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Abstract:This article examines the political and cultural history of Baiswara, a distinctive region in
Awadh historically inhabited and governed by the Bais Rajput clan, tracing its evolution from the
Mughal era through colonial rule. Drawing on extensive archival records and historiographical
interpretations, it considers Baiswara not merely as a geographical locality but as a socially produced
space where power relations, cultural identity, and economic interests intersect. Applying Henri
Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space, the study highlights how Baiswara’s spatial
configuration—its perceived, conceived, and lived dimensions—has been continuously shaped, contested,
and reinterpreted amid shifting sovereignties. Despite transformations under various regimes, the region
has maintained a unique Rajput identity, articulated through kinship networks, territorial administration,
and symbolic cultural practices. The article contributes to debates on how regional spaces in South Asia
negotiate continuity and change and underscores the enduring significance of local identities in broader
political landscapes.
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Introduction
Baiswara, situated in the heartland of Awadh, has long functioned as a distinctive socio-
political and cultural space, recognized less for its evolving boundaries than for the enduring
presence and authority of the Bais Rajput clan. Its identity, deeply enmeshed in local kinship

networks, rituals, and collective memory, occupies a central place in the historical
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understanding of Awadh’s landed elite and their negotiation with various regimes. Rather than
viewing Baiswara merely as a tangible tract within defined frontiers, its significance emerges
from the social relations, power contests, and cultural practices that have inscribed meaning
upon the land and its communities.

This approach finds theoretical resonance in the work of Henri Lefebvre, whose
notion of space as a social product provides a vital lens through which the layered realities of
Baiswara can be interpreted.1 Lefebvre refutes the understanding of space as an inert, pre-
existing container; rather, he advances the idea that it is actively produced through the
intersection of material practice, conceptualization by elites and authorities, and the lived,
symbolic experience of everyday actors. In his spatial triad, the concept of “perceived space” is
reflected in the everyday life, practices, and social routines that structure and sustain
community identity in Baiswara. “Conceived space,” by contrast, returns to the administrative
and revenue plans of rulers, from Mughal faujdars and Nawabi nazims to British collectors,
whose interventions left unmistakable imprints on landholding, authority, and the symbolic
geography of the region. Yet it is “lived space” that most potently endures in Baiswara,
embodying the myths, memories, and affective investments that constitute Rajput honor,
autonomy, and ritual expression.

Scholarship on Baiswara attests to the interplay of these domains.” As detailed in
historical narratives and administrative records, the Rajput elite sustained their prominence
through mechanisms that extended beyond conquest and colonization. Their genealogies,
ritualized commemorations of ancestors, and acts of valor are foregrounded as continual
processes of meaning-making, allowing for the reproduction of identity even as systems of
governance shifted with each regime. C.A. Elliot's empirical observations underscore the
persistence of Bais identity in everyday practice,3 while Abul Fazl’s systematic enumeration of
Rajput zamindars illustrates the ways in which state power and local authority converged in
spatial ordering.” Irfan Habib’s mapping of Baiswara through pargana lists and land revenue
estimates further underscores the degree to which spatial organization reflected not only
administrative rationality but the imprint of cultural negotiation.’

The Rajput experience in Baiswara exemplifies Lefebvre’s assertion that the
production of space is inseparable from relations of power. Every state intervention, whether in
the form of faujdari creation, nizamat reorganization, or British revenue policy, was contested,

appropriated, and made meaningful in the lived realities of the Bais. The Rajputs’ ability to

Journal of Historical Studies and Research,Volume 5, Number 2 (May- August,2025) 343 |Page



Baiswara Through the Ages:Political History from the
Mughal to the Colonial Period

preserve patterns of landholding, to stage resistance and accommodation, and to ritualize
authority reveals an enduring assertion of agency. Ritual, oral tradition, and kinship alliances
were mobilized not only as tools of survival but as active practices through which lived space
was re-inscribed in the face of change.

More recently, scholars of South Asian regionalism have advocated for an
understanding of spaces like Baiswara as “cultural products”, fields where power, memory, and
everyday action converge. The interaction between material arrangements and local agency, as
highlighted by Ananya Roy and critical theorists following Lefebvre, positions regions like
Baiswara not as static units of geography but as dynamic sites of social production,
reproduction, and negotiation. The Rajput presence did not merely adapt to new regimes;
rather, it constantly reaffirmed and reinvented its own meanings, embedding authority within
the symbols, narratives, and practices of communal life.

In this light, the significance of Baiswara emerges not through the cartographic
fixation of territorial frontiers but through the modalities by which space is experienced,
appropriated, and contested by its inhabitants. Its history is best approached by attending to the
complex processes, ritual, kinship, memory, and governance through which the Bais Rajputs
and their wider communities have actively produced and sustained a unique regional identity
within the broader historical tapestry of Awadh and North India. The present study, drawing
upon archival sources and spatial theory, aims to elucidate the dialectic between authority,
cultural practice, and the production of space in Baiswara, contributing to a richer, more

nuanced understanding of regional identity and power in early modern and colonial South Asia.

Geography and Limits of Baiswara

The term Baiswara is derived from “Bais,” a Rajput clan, and “wara,” denoting a region
inhabited by a group. Hence, Baiswara refers to areas in Awadh historically occupied and
governed by the Bais Rajpu‘[s.6 Emerging as the clan's core territory and expansion base, the
term gained currency around the seventeenth century, particularly during Shahjahan’s reign,
when Bais resistance necessitated a distinct faujdari jurisdiction named Baiswara.”

The Bais, distinguished for their martial prowess and administrative acumen, were
regarded among India’s thirty-six royal Rajput clans (as per James Todd). While their presence

is pan-Indian, the densest concentration lies in Uttar Pradesh, stretching from Singramau
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(Jaunpur) to Barabanki, and from the Ghaghra to the Ganges.® H.M. Elliot documents Bais
settlements across districts like Badayun, Mainpuri, Aligarh, and Etah. The Bais of Baiswara
trace descent from Abhai Chand, the 22nd lineal successor of Shalivahana, a 13th-century
chieftain.’

The region’s boundaries crystallized in the fifteenth century during the ascendancy of
Tilokchand Bais of Dundia Khera.'® He expanded the clan's dominance and defined Baiswara’s
extent to include twenty-two parganas—a consensus broadly supported by Elliot despite
regional discrepancies. Under British rule, these 22 parganas were divided among Rae Bareli

(14), Unnao (7), and Lucknow (1).

TABLE 1
District ( According to the Pargana
present Distribution)
1. Rae Bareili (a) Dundia khera
(b) Unchagaon
(c) Kombhi
(d) Bar

(e) Kehengur
(f) Ghatampur
(g) Serhapur
(h) Mukrid

(1) Dalmau
(j) Bihar

(k) Pattan

(I) Punhan
(m)Rae Bareili
(n) Hurha
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2. Onnao (a) Satanpur
(b) Purva

(¢) Maurawan
(d) Asoha

(e) Gorinda
(f) Pursundan

(g) Serwan

3. Lucknow (a) Bijnor

The following parganas are outlined in the following manner."'

Geographically, Baiswara was bordered by Kanpur (west), Sai River (east), Chunab stream
(south), and Dikhistan (north), covering ~5,000 sq. km.'? as per R. Burn. During the Nawabi
era, Baiswara formed a separate administrative unit (Nizamat) with headquarters in Rae Bareli
and multiple chaklas like Daundiakhera, Harha, and Dalmau.'® This administrative coherence
was dissolved under British annexation, with Rae Bareli, Partabgarh, and Sultanpur forming a
nominal ‘Baiswara division.’

Abul Fazl's Ain-i-Akbari identifies pargana Dalmau as Turkman-held and Bijnor under
Chauhans, implying Bais expansion.'* Post-1857, many Bais estates were confiscated, notably
that of Raja Beni Madho Singh. Yet, land records from 1600 to 1900 reveal continuity in Bais
holdings, with only modest additions, indicating their resilience despite political shifts.

Unlike other Rajput clans who settled after conquest, the Bais asserted early political
dominance in eastern Awadh, claiming descent from Salbahun (Shalivahan), a semi-mythical
figure said to have defeated Vikramjeet of Ujjain.'> Abhai Chand, 22" in Shalivahan’s line, is
considered the founder of Baiswara's political legacy in the thirteenth century. According to
tradition, Raja Bhagwant divided his realm among his sons.'® Abhai Chand and Nirbhai Chand
were granted the northeastern frontier, where they clashed with the Gautam Raja of Argal.
Nirbhai was killed, but Abhai Chand emerged victorious and received the Raja’s daughter and
territory as dowry, formalizing Bais authority. Another legend narrates how the brothers
rescued the Raja’s daughter during a pilgrimage in Prag (Allahabad), leading to a similar
reward. The gifted lands reportedly included 22 mandels north of the Ganges, and Abhai Chand
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was granted the title “Rao.”'” He established himself first at Abhaipur in today’s Fatehpur
district, and later at Baksar, but eventually returned to Abhaipur and died there. His military
seat, Daundia Khera, became a nucleus for future Bais consolidation.

His successors expanded Baiswara's territorial base. Karan Rai, his son, retook Baksar.
His grandson Sidhu Rai defeated the Bhars and founded Sangrampur, later annexing Morarmau
and Daundia Khera—centres of Bais power. By the time of Ibrahim Shah Sharqi’s campaigns
(1402—-1440), Raitas, seventh in line from Abhai Chand, ruled over seven and a half parganas.
After his displacement from Jaunpur, Raitas sought refuge at the Chauhan court in Mainpuri. A
subsequent conflict led to his recognition and marriage alliance there. His son, Raja Sathna,
reclaimed ancestral lands, subdued the Bhars of Khiron, and seized Kakori, where he imposed
severe restrictions on Muslim subjects.'® This provoked Sultan Hussein Shah (1458-1479),
who crushed Sathna’s resistance. Sathna was executed at Kakori; his pregnant wife fled and
gave birth to a son, Tilokchand, at Kotbihar. This posthumous heir would later emerge as the

greatest political figure of the Bais lineage.

Tilokchand:Foundational Ruler and Lineal Expansion

Tilokchand, born posthumously in 1458 at Kotbihar, rose to become the most celebrated and
influential figure of the Bais clan. Raised in Mainpuri, he trained in warfare and seized the
opportunity during the conflict between Bahlol Lodi of Delhi and Hussein Shah of Jaunpur (c.
1478). Leading Rajput forces across the Ganges, he reoccupied Kakori but faced defeat at
Malihabad. In the east, however, he expanded uncontested, eventually ruling over the famed 22
parganas of Baiswara—extending from Lucknow to Partabgarh and the Ganges to Ghaghra."
Aligning with Bahlol Lodi during the 1479 conquest of Jaunpur, Tilokchand aided imperial
troops and secured his holdings by nominally accepting Delhi’s suzerainty. Though never
assuming the title of Raja, his authority was near-absolute. Some suggest his title restraint
reflected deference to Lodi’s empire. He likely governed the 22 parganas officially under
Delhi, solidifying Bais autonomy under imperial aegis.

Tilokchand was notable for defying Brahmanical orthodoxy. One anecdote describes
him drinking from a Lodh’s lota during a hunt. Rather than repenting, he pronounced the Lodh

a Brahmin— “Amtarah ka Pathak”.*'
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This act, symbolizing his power to redefine caste, was accepted by society, and his caste
decrees endured. Such legends underscore his extraordinary authority in both political and
social domains. Upon his death, Tilokchand divided Baiswara between his sons. Prithichand
received the western region, including Daundia Khera and Sangrampur, while Harhardeo
inherited the eastern half, with Patan, Behar, and Sathanpur. Two other sons, Rai Amba and Rai
Mardan, were settled along the Gumti. Their estates generated substantial revenues—
Prithichand’s estimated at X14 lakhs, Harhardeo’s at X8 lakhs.

Tilokchand’s descendants eventually split into four sub-lineages: the Raos of Daundia
Khera, the Rajas of Murarmau, the Symbussie branch, and the Nyhestha line. Despite
inconsistencies in the genealogies (noted by Elliot, Vats Singh, and Macandrew), the
bifurcation into Prithichand’s and Harhardeo’s lines is clear. These branches grew so prolific
that they surpassed and absorbed rival clans. The Tilokchandi Bais are credited with elevating
43 associated castes and clans, many tied to them through legend and marital alliances.?
Baiswara thus served not only as a political nucleus but also as the progenitor region for Bais

dispersion across North India.

The Bhale Sultans: A Bias Offshoot

Rai Amba and Rai Mardan, sons of Tilokchand, led a Bais cavalry expedition into Janakpur
Tirhut in Nepal Tarai and conquered the Bhar-ruled kingdom at Hastinaghat (Isauli Pargana,
Sultanpur) to defend honour. After Rai Mardan died childless, Rai Amba’s descendants
established dominance in the region and became known as the Bhale Sultans. Multiple
traditions explain the origin of their distinctive title. According to the 1891 census, the Bhale
Sultans numbered 29,990, including 12,670 Muslims. Their presence was concentrated in

Bulandshahar, Raebareli, Barabanki, and Sultanpur, with peak strength during the 1890s.%

The Bais Rajput during the Mughal Period

Post-Tilokchand, Elliot offers little detail beyond noting land divisions and local conflicts, as
the Bais largely conformed to Mughal dominance. Yet by the late Mughal era, they grew

increasingly defiant.
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The Ain-i-Akbari by Abul Fazl offers the earliest statistical insight into the Rajputs of Awadh,
noting the Bais as principal zamindars.”* They contributed 18.5% to the total jama of their

parganas—reflecting significant agrarian surplus under Akbar.

Zamindar Castes in Awadh in c. 1595

ZAMINDAR AWADH KHAIRABAD
CASTE

Revenue Percentage Revenue Percenta

ge

Rajputs: Bais 36,35,07 8.87 4,57,332 1.04

0
Gaur - 36,93,053 8.29
Bachgoti - 18.85 - -
Surajbansi 77,21,76 - - -
Bisin 6 - 20,82,593 4.74
Sombansi - 3.32 30,55,339 6.96
Gehlots - 3.45 - -
Janwars 13,60,75 - 4,15,587 0.9
Bachhils 3 3.45 39,77,894 9.07
Raikwars 14,15,70 - - -
Chandel 1 - - -
Chauhans - 10.11 20,91,894 4.77
Rajwars 14,15,70 19.34 - -
Tomars 1 - - -
Undifferentiated - 23.68 1,03,09,841 23.51
Total Rajput 41,41,07 91.07 2,60,83,622 59.28

8

79,24,90

Journal of Historical Studies and Research,Volume 5, Number 2 (May- August,2025) 349 |Page



Baiswara Through the Ages:Political History from the
Mughal to the Colonial Period

8

96,98,53
7

3,73,13,5
14

Table 11, source- Ain-1 Akbari: the figures are the result of a comparison of the texts of the

following MSS, British Museum Add. 5646; Add. 6552.

Abul Fazl records Bais zamindars in 27 parganas across Awadh. In the sarkar of Lucknow
alone, they controlled 15 parganas individually and co-shared 6 others, comprising 18.5% of
the naqdi revenue there.”> Smaller holdings existed in Bahraich, Khairabad, and Gorakhpur.

929

These mahals formed a territorial block later referred to as “Baiswara,”* a term that appears

first during Shahjahan’s reign when Bais resistance prompted the formation of a distinct
faujdari jurisdiction for this “seditious caste.”’

By the late 17th century, Bais warriors were militarily active. Around 1700, they
supported the Chauhans of Shahpur and Bachgoti ruler Bahadur’s rebellion during Aurangzeb’s
reign.”® Despite initial resistance, Faujdar Rad Andaz Khan defeated them after a three-day
siege. Nonetheless, Bais nobles soon entered imperial service. Notably, Pahar Singh and Ranjit
Singh—sons of Rana Doman Deo—died on Aurangzeb’s Kandahar expedition in 1647.%° Their
descendants later held major estates like Korihar and Sataon. Bais attempts to exploit Mughal
decline with rebellions in 1647 and 1715 were thwarted by Awadh’s governor, Chabele Rama.
In 1718, when Mohan Singh of Tiloi marched on Dalmau, the Bais rallied under Rana Amar

Singh. His resistance fixed the border between Baiswara and Kanhpuria lands at the heart of

Rae Bareli, discouraging further incursion.”
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Baiswara under the Nawabs of Awadh (1722-1856)

As Mughal authority weakened, the emergence of the Nawabi state under Saadat Khan in 1722
marked a new political order in Awadh. The transition also altered Baiswara’s political
calculus. Saadat Khan encountered a province in turmoil, riddled with fragmented zamindaris.
Determined to enforce order, he summoned the Bais chieftains to a darbar in Maurawan. In a
dramatic gesture, he placed betel leaves and bullets before their emissaries—symbols of
submission or resistance. Most accepted conciliation, earning Saadat Khan’s wry comment: “I

have heard of the Bais warriors, but they seem readier to pay than ﬁght.”31

Only one emissary,
representing the defiant Cheitrai of Pachimgaon, chose the bullet, provoking a day-long battle.
Although the Nawab failed to subdue him militarily, he acknowledged Cheitrai’s courage and
allowed him to surrender on favourable terms. Cheitrai, despite his illegitimate maternal
lineage, commanded significant respect for his martial skills and estate.** His rebellion marked
the last major Bais defiance during Saadat Khan’s reign, and his submission symbolised the
clan’s gradual integration into the Nawabi state.

The Bais further embedded themselves in Awadh’s political milieu through loyalty
and service. Rao Achal Singh, son of Rao Mardan Singh, was appointed Nazim of Baiswara by
Nawab Abul Mansur Khan. During the pivotal 1765 Battle of Buxar, Achal Singh offered
asylum and support to the defeated Nawab Shuja-ud-Daula at Harha—an act rewarded with the
title of Raja and a significant revenue remission.”

However, the fluctuating fortunes of court politics caught up with Achal Singh under
Asaf-ud-Daula, who, upon discovering fiscal mismanagement, replaced him with a Surwaria
Brahmin. Yet overall, the period saw stability for the Bais, who adapted to the emerging
imperial order. Many Bais nobles transitioned into the service of the Nawabs and, increasingly,

the British East India Company. By the mid-19th century, Baiswara had become a primary

recruitment ground for the British sepoy army.
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According to General Sleeman’s 1849-50 observations, nearly 16,000 Bais from the region
were enlisted in the Company’s military and civil services, marking a critical phase of their

militarised integration into the colonial apparatus.34

Baiswara during the Mutiny of 1857

The Revolt of 1857 brought Baiswara into national prominence through the defiance of its most
formidable chieftain, Rana Beni Madho of Shankarpur, whose estate spanned 239 villages from
Santay to Malke Ganj. Anchored in the fortified citadel of Shankarpur, surrounded by thick
thorny scrub and a moat 13 kilometres wide, Rana symbolized the martial tradition of the Bais
Rajputs.”

A prominent taluqdar and Nazim of Baiswara under the Nawabs, Rana Beni Madho,
had long commanded respect for his armed retinue and loyalty. But British land revenue
settlements post-1856 severely reduced his holdings by 119 villages and demanded the
surrender of his forts and weapons, provoking deep resentment. The execution of his relative
further hardened his stance, pushing him toward rebellion once the uprising began in 1857
under the symbolic leadership of Birjees Qadr and Begum Hazrat Mahal. Rana Beni Madho
joined hands with revolutionary leaders like Maulvi Ahmadullah Shah. His brothers, Gajraj
Singh and Jugraj Singh, supported him militarily in the Kanpur-Lucknow axis. Responding to
Hazrat Mahal's call, Jugraj Singh led 700 men and two guns to Lucknow, amassing further
reinforcements from regional leaders like Basant Singh and Raghunath Singh. The Bais
talugdars thus emerged as a united front against colonial suppression.

Despite spirited mobilizations, Rana's forces suffered setbacks. His attempted defence
of forts at Dhawan and Baroni failed. Subsequent engagements at Salon and Raebareli proved
disastrous, though many regional taluqdars, including Raghunath Singh of Ateha, Raja Madho
Singh of Amethi, and Hanumant Singh, rallied under his leadership. After a series of defeats,
Rana retreated to the Nepal Tarai with 250 men, joining Begum Hazrat Mahal at Deo Garh.*
Betrayed by the local diwan, he continued resisting until he died in battle in 1859. His
martyrdom concluded Baiswara’s armed resistance, and his family remained in exile until
British authorities resettled them in Sitapur. The British rewarded Digvijay Singh of Morarmau,

a loyalist, with Rana's estate.’’ Personal rivalry over the prestigious title "Rana" played a role in
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this transfer, despite Beni Madho having secured official recognition of the title earlier through

imperial sanction.*®

Baiswara during the British Period

Following the uprising of 1857, Baiswara was punished through systematic spatial and
administrative dismantling. The British disbanded the Nizamat of Baiswara, disaggregating its
territory and redistributing it among adjacent districts. The symbolic and administrative identity
of Baiswara was officially erased; in its place, the district of Raebareli was constituted, ending
the formal usage of the name “Baiswara” in colonial administrative cartography.

This transformation extended to military structures as well. Once celebrated as reliable soldiers
of the Company army, the Bais Rajputs were sidelined in recruitment after the rebellion.
3% Although some Bais chieftains had remained loyal, the collective memory of disobedience
marred their reputation. Despite this, the Tilokchandi Bais continued to wield substantial
landed influence. By the late colonial period, they retained control over 779 villages, spanning
4,48,938 acres and producing a revenue of 357,114,810, with 17 Taluqdari estates still under

their name.

Conclusion

Baiswara's historical evolution offers a vivid realization of Henri Lefebvre’s conception of
space as a dialectical product of social relations, power, and historical experience. Far from a
static geographical entity, Baiswara functioned as a /ived, perceived, and conceived space—a
terrain molded simultaneously by state interventions and Rajput assertion. The Mughal jama
assessments, Nawabi reorganizations, and colonial fragmentations all represented conceived
spaces—abstract bureaucratic impositions aimed at revenue extraction and control. Yet,
beneath this lay the /ived space of the Bais Rajputs, defined by lineage, ritual authority, martial
traditions, and social cohesion. The Rajput resistance, local sovereignty, and cultural
continuity—despite changing imperial contexts—reflect what Lefebvre calls the “dialectics of
space,” wherein domination is always negotiated by counter-practices. Scholars like Irfan

Habib have stressed the importance of combining material and cultural perspectives in regional
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histories. Abul Fazl and C.A. Elliot documented how Rajput elites like the Bais mediated
imperial authority through localized power. Modern theorists such as Ananya Roy and Edward
Soja have similarly argued for understanding space as a lived and continuously reconstructed
reality. Ultimately, Baiswara stands as a palimpsest of successive sovereignties and local
resistances—a paradigmatic case of how spatial identity in South Asia was forged through both
coercion and community. Reading Baiswara through this lens allows for a deeper
historiographical appreciation of how land, memory, and power co-produced enduring forms of

regional identity.
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