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ROHAN D'SOUZA:' 


Crisis Before the Fall: Some Speculations o n  the 

Decline of the Ottomans, Safavids and Mughals 


There is no supremacy and grip on the world without means and 
resources; without lands and retamers sovereignty and command are 
impossible. 

(Babur-Nama, trans. A.S. Beveridge , Oriental Books reprint 
Corporation, New Delhi, 1970, p.525). 

Turkic military groups founded, established and consolidated three 
powerful empires between the 14th and 16th centuries. Through the 
course of their conquests, the Ottomans (1300-1923), Safavids (1501- 
1736) and the Mughals (1526-1857) held a combined territorial sway, 
with periods of contraction and expansion, that extended from the 
Balkans in the west to the Bay of Bengal in the east. Geographically, 
these empires drew an arc between Europe and China and included 
parts of north Africa and peninsular India. In their classical periods, 
they operated with similar forms of property, administrative 
mechanisms and institutions of rule. The most significant unit of the 
ruling bloc comprised a military aristocracy that rested largely upon 
agrarian surpluses, tribute and war plunder. 

From the mid-half of the seventeenth century, however, these 
empires began to be overwhelmed by a staggered crisis that ultimately 
resulted in their demise as political entities. The Mughals were in 
pronounced decline from 1707 and reduced to a mere nominal status 
at the time of their total eclipse in 1858. The extinction of the Safavid 
state as a political reality followed from a prolonged period of internal 
attrition and administrative collapse after the dynamic rule of Shah 
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Abbas (1588-1629). In 1736, Nadir Shah ended even the formal 
genuflection to the Safavid house by installing himself as the first 
ruler of the Afshar dynasty. Ottoman decline was evident throughout 
the seventeenth century as it rapidly lost pre-eminence vis-a-vis the 
other European powers on the continent. The emaciation and collapse 
of the Ottoman political order was, however, paced differently 
from that of the Mughals or the Safavids and the empty shell of 
empire was finally jettisoned only in 1923. 

SETTING UP THE DISCUSSION 

Although there are, undoubtedly, several aspects of the Ottoman, 
Safavid and Mughal empires that are specific and unique, there are a 
number of similarities as well that make a comparative approach 
compelling. Second, it is of some significance that they were all in 
various degrees of an existential crisis in the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century. Third, a comparative approach will also enable 
one to  explore the salience of both the unique and general features 
that characterized these empires as political organizations and forms 
of state. 

Besides engaging with the conundrum of decline, this essay will 
also emphasize the need for analyzing these three empires as a single 
bloc by suggesting that similar tensions and stresses undermined their 
apparatuses of rule and viability as political formations. This is, 
however, a schematic and somewhat speculative exercise and will 
therefore be marked by several rash and sweeping generalizations. 
The idea nevertheless is to attempt to outline an agenda for a more 
rigorous comparative treatment of the field and thereby provoke a 
dialogue between specialists in Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal studies 
(henceforth OSM). 

For a long time, comparative accounts of the OSM crises have 
been debated essentially along the cultural axis. Hodgson, in his grand 
three volume survey of the Islamic world, suggested that trends 
towards a relative "social and culture stalemate" hobbled the OSM's 
ability to  confront the dynamic modernization of the European 
powers.' Athar Ali, lists "cultural failure" as the root cause underlying 
the inability of the Islamic political formations to  modernize or 
revolutionize their armies and productive capacities.= Although 
cultural dynamism is undoubtedly important for the grasp of new 
ideas and for developing or absorbing higher levels of technological 
and productive capacities, arguing that there was a sudden arrest 
and subsequent stagnation of the entire Muslim cosmological universe 
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is too sweeping a claim. More so, given that these states had long 
showed tremendous ability for adopting and inventing new 
technologies for warfare, assembling early modern forms of 
governance (especially rational bureaucracies) and possessed trading 
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CAVALRY, FIREARMS AND WAR 

The OSM had to establish themselves as ruling houses by effecting 
a transition from nomadic warrior bands to full-fledged states. In 
many ways, these empires were a peculiar fusion of the Central Asian 
nomadic military organization, first lent decisive coherence by Ghengiz 
Khan in the 13th century, and the political and administrative 
elaboration of the early Islamic state forms of the Ummayads, 
Abbasids and Saljuqs (though the Ottomans drew a great deal from 
the Byzantium empire as well).* 

At the heart of the momentum that enabled conquest, pacification 
and consolidation of territories as empires lay the then incredible 
fighting capacity of the Turcoman cavalry. The invention and diffusion 
of the stirrup in the preceding centuries had enabled the horse and 
rider to be effectively welded into a lethal fighting unit capable of 
unprecedented violence. Mounted shock combat, in fact, remained 
unsurpassed until firepower could be delivered effe~tively.~ The 
harnessing of animal power for the purposes of war placed the Central 
Asian steppes, a zone pre-eminently suited to the breeding of sturdy 
and swift horses, at a new historical juncture. Roving nomadic bands 
in these regions that could harness horsemanship for the purposes of 
war were now capable of plundering resources and economic wealth 
from settled populations and larger political formations. In their 
classical form, the OSM armies relied on heavy cavalry as their core 
fighting arm along with an uneven supplement of siege canon and 
light artillery. Some sections of the infantry were also equipped with 
rudimentary fire arms (arquebuses and muskets). The classical stage 
of empire, for our purposes, refers to the period when these formations 
peaked as political entities and corresponds roughly with the reigns 
of Sultan Mehmed I1 (1451-1481) and Sultan Suleyman I, the 
Magnificent (1521-1566) for the Ottomans, Akbar (1536-1605) for 
the Mughals and Shah Abbas (1588-1629) for the Safavids. 

Although the deployment of firepower was undoubtedly 
significant in several battle scenarios, to term the OSM "gun powder 
empires" %chiefly characterized by their use of artillery and firepower 
?4has been convincingly demonstrated to be a misplaced emphasis.'O 
For one, skilled mounted archers in this period could discharge a 
larger number of arrows over longer distances than infantry men 
firing their muskets. Mounted archers, moreover, could effect great 
tactical mobility through swift deft maneuvers and could deliver a 
decisive charge with sword and lance. Besides, the speed with which 
cavalry could be assembled and directed for battle was critical for 
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absolute form of property held in exclusive ownership. The Emperor's 
office was thus 
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chiefly concentrated on pioneering tactics for delivering firepower 
effectively through massed infantry formations. The scales 
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over the centuries, been indexed to the needs of the cavalry, but 
required altering the very rhythm of warfare itself. In the classical era 
of cavalry warfare, the Ottoman military essentially followed a set 
pattern involving mobilization of the liege army, marching them to 
the front, a period of engagement and then a return to base at the end 
of the campaigning season. The military campaigning season was, in 
fact, confined to the months between April and October, which was 
the growing season for crops and forage and therefore made the 
movement of the cavalry possible.23 Modern warfare not only made 
campaigning a twelve-month affair but required far more complex 
and accurate financial and logistical support.24 

Alhough the Ottomans were able to force a considerable number 
of changes in their military organization and stayed fairly ahead, if 
not on a par, with many of the European armies until about 1700,25 
the turn against cavalry warfare caused 
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central administrative and military institutions were substantially 
r e s t r ~ c t u r e d . ~ ~It was in this period that Sultan Mahmud I1 (1808- 
1839) was able, after a bloody encounter, to successfully eliminate 
the Janissaries in 1826 and install an army trained on modern lines 
called the Nizam-i-Cedid.30 

Safavids 
From the early days of the Safavid empire, a very fragile and 

delicate balance was struck between the imperial center and the cavalry 
aristocracy - the qizilbash. This was a balance that the Safavids 
sustained, for a while a t  least, by an overtly energetic and aggressive 
wielding of the political process, i.e., a regular circulation of tuyuls 
(assignments), a firm control over the number and rank of the cavalry 
elite and a measured apportionment of the economic surplus among 
the various tribal aristocracies. This carefully crafted equation 
between the imperial center and the qizilbash, however, was 

t83acrievabj�0.7peasantry4.523 0 Td�(was )T73767 0 Tdwho.265 0 Td�(the )T261aTj�0.0wer 0 Td�( Td�(cava)TT53Tj�3.54inc i l 4.224 0 Td�(careti)�1.515 0 organizT2earlyd�560.0556 T 2.091 0 T1.135 T)T�08Tj�3.54infantry25.002 -1.125 T3T791.515 0 buc.152 0 Td�(the )T81l 
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emphasis on cavalry. Firepower was adapted to the cavalry by 
increasing the number of mounted musketeers and even introducing 
the use of light camel artillery. Instead of the preponderance of archers 
for skirmishing and forward thrusts, the mounted musketeers now 
conducted lightening wheeled attacks on the enemies' flanks t o  
discharge concentrated volleys of firepower. Ahmad Shah Durrani 
(1747-73), often considered the founder of modern Afghanistan, 
employed to lethal effect the new combination of firepower, traditional 
skills of cavalry speed, long-range mobility and rapid maneuverability 
in battle. The weakness vis-i-vis the European armies, nevertheless, 
continued to  be the familiar absence of effective artillery units anci a 
drilled and standing infantry.40 Thus, in the long run, for these 
empires, military innovation or the absorption of new firepower 
technologies hit up against a logical limit that acted as a powerful 
barrier to  their transition into modern infantry-based warfare. A limit 
that was perhaps most acutely exemplified in 1790, when Aqa 
Mohammed, the first Qajar ruler, captured the throne in Iran with 
an essentially levied army of 60-70 thousand men, who were pa.arrier or levied w0 Td�(or )Tj�0.rone nevA1Tc 1.643 0 Td�(the0 Td�(60-70 )Tj�2.667 0 643 m)Tj�0.rone3mr thq ue38�3.349 0 Td�(ti7.rone3mr )Tj�0.r0 Td-0333 thousan�Tt�(were )Tj�0.0111ermevied w02.396.4 Td�Avd�(667 0 Td�16 33 Tc 2.683 Tc 2.688 0 Td.3487ue38�3.34Tc 10 T.75027rone36 Tc m 0 Td�(ithq ue38�3.349 0 0.0-0.�(wrone36 Tc m 0year.)Tj�0.rone3mr )Tj�0.rone3)Tj�096.4 Td�AvT0 Td�(Td�(leviedthq ue38�3.349 0 80227.64334.8(Aq m 0ss, )Tj�0.0333 Tc -2d�(was )Tjprius,p�-24.939 -Tc -26.83c 1.301 0  Tcs0.rone )Tj�096.4 283AvBD )T�3.349 0 rri4one 

nfaow�,0.rone nevA1Tc 71j�099 0 lhusebsence 60-70 worrption infantry.c 2.901 053r 
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than pa~ i f i ca t i on .~~  That is, in Richards' opinion, the crises resulted 
fundamentally from an improper implementation of the standard 
imperial procedures for the assimilation of the new territories and 
thereby led to  the fall of the empire in the subsequent decades. 
Though, undoubtedly, Aurangzeb's personal inadequacies may have 
come into play in the Deccan campaign, Richards' evidence can, in 
fact, be more meaningfully read with a different emphasis. The 
blunting of the heavy cavalry's striking capability amid a relative 
squeeze in the Mughal expansionary frontier, not unexpectedly, bore 
down on the functioning of the political process. Certain structural 
constraints, hence, hemmed in Aurangzeb's room for maneuver. In 
failing to  decisively route the Marathas with the entire weight of the 
Mughal war apparatus, the emperor, was faced with the rapid loss 
of what M.N. Pearson terms " the aura of success".47 That is, the 
rejuvenation of the system of alliances and the renewal of the nobility's 
confidence in the emperor's person had not been achieved in the 
Deccan campaign. Aurangzeb's actions, in fact, in hindsight, appear 
to  have embraced 
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military campaigns, which then enabled the imperial authorities to 
regulate their social and economic foundations. The obsolescence of 
cavalry warfare, therefore, in the context of the OSM's peculiar 
political rhythms for reproducing itself, lay at the root of their 
staggered crises. Nevertheless, it bears reiteration that it was not 
firearms per se but their deployment by standing armies, who were 
drilled to  deliver firepower in a synchronized manner that ultimately 
caused the decisive defeat of cavalry warfare. The use of muskets and 
arquebuse was, in fact, fairly preponderant in the Islamic world in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, especially in the Ottoman 
hinterland. As early as the reign of Suleyman I (1520-66), auxiliary 
troops drawn from the lowest stratum of rural society (levands)termed 
the sekban armed with o f  

o f  9 e t y  a u 6  T d � ( t r o o p s  ) T j � 0 . 7 7 3  - 1 . 1 1 T d � ( o f  9 ) T j � 0 . 0 3 n e v 5  T c  1 . 7 2 1  0  T d � ( f a 7 3 n  ) T j � - 0 . 0 g u l a r 3 3 3  T c  5 . 7 8 1  T d � ( a u 5 p s  T j � 0 . 0 2 2 3  T c  1 . 1 2 8  - 0 . 0 0 2  T 3 w n  ) T j � 0 .  T c  0 . 7 2 9 1 t u m  
o f  
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various commercial and landed groups did not muscle out or worst 
the apparatuses and institutions of the OSM, but instead moved into 
spaces vacated by the empire. The instance of the ayan (provincial 
notables) and the esraf (influential residents of the cities) in Ottoman 
Turkey is one such example of lateral movement. During the great 
upheavals (1595-1610) when the sipahis were being jettisoned from 
their timars, both the ayan and the esraf moved into these spaces and 
began to rework them as lessees and tax collectors. In time, the ayan 
and the esraf acquired considerable wealth and standing and became 
a powerful group of financial managers and tax collectors often in 
close cooperation with government officials, leased vast areas of land 
from the imperial miri as tax farmers.jl On the other hand, during 
the tanzimat reforms the central bureaucracy, despite signing the 
Sened-I ittifak (document of agreement) with the provincial and rural 
magnates and promising to safeguard their privileges (conditional 
upon the latter following Ottoman tax laws), the imperial authorities, 
nevertheless confiscated a large number of landholdings and 
redistributed them amongst the peasantry.j2 Clearly, as late as the 
nineteenth century, a section of Bayly's "indigenous capitalists" and 
magnates were not powerful enough to dictate to the Ottoman state, 
let alone cause its downfall. Establishing the particular dynamic in 
which certain types of social and economic groups filled out spaces 
abandoned by the state, in fact, assumes great analytical importance 
for assessing the implications of the entry of European commercial 
and mercantile capital in the region. Although this issue will not detain 
us in this essay, because it is an immense subject on its own, it is 
sufficient to assert that its significance lies precisely in helping us 
question why Bayly's indigenous capitalists in the OSM empires could 
not, like capitalists in some of the European states, create or direct 
state support that would protect them from foreign mercantile 
interests. 

Finally, it is perhaps necessary to add that the pace of decline and 
ultimate disintegration of the OSM were undoubtedly aggravated by 
aspects of demographic pressure, climatic factors and especially the 
price revolution of the seventeenth century. But to  ascribe primary 
causation to these factors would be once again to confuse the causes 
that undermine state capacity and those that bring about implosion 
of the state form itself.j3 The dying of cavalry warfare, in effect, led 
to the death of empire. 
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see Palmira Brummet, Ottomarz Seapower arrd Levarrtirre Diplomacy irr the 
Age 
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