Function at Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Public Library
in honour of Professor Irfan Habib
Patna, 9 th September, 2011: Asiatic Society, Bihar and Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Public Library jointly felicitated
Prof. Irfan Habib, Professor Emeritus, Aligarh Muslim University, the doyen of medievalist and the foremost
figure among the living historians of India. Honouring him on his 80 th birthday, the Asiatic Society conferred on
him the title of ITIHAS RATNA, in recognition of his life-long dedication to the cause of promoting historical
research on secular and scientific lines.
Prof. Habib launched two rare manuscripts of the Library in their digitized format on the Library’s website. The
first of these, Seerat-e Firoz Shahi is a detailed account of the earlier part of Firoz Shah’s reign (1351-88) with
a focus on his virtues and munificence, buildings and monuments, works of public utility and scientific
experiments. The second is the Jahangir Namah which is considered the oldest extant copy of the earliest
version of Jahangir’s memoirs. The printed texts of the two manuscripts and also their CD was presented by the
Director of the Library, Dr. Imtiaz Ahmad, to Prof.Irfan Habib and Dr.Ishrat Alam, Member Secretary Indian
Council of Historical Research. Speaking on the occasion, Dr. Ahmad said that the Library has so far digitised
more than 1200 manuscripts, which can be accessed in the e-reading room of the Library by scholars. These
would gradually be hosted on the Library’s website to ensure that scholars from all over the world are able to
access these manuscripts and work on their contents.
Prof. Irfan Habib also delivered the inaugural Qeyamuddin Memorial Lecture organised by the Asiatic
Society, Bihar. Professor Qeyamuddin Ahmad was among the leading medievalists from Bihar who made a
significant contribution to the study of the regional history of Bihar, documentation of the medieval inscriptions
of Bihar, and a pioneering work on the history of the Wahhabi Movement, the first pan-Indian anti-Colonial
struggle in the 19 th century. Recalling his major contribution, Prof. Habib chose to speak on history of the Caste
System in Ancient and Medieval India. He drew attention to the uniqueness and importance of the caste system
in the history of India, highlighted its visible features such as endogamy, occupational fixity, hierarchy and
ranking and the concept of purity and impurity ingrained in the system. He spoke at length about the different
weightage given to these different features in academic writings and popular perceptions. He also emphasised
that it was highly improbable that the system evolved simultaneously all over the subcontinent. As such, it
would be interesting to examine its core area and its gradual spread. He also emphasised the need to look into
non-Brahmanical sources also to have a better perception of the caste system and its functioning, both its fixity
and fluidity.
Prof. Habib also drew attention to the beneficiaries of the caste system in ancient India, mainly ruling and
priestly classes. For the medieval period, he averred that the Sultans maintained the caste system as it was
beneficial for them. He also delineated the evolution of caste identities in Muslim society and also the impact of
Islam in moulding the Indian caste system during the medieval period.

Prof. M. Mohiuddin, in his presidential address recalled his close association with Prof.Qeyamuddin Ahmad
and highlighted his academic contribution. Prof. O. P. Jaiswal, Secretary, Asiatic Society spoke about the
activities of the Society in recent years while Dr.Ishrat Alam highlighted the academic contribution of Prof.
Irfan Habib.
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