kings and greatly
expanded for Akbar; and second, comments on personalities of religious and cultural import from the
period who may or may not have had a direct connection to the court. Overall, the work’s contents match
the intention stated in the preface in that Bada’uni presents the past in its seemingly bewildering diversity,
through a focus on human figures who are positive or negative moral exemplars working within the
unfolding of divine intention in the world.
The organization of Abu l-Fazl’s Akbarnama also mirrors closely the author’s commitments
stated in the preface and stands in strong contrast with Bada’uni’s work. Since Abu l-Fazl’s temporal
anchor is not ‘Islam’ but the king as a cosmic being, he begins with extended discussions of Akbar’s
horoscopes generated from different astrological systems and his genealogical forbears. These two topics
constitute the metaphysical and physical preliminaries for Akbar’s own presence in the world. On the side
of Akbar as a materialized being, Abu l-Fazl pays particular attention to the miraculous origins of Mongol
royal clans (based on a princess conceiving triplets through impregnation by light), the life and legend of
Timur, and the activities of Babur and Humayun, Akbar’s grandfather and father. The remainder of the
work describes Akbar’s life and reign in great detail, denoted according to regnal years rather than a more
abstract time scale such as the Hijri or another calendar. The original work ends at the forty-sixth year
after Akbar’s accession (1011 AH/1602 CE), the point of Abu l-Fazl’s death. For Abu l-Fazl, whatever is
worth describing is made so through being refracted via the prism of Akbar’s cosmic personality. Reading
the work episodically, we can certainly find many places in the work that read as straightforward
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descriptions of occurrences that came about in the world. However, reading the text before and after such
episodes always provides direct connection to Abu l-Fazl’s perspective on time and narration that I have
described above. Ultimately, all narrations lead to Akbar’s person, not simply in the sense of the human
king but as a being who preexisted before his material existence and occupies the place of the ontological
axis to the world at the time of Abu l-Fazl’s writing.
To take the evaluation of practice one step further, I will examine the depictions of a single event
in the two works. The death of Humayun, Akbar’s father, presents a point of particular interest for
appreciating the narratives’ overall drifts since it was the immediate cause for Akbar’s accession to the
throne. Bada’uni’s description of the event is exceedingly abrupt. Just after the account of the suppression
of a rebellion, he writes:
Around that time, on the 7th of Rabi‘ al-Avval in the year 963, the king had gone to the roof of
the library that he had had constructed in the Dinpanah fortress in Delhi. When he was coming
down, the muezzin gave out the call to prayer and he sat down out of respect. When he arose, his
staff got placed wrongly and his foot wobbled so that he tumbled down a few steps to land on the
ground. Once a little recovery had been achieved, they sent Nazar Shaykh Juli to the Punjab to
the prince of the world to apprise him of this matter. On the 15th of the month mentioned above,
the king, may he receive divine forgiveness, said farewell to this treacherous world to move on to
the permanent realm (1:318-19).
After this follow a number of chronograms in verse that contain the year of death in phrases of
benediction, mourning, and the circumstances of his death. In conveying Humayun’s persona, Bada’uni
mentions the king’s penchant for astrology, numerology, and other occult sciences. He then cites the
insinuation that Humayun may have had Shi‘i leanings that connected to his period of exile in Iran and
the price he may have had to pay for Safavid support for regaining his dominion in India. He then
ostensibly absolves Humayun of this error, citing the following verses:
Maintain correct faith so that
your faith is not unsteady.
Doubtless, nothing rescues a person from God’s anger
save correct faith (1:320).
Conspicuously absent here is a particular and pointed defense of the king. Rather, bringing up the
accusation and the recourse to a general statement regarding correct faith conveys lingering suspicion and
leaves the matter open ended. After these comments, Bada’uni’s account leaves the king altogether and
moves on to brief accounts of other eminent men of his period.
In contrast with this rendition of the event, Abu l-Fazl’s first mention of Humayun’s death occurs
in the statement that the king brought up his mortality numerous times as he bade Akbar farewell when
sending him to the Punjab. Humayun is shown to have been aware of his immediate future since “at that
time, the knower of the hidden [i.e. God] had cast the glimmer of that ray on the altar of his inner being”
(530). Then follows the account of a dream seen by Humayun whose interpretation by a woman points to
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Akbar’s safety but Humayun’s own impending demise. At this time, he is said to have reduced his
customary doses of opium. On the day of the accident, while on the roof of the recently constructed
library, he first spent time listening to the accounts of people who had just returned from Mecca, Gujarat,
and Kabul. That night, the planet Venus was expected to rise and he wished to identify an auspicious
occasion to appoint people to high posts. At the beginning of the evening, he started to descend the stairs
but then stopped in deference to a muezzin who has started an untimely call to prayer. When he got up
after this, the fact that the stairs were unsteady caused his foot to be caught up in his robes. This caused a
tumble that resulted in a heavy fall and a bit of blood coming out of his right ear. Humayun’s first act
after the accident was to send a message of his wellbeing to Akbar, who, however, had already sensed the
premonition of a great tragedy. As the matter became more serious, Humayun’s courtiers managed the
situation in Delhi while sending the message to Akbar to return to Delhi. The ultimate meaning of the
account is then provided in the following statement:
The time had come when the creator of the world would bestow renewal on the old world. He
would create a fresh order among the world’s inhabitants, such that had not been present in many
previous eras. Obviously, he carried out the expression of perfection through the grand conjuring
of making manifest the perfect person among the inhabitants of the world. Therefore, although
the incidence of this inevitable event was a subject of sadness and mourning from outward eyes,
to the eyes of the cognizant and the mature sighted, it had the potential to be the treasure of
feasting and rejoicing (535).
Overall, then, Abu l-Fazl’s account portrays the event as a fated thing that came to pass for the right
reasons. The description he provides rehearses the truth we have already been told in the preface, and his
framing predetermines all his explanations. This mode of representation is, in a sense, a kind of history
that can be narrated only after time has lost its edge of contingency. For Abu l-Fazl, no event can ever be
a real surprise since that would violate the principle that external occurrences and their inner meanings
have become one in Akbar’s time. Time has lost its interiority and, moving a step beyond what I am
considering in this paper, one effect of this fact is that the empire can be described in extensive detail as
in Abu l-Fazl’s other renowned work, the A’in-i Akbari.

Conclusion
What does the approach I have taken indicate about how we should read sources such as the Muntakhab
al-tavarikh and the Akbarnama? It indicates that the metaphysical purposes of the authors and their
viewpoints with respect to their observations as well as their representations are very thoroughly
imbricated in the descriptions we read. This suggests that if we read the contents of such works without
reference to the frames, we do so at considerable peril of understanding what is being said. I believe that
richer benefits await if we take the time to read through the dense theoretical stakes provided in prefaces
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and then remain cognizant of the frames as we consider the descriptions of human affairs that come
thereafter. Bada’uni and Abu l-Fazl have frequently been described as being, respectively, churlish and
masterfully truthful raconteurs of Akbar’s reign. This is purported to be the case because Bada’uni found
limited favor in the imperial court while Abu l-Fazl was a royal boon companion until his death by
assassination. This interpretation reduces the two to the status of self-serving men whose works are mere
scholarly veneers overlaying their essential interest in increasing their prestige, wealth, and power. But
the difference between them seems a more substantial intellectual matter, which is momentous enough to
permeate the warp and woof of the complex literary tapestries found in their work. Moreover, the radical
difference between their perspectives on the past indexes the most consequential type of intellectual
diversity we can attribute to the society in which they operated. These pictures of the past are, then, some
of our most substantial windows onto the present time during Akbar’s era.
The uptake from the kind of reading I have attempted can be extended beyond the matter of
reading for historiographical reconstruction. How do our practices of representing the past compare with
these authors? On this score, I feel compelled to underscore the thoroughly constructed nature of both the
perspectives on the past I have discussed. Bada’uni’s ostensible stance is that the world is open ended,
both in terms of what we can make of the past and how this matters for the conduct of human life into the
future. Abu l-Fazl’s world is, in a sense, overdetermined by the fact of Akbar’s existence. These are both
value-laden, prescriptive stances directed at the reader, and we would do well not to be seduced by the
inner logic of either. However, the two options do provide interest comparison with our own ways of
writing about the past. Is representing the past an exercise in explaining what occurred somewhere, at
some time? Should such representations be definitive or open ended? What responsibility do we bear to
the material content of our sources? How do these choices track cosmological, literary, political, and
ethical commitments that impinge on us? I will leave the matter at that since, for me, it is better to end on
questions than answers. But this too is surely a rhetorical stance laden with commitments.
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