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Ghulam Hussain Tabataba’i  

As Historian 
 

— Dr. Manish Kumar 
 

Ghulam Hussain Tabatabai was born in an aristocratic family 

in 1727-28 in Delhi. His father, Sayyid Hidayat Ali had a 

remarkable career as a civil and military officer. He served in the 

Mughal Court at Delhi and in most of the provincial courts from 

Lucknow to Murshidabad. Ghulam Hussain’s family connection 

with Alivardi Khan and his own succession of official posts at 

district, provincial and imperial levels gave him an unusually good 

vantage point for observing and evaluating important political 

developments in north during his generation. The work Siyar al-

Muta’akhkhirin was begun on 6th March, 1780 and completed on 

30th August 1781.1 

Although, his Siyar al-Muta’akhkhirin shows that he freely 

borrowed from other histories, it is apparent that the important 

section on contemporary Bengal is based on Ghulam Husain’s own 

experience. His comments and remarks, especially on the people 

and events he knew at first hand, were remarkably perceptive.2  

An important element of Ghulam Hussain’s thought was his 

belief in predestination, in the intervention of God in history. 

Hussain Believed, in general, that the course of events is cyclical, 

that each man, dynasty or movement moves to a peak of success and 

then declines.3 

Many times, Hussain referred to the revolution in Bengal as a 

Divine punishment upon Alivardi and his family, a punishment that 

also fell upon all the inhabitants of Bengal and Bihar.4 

He had a belief in astrology. It is impossible to overlook 
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innumerable reference to astrology in his work.5 

A more serious shortcoming was Hussain’s occasional lapses 

into racial prejudices. 

He appears to have borne the greatest antipathy for men of 

Afghan descent. Perhaps his feelings about Afghan arose from his 

own adherence to Shia interpretation of Islam. 

Hussain recorded several examples of Sunni hatred for Shias 

and persecution of them.6 

On the broader question of Hindu-Muslim relations, Ghulam 

Hussain was ambivalent. On the one hand he called the Hindus 

“Loyal submissive people” and strongly asserted the ruler’s duty to 

be impartial.7 

He recorded occasions when Muslim Governors and Nawab, 

celebrated Hindu festivals. He praised the chivalrous attitude of 

Rajputs.8 But he also spoke of the “absurd tenets and ridiculous 

practices” of the Hindus.9 His emotions were not always controlled 

by reason. 

The Merit of Ghulam Hussain’s work Siyar al-

Muta’akhkhirin lies in the penetrating political analysis, contained 

within a rather traditional historical frame-work. Like most of his 

predecessors, Hussain saw historical events as a series of contests 

between his own community and outsiders. Under different 

circumstances, the group with which he identified himself varied 

greatly. Sometimes he linked himself with the Shias, sometimes 

with all Muslims; sometimes with all Hindustanis, by which he 

meant all inhabitants of North India.10  

Another part of his traditional frame of analysis was his 

deeply, held belief that all the turmoil of man’s history is ultimately 

in the hands of God. 

In his opinion, Alivardi Khan was the ideal ruler. 

For the Marathas, he reserved special scorn. In Bengal, the 
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Marathas, far from being hailed as champions of resurgent 

Hinduism, were cursed as vicious foreigners.11 

Ghulam Hussain held this view. Maratha “scorched earth” 

tactics brought new levels of destructiveness to warfare in Bengal, 

which Hussain did not welcome.12 

He strongly condemned Mir Habib, the Maratha’s Afghan 

general, for ruining countries he could not conquer.13 

Ghulam Hussain did not believe that peasants were without a 

place in warfare. More than that, he even admitted the peasantry to a 

limited role in warfare.14 

His sympathies were all with Mir Qasim, although he did not 

himself trust that Nawab.15 

In his view, Mir Qasim had proved to be a man who governed 

for the satisfaction of his subjects. Mir Qasim was defending his 

own country against foreign intruders, whereas the Marathas had 

themselves been foreign adventurers in Bengal.16 

So, in the special case of Mir Qasim, he advocated the use of 

Maratha type tactics. 

It is anomalous that Ghulam Husssain himself served the 

company, as did many prominent men of his time, and yet almost 

invariably he used the term “English” refer to the company. He 

himself was a Hindustani, who identified himself as a part of the 

Mughal Imperium, although of course as a man of Iranian stock he 

could not think of himself as a “Mughal”. 

Despite the company’s role in restoring stability for Bengal, 

he naturally regretted the passing of the old government.17 

To Ghulam Hussain, the Bengal Nawabs, however corrupt 

and inefficient, were the legitimate government.18 

In his views, “the English were a greedy covetous people who 

came to India to make quick fortunes and then to return home.”19 

Thus, they were inclined to neglect their newly acquired 
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responsibilities as the governors of Bengal. Greed made them 

susceptible to flatterers and self-seeking adventurers, who were able 

to divert them from the pursuit of justice and sound administration.20 

He admired the British system of government, especially 

parliament and, through that the representative body was a key to 

efficient administration, combined with a high level of civil order.21 

Ghulam Hussain saw the beginning of Mughal decay in 

Aurangzeb’s intolerance towards large number of his subjects and in 

his attempts to cloak unscrupulous actions by what Hussain 

characterized as hypocritical religiosity.22 The emperors who 

followed, varied only in the degree of their incompetence. Farrukh 

Siyar began the foolish sale of offices and titles which soon left the 

empire ungoverned and the court in chaos.23 

Hussain plainly believed that the Mughal emperors had 

forfeited any claims to legitimacy by their failures to protect their 

subjects from either internal abuse or external attack.24 

Yet the Mughals had been the creators and the only possible 

sustainers of the way of life the historian had known and valued. 

His history gives the impression that he understood that the 

old system was coming to an end.25 

He complained that the company was making a mistake in not 

employing the old Hindustani heavy cavalry, men like his uncles 

and brother, which might after all be of some use against the 

Marathas and Sikhs.26 

Ghulam Hussain represented some of the best thinking of the 

old order that was passing away in the mid 18th century. 

In his history of his times, Ghulam Hussain gives us a spirited 

defence of his society. He presents the ideal of a good society: the 

peasant prosperous and secure, the gentry controlled by a disciplined 

bureaucracy recruited from among themselves on a basis of family 

connections or ability, the administration in turn under viceroys and 
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other officials appointed by the crown, the emperor at the top by 

virtue of his descent from the house of Timur; Government officials 

at all levels were to be accessible to all of their subjects, and ever 

ready to correct their grievances. 

But against this idyllic picture of Hindustan as it ought to be, 

or may be even might have been, Ghulam Hussain can only give us 

a tragic picture of things as he actually saw them not only had the 

whole system broken down, but it was tottering on the verge of 

destruction — a destruction which he believed to have been largely 

self-induced. 

The deterioration in the personal morality of the rulers and 

grandees of the empire was one cause of this ruin. Another, in his 

opinion, was the acceleration of divisions and mutual jealousies 

among elements of a hitherto precariously unified Indian body 

politic. He believed that Hindus and Muslims had been gradually 

reconciled until Aurangzeb had begun to emphasis communal 

differences, first by attacks on the Shias and then by discrimination 

against Hindus.27  

Aurangzeb’s motive has been to obscure the unsavoury 

methods by which he reached the throne; but in the end he had set in 

motion the very forces which ultimately overwhelmed this dynasty. 

A pious but tolerant Muslim, a gentlemen and a scholar, 

Ghulam Hussain was almost an ideal type of Mughal Official. He 

demonstrated by his self-awareness, the political sophistication of 

the society he represented. 

 
End notes:  
1. Historical Contents of three Scrap Books, S. H. Askari, IHRC, 

1946. 

2. Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon, C. H. Philips, London, 

1961, pp.150-51. 
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3. Ibid., p.152. 

4. The Siyar al-Mutakhkharin, Ghulam Hussain Khan, tr. Nota 

Manus, Calcutta, vol.1-4, 1902, vol. II, p.525. 

5. Siyar, II, p.231. 

6. Siyar, II, p.432. 

7. Siyar, IV, p.143. 

8. Siyar, IV, p.140. 
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