
 

Medieval Period and its sources of Information 
 
 
Temporal context:  Years between 700 and 1750 CE 
 
 
Geographical Context: Indian Subcontinent 
 
 
 

New and Old Terminologies 

 
 

1. Understanding the term “Hindustan”. Today we understand it as “India”, the modern 
nation-state. When the term was used in the thirteenth century by Minhaj-i-Siraj, a 
chronicler who wrote in Persian, he meant the areas of Punjab, Haryana and the 
lands between the Ganga and Yamuna. He used the term in a political sense for 
lands that were a part of the dominions of the Delhi Sultan. The areas included in this 
term shifted with the extent of the Sultanate but the term never included south India. 

2. By contrast, in the early sixteenth century Babur used Hindustan to describe the 
geography, the fauna and the culture of the inhabitants of the subcontinent.  

3. This was somewhat similar to the way the fourteenth-century poet Amir Khusrau 
used the word “Hind”. While the idea of a geographical and cultural entity like “India” 
did exist, the term “Hindustan” did not carry the political and national meanings which 
we associate with it today. 

 
 
 
 

New Social and Political Groups 

 
 

1. The study of the thousand years between 700 and 1750 is a huge challenge to 
historians largely because of the scale and variety of developments that occurred 
over the period.  

2. At different moments in this period, new technologies made their appearance – like 
the Persian wheel in irrigation, the spinning wheel in weaving, and firearms in 
combat.  

3. New foods and beverages arrived in the subcontinent – potatoes, corn, chillies, tea 
and coffee. Remember that all these innovations – new technologies and crops – 
came along with people, who brought other ideas with them as well. 



4. This was also a period of great mobility. Groups of people travelled long distances in 
search of opportunity. 

5. The subcontinent held immense wealth and the possibilities for people to carve a 
fortune. One group of people who became important in this period were the Rajputs, 
a name derived from “Rajaputra”, the son of a ruler.  

6. Between the eighth and fourteenth centuries, the term was applied more generally to 
a group of warriors who claimed Kshatriya caste status. The term included not just 
rulers and chieftains but also soldiers and commanders who served in the armies of 
different monarchs all over the subcontinent.  

7. A chivalric code of conduct – extreme valour and a great sense of loyalty – were the 
qualities attributed to Rajputs by their poets and bards.  

8. Other groups of people such as the Marathas, Sikhs, Jats, Ahoms and Kayasthas (a 
caste of scribes and secretaries) also used the opportunities of the age to become 
politically important. 

9. Throughout this period there was a gradual clearing of forests and the extension of 
agriculture, a change faster and more complete in some areas than in others. 

10. Changes in their habitat forced many forest-dwellers to migrate. Others started tilling 
the land and became peasants.  

11. These new peasant groups gradually began to be influenced by regional markets, 
chieftains, priests, monasteries and temples. They became part of large, complex 
societies, and were required to pay taxes and offer goods and services to local lords.  

12.  As a result, significant economic and social differences emerged amongst peasants. 
Some possessed more productive land, others also kept cattle, and some combined 
artisanal work with agricultural activity during the lean season.  

13. As society became more differentiated, people were grouped into jatis or sub-castes 
and ranked on the basis of their backgrounds and their occupations. Ranks were not 
fixed permanently and varied according to the power, influence and resources 
controlled by members of the jati. The status of the same jati could vary from area to 
area. 

 
 
 

Region and Empire 

 
 

1. A Sanskrit Prashasti praising the Delhi Sultan Ghiyasuddin Balban (1266-1287) 
explained that he was the ruler of a vast empire that stretched from Bengal (Gauda) 
in the east to Ghazni (Gajjana) in Afghanistan in the west and included all of south 
India (Dravida).  

2. By 700 many regions already possessed distinct geographical dimensions and their 
own language and cultural characteristics. They were also associated with specific 
ruling dynasties. There was considerable conflict between these states.  

3. Occasionally dynasties like the Cholas, Khaljis, Tughluqs and Mughals were able to 
build an empire that was pan-regional – spanning diverse regions. Not all these 
empires were equally stable or successful.  



 
 
 

4. When the Mughal Empire declined in the eighteenth century, it led to the 
re-emergence of regional states. But years of imperial, pan-regional rule had altered 
the character of the regions.  

5. Across most of the subcontinent, the regions were left with the legacies of the big and 
small states that had ruled over them. This was apparent in the emergence of many 
distinct and shared traditions: in the realms of governance, the management of the 
economy, elite cultures, and language.  

 
 
 

Old and New Religions 

 
 

1. The thousand years of history that we are exploring witnessed major developments in 
religious traditions. 

2. It was during this period that important changes occurred in what we call Hinduism 
today. These included the worship of new deities, the construction of temples by 
royalty and the growing importance of Brahmanas, the priests, as dominant groups in 
society. 

3. Their knowledge of Sanskrit texts earned the Brahmanas a lot of respect in society. 
Their dominant position was consolidated by the support of their patrons – new rulers 
searching for prestige. 

4. One of the major developments of this period was the emergence of the idea of 
bhakti – of a loving, personal deity that devotees could reach without the aid of 
priests or elaborate rituals. You will be learning about this, and other traditions, in 
Chapter 8. 

5. This was also the period when new religions appeared in the subcontinent. 
Merchants and migrants first brought the teachings of the Holy Quran to India in the 
seventh century.  

6. Muslims regard the Quran as their holy book and accept the sovereignty of the one 
God, Allah, whose love, mercy and bounty embrace all those who believe in Him, 
without regard to social background. 

7. Many rulers were patrons of Islam and the ulama – learned theologians and jurists. 
And like Hinduism, Islam was interpreted in a variety of ways by its followers.  

8. There were the Shia Muslims who believed that the Prophet Muhammad’s 
son-in-law, Ali, was the legitimate leader of the Muslim community, and the Sunni 
Muslims who accepted the authority of the early leaders (Khalifas) of the community, 
and the succeeding Khalifas.  

9. There were other important differences between the various schools of law (Hanafi 
and Shafi’i mainly in India) and in theology and mystic traditions. 

 
 



 
 
  

NEW KINGS AND KINGDOMS  

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

The Emergence of New Dynasties 

 
 

1. By the seventh century, there were big landlords or warrior chiefs in different regions 
of the subcontinent. Existing kings often acknowledged them as their subordinates or 
Samanthas.  

2. They were expected to bring gifts for their kings or overlords, be present at their 
courts and provide them with military support.  

3. As the Samanthas gained power and wealth, they declared themselves to be 
Maha-Samanta, Maha-Mandaleshvara (the great lord of a “circle” or region) and so 
on. Sometimes they asserted their independence from their overlords. 

4. One such instance was that of the Rashtrakutas in the Deccan. Initially, they were 
subordinate to the Chalukyas of Karnataka. In the mid-eighth century, Dantidurga, a 
Rashtrakuta chief, overthrew his Chalukya overlord.  

5. In other cases, men from enterprising families used their military skills to carve out 
kingdoms. For instance, the Kadamba Mayurasharman and the GurjaraPratihara 
Harichandra were Brahmanas who gave up their traditional professions and took to 
arms, successfully establishing kingdoms in Karnataka and Rajasthan respectively. 

 
 

Administration in the Kingdoms: System of Feudalism 

 
 

1. Many of these new kings adopted high-sounding titles such as Maharaja-Adhiraja 
(great king, overlord of kings), Tribhuvan-chakravartin (lord of the three worlds) and 
so on.  

2. However, in spite of such claims, they often shared power with their Samantas as 
well as with associations of peasants, traders and Brahmanas. 

3. In each of these states, resources were obtained from the producers – that is, 
peasants, cattle-keepers, artisans – who were often persuaded or compelled to 
surrender part of what they produced.  

4. Sometimes these were claimed as “rent” due to a lord who asserted that he owned 
the land. Revenue was also collected from traders. 

5. These resources were used to finance the king’s establishment, as well as for the 
construction of temples and forts. They were also used to fight wars, which were in 
turn, expected to lead to the acquisition of wealth in the form of plunder, and access 
to land as well as trade routes. 

6. The functionaries for collecting revenue were generally recruited from influential 
families, and positions were often hereditary. This was true about the army as well. In 
many cases, close relatives of the king held these positions. 

 
 



 
 

Warfare for Wealth 

 
 

1. You may have noticed that each of these ruling dynasties was based in a specific 
region. At the same time, they tried to control other areas.  

2. One particularly prized area was the city of Kanauj in the Ganga valley. For centuries, 
rulers belonging to the Gurjara-Pratihara, Rashtrakuta and Pala dynasties fought for 
control over Kanauj. Because there were three “parties” in this long-drawn conflict, 
historians often describe it as the “tripartite struggle”. 

3. Rulers also tried to demonstrate their power and resources by building large temples. 
So, when they attacked one another’s kingdoms, they often chose to target temples, 
which were sometimes extremely rich. 

4. One of the best known of such rulers is Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, Afghanistan. He 
ruled from 997 to 1030 and extended control over parts of Central Asia, Iran and the 
north-western part of the subcontinent. 

5. He raided the subcontinent almost every year – his targets were wealthy temples, 
including that of Somnath, Gujarat. Much of the wealth Mahmud carried away was 
used to create a splendid capital city at Ghazni. 

6. Sultan Mahmud was also interested in finding out more about the people he 
conquered and entrusted a scholar named Al-Biruni to write an account of the 
subcontinent. This Arabic work, known as the Kitab ul-Hind, remains an important 
source for historians. He consulted Sanskrit scholars to prepare this account. 

7. Other kings who engaged in warfare included the Chahamanas, later known as the 
Chauhans, who ruled over the region around Delhi and Ajmer. They attempted to 
expand their control to the west and the east, where they were opposed by the 
Chalukyas of Gujarat and the Gahadavalas of western Uttar Pradesh. 

8. The best-known Chahamana ruler was Prithviraj III (1168-1192), who defeated an 
Afghan ruler named Sultan Muhammad Ghori in 1191, but lost to him the very next 
year, in 1192. 

 
 
 
 

Closer look at Cholas 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 

From Uraiyur to Thanjavur 

 
 
How did the Cholas rise to power?  
 

1. A minor chiefly family known as the Muttaraiyar held power in the Kaveri delta. They 
were subordinate to the Pallava kings of Kanchipuram.  

2. Vijayalaya, who belonged to the ancient chiefly family of the Cholas from Uraiyur 
captured the delta from the Muttaraiyar in the middle of the ninth century. He built the 
town of Thanjavur and a temple for goddess Nishumbhasudini there. 



3. The successors of Vijayalaya conquered neighbouring regions and the kingdom grew 
in size and power. The Pandyan and the Pallava territories to the south and north 
were made part of this kingdom. 

4. Rajaraja I, considered the most powerful Chola ruler, became king in 985 and 
expanded control over most of these areas. He also reorganised the administration of 
the empire.  

5. Rajaraja’s son Rajendra I continued his policies and even raided the Ganga valley, 
Sri Lanka and countries of Southeast Asia, developing a navy for these expeditions. 

6. Splendid Temples and Bronze Sculpture The big temples of Thanjavur and 
Gangaikondacholapuram, built by Rajaraja and Rajendra, are architectural and 
sculptural marvels. 

7. Chola temples often became the nuclei of settlements which grew around them. 
These were centres of craft production. Temples were also endowed with land by 
rulers as well as by others. The produce of this land went into maintaining all the 
specialists who worked at the temple and very often lived near it – priests, garland 
makers, cooks, sweepers, musicians, dancers, etc.  

8. In other words, temples were not only places of worship; they were the hub of 
economic, social and cultural life as well. 

9. Amongst the crafts associated with temples, the making of bronze images was the 
most distinctive. Chola bronze images are considered amongst the finest in the 
world. While most images were of deities, sometimes images were made of devotees 
as well. 

10. Agriculture and Irrigation Many of the achievements of the Cholas were made 
possible through new developments in agriculture.  

 
 
 

The Administration of the Empire 

 
 
How was the administration organised?  
 

1. Settlements of peasants, known as ur, became prosperous with the spread of 
irrigation agriculture.  

2. Groups of such villages formed larger units called Nadu. The village council and the 
Nadu performed several administrative functions including dispensing justice and 
collecting taxes. 

3. Rich peasants of the Vellala caste exercised considerable control over the affairs of 
the Nadu under the supervision of the central Chola government.  

4. The Chola kings gave some rich landowners titles like Muvendavelan (a Velan or 
peasant serving three kings), Araiyar (chief), etc. as markers of respect, and 
entrusted them with important offices of the state at the centre. 

5. We have seen that Brahmanas often received land grants or Brahmadeya. As a 
result, a large number of Brahmana settlements emerged in the Kaveri valley as in 
other parts of south India. 



6. Each Brahmadeya was looked after by an assembly or sabha of prominent 
Brahmana landholders. These assemblies worked very efficiently. Their decisions 
were recorded in detail in inscriptions, often on the stone walls of temples. 

7.  Associations of traders known as Nagarams also occasionally performed 
administrative functions in towns. 

 
 
 
 

Types of land 

 
 
Chola inscriptions mention several categories of land: 
 
 

Vellanvagai land of non-Brahmana peasant proprietors 

Brahmadeya land gifted to Brahmanas 

Shalabhoga land for the maintenance of a school 

Devadana, Tirunamattukkani land gifted to temples 

Pallichchhandam land donated to Jaina institutions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE DELHI SULTANS 
 
 
Temporal Context: 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Geographical Context:  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

1. Delhi became an important city only in the twelfth century. Delhi first became the 
capital of a kingdom under the Tomara Rajputs, who were defeated in the middle of 
the twelfth century by the Chauhans (also referred to as Chahamanas) of Ajmer. 

2. It was under the Tomaras and Chauhans that Delhi became an important commercial 
centre. Many rich Jaina merchants lived in the city and constructed several temples. 
Coins minted here, called Dehliwal, had a wide circulation. 

3. The transformation of Delhi into a capital that controlled vast areas of the 
subcontinent started with the foundation of the Delhi Sultanate in the beginning of the 
thirteenth century.  

4. The Delhi Sultans built many cities in the area that we now know as Delhi like Dehli-i 
Kuhna, Siri and Jahanpanah. 

5. Although inscriptions, coins and architecture provide a lot of information, especially 
valuable are “histories”, Tarikh (singular)/tawarikh (plural), written in Persian, the 
language of administration under the Delhi Sultans. 

6. In 1236 Sultan Iltutmish’s daughter, Raziyya became Sultan. The chronicler of the 
age, Minhaj-i Siraj, recognised that she was more able and qualified than all her 
brothers. But he was not comfortable at having a queen as ruler. Nor were the nobles 
happy at her attempts to rule independently. She was removed from the throne in 
1240. 

 
 
 

Major cities captured by Shamsuddin Iltutmish. 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

From Garrison Town to Empire: The Expansion of the Delhi Sultanate 
 
 

1. In the early thirteenth century, the control of the Delhi Sultans rarely went beyond 
heavily fortified towns occupied by garrisons. The Sultans seldom controlled the 
hinterland of the cities and were therefore dependent upon trade, tribute or plunder 
for supplies. 

2. Controlling garrison towns in distant Bengal and Sind from Delhi was extremely 
difficult. Rebellion, war, even bad weather could snap fragile communication routes.  

3. Delhi’s authority was also challenged by Mongol invasions from Afghanistan and by 
governors who rebelled at any sign of the Sultan’s weakness. The Sultanate barely 
survived these challenges.  

4. Its consolidation occurred during the reign of Ghiyasuddin Balban and further 
expansion under Alauddin Khalji and Muhammad Tughluq. 

5. The first set of campaigns along the “internal frontier” of the Sultanate aimed at 
consolidating the hinterlands of the garrison towns. During these campaigns, forests 
were cleared in the Ganga-Yamuna doab and hunter-gatherers and pastoralists 
expelled from their habitat. 

6. These lands were given to peasants and agriculture was encouraged. New 
fortresses, garrison towns and towns were established to protect trade routes and to 
promote regional trade. 



7. The second expansion occurred along the “external frontier” of the Sultanate. Military 
expeditions into southern India started during the reign of Alauddin Khalji and 
culminated with Muhammad Tughluq. In their campaigns, Sultanate armies captured 
elephants, horses and slaves and carried away precious metals. 

8. By the end of Muhammad Tughluq’s reign, 150 years after somewhat humble 
beginnings, the armies of the Delhi Sultanate had marched across a large part of the 
subcontinent. They had defeated rival armies and seized cities. The Sultanate 
collected taxes from the peasantry and dispensed justice in its realm. 

 
 
 

Alauddin Khalji’s campaign into south India.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 

The Masjid 
 
A Mosque is called a masjid in Arabic, literally a place where a Muslim prostrates in 
reverence to Allah. In a “congregational mosque” (masjid-i-Jami or Jama masjid) Muslims 
read their prayers (namaz) together.  
Members of the congregation choose the most respected, learned male as their leader 
(Imam) for the rituals of prayer. He also delivers the sermon (khutba) during the Friday 
prayer. During prayer, Muslims stand facing Mecca. In India, this is to the west. This is 
called the qibla. 
 
 
Quwwat al-Islam 
mosque and minaret, built during the last decade of the twelfth century. This was the 
congregational mosque of the first city built by the Delhi Sultans, described in the 
chronicles as Dehli-i-Kuhna (the old city). The mosque was enlarged by Iltutmish 
and Alauddin Khalji. The Minar was built by two Sultans: Qutbuddin Aybak and 
Iltutmish. Another example Moth ki Masjid, built in the reign of Sikandar Lodi by his 
minister. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Closer Look: Administration and Consolidation under the Khaljis and Tughluqs 

 
 

1. The consolidation of a kingdom as vast as the Delhi Sultanate needed reliable 
governors and administrators. Rather than appointing aristocrats and landed 
chieftains as governors, the early Delhi Sultans, especially Iltutmish favoured their 
special slaves purchased for military service, called Bandagan in Persian.  

2. They were carefully trained to man some of the most important political offices in the 
kingdom. Since they were totally dependent upon their master, the Sultan could trust 
and rely upon them. 

3. The Khaljis and Tughluqs continued to use Bandagan and also raised people of 
humble birth, who were often their clients, to high political positions. They were 
appointed as generals and governors.  

4. However, this also introduced an element of political instability. Slaves and clients 
were loyal to their masters and patrons, but not to their heirs. New Sultans had their 
own servants. As a result of the accession of a new monarch often saw conflict 
between the old and the new nobility.  



5. The patronage of these humble people by the Delhi Sultans also shocked many 
elites and the authors of Persian Tawarikh criticised the Delhi Sultans for appointing 
the “low and base-born” to high offices. 

6. Like the earlier Sultans, the Khalji and Tughluq monarchs appointed military 
commanders as governors of territories of varying sizes. These lands were called 
Iqta and their holder was called Iqtadar or Muqti. The duty of the Muqtis was to lead 
military campaigns and maintain law and order in their Iqtas. 

7. In exchange for their military services, the Muqtis collected the revenues of their 
assignments as salary. They also paid their soldiers from these revenues. Control 
over Muqtis was most effective if their office was not inheritable and if they were 
assigned Iqtas for a short period of time before being shifted.  

8. These harsh conditions of service were rigorously imposed during the reigns of 
Alauddin Khalji and Muhammad Tughluq.  

9. Accountants were appointed by the state to check the amount of revenue collected 
by the Muqtis. Care was taken that the Muqti collected only the taxes prescribed by 
the state and that he kept the required number of soldiers. 

10. As the Delhi Sultans brought the hinterland of the cities under their control, they 
forced the landed chieftains – the Samanta aristocrats – and rich landlords to accept 
their authority.  

11. Under Alauddin Khalji the state brought the assessment and collection of land 
revenue under its own control. The rights of the local chieftains to levy taxes were 
cancelled and they were also forced to pay taxes.  

12. The Sultan’s administrators measured the land and kept careful accounts. Some of 
the old chieftains and landlords served the Sultanate as revenue collectors and 
assessors.  

13. There were three types of taxes: (1) on cultivation called Kharaj and amounting to 
about 50 per cent of the peasant’s produce, (2) on cattle and (3) on houses. 

14. It is important to remember that large parts of the subcontinent remained outside the 
control of the Delhi Sultans. It was difficult to control distant provinces like Bengal 
from Delhi and soon after annexing southern India, the entire region became 
independent. 

15. The Mongols under Genghis Khan invaded Transoxiana in north-east Iran in 1219 
and the Delhi Sultanate faced their onslaught soon after. Mongol attacks on the Delhi 
Sultanate increased during the reign of Alauddin Khalji and in the early years of 
Muhammad Tughluq’s rule. This forced the two rulers to mobilise a large standing 
army in Delhi which posed a huge administrative challenge. Let us see how the two 
Sultans dealt with this. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Alauddin Khalji Muhammad Tughluq 

Delhi was attacked twice, in 
1299/1300 and 1302-1303. 
As a defensive measure, 
Alauddin Khalji raised a large 
standing army. 
 

The Sultanate was attacked in the early 
years of Muhammad Tughluq’s reign. The 
Mongol army was defeated. Muhammad 
Tughluq was confident about the strength of 
his army and his resources to plan an 
attack on Transoxiana. He, therefore, raised 
a large standing army. 
 

Alauddin constructed a new 
garrison town named Siri for 
his soldiers. 
 

Rather than constructing a new garrison 
town, the oldest of the four cities of Delhi 
(Dehli-i Kuhna) was emptied of its residents 
and the soldiers garrisoned there. The 
residents of the old city were sent to the 
new capital of Daulatabad in the south. 
 

The soldiers had to be fed. This was done 
through the produce collected as tax from 
lands between the Ganga and Yamuna. 
The tax was fixed at 50 per cent of the 
peasant’s yield. 
 

Produce from the same area was collected 
as tax to feed the army. But to meet the 
expense of maintaining such a large 
number of soldiers the Sultan levied 
additional taxes. This coincided with famine 
in the area 
 

The soldiers had to be paid in cash 
Prices to be controlled in the market of 
Delhi 
 
 

Muhammad Tughluq also paid his soldiers 
cash salaries. But instead of controlling 
prices, he used a “token” currency, 
somewhat like present-day paper currency, 
but made out of cheap metals, not gold and 
silver. People in the fourteenth century did 
not trust these coins. They were very smart: 
they saved their gold and silver coins and 
paid all their taxes to the state with this 
token currency. This cheap currency could 
also be counterfeited easily. 
 

Alauddin’s administrative 
measures were quite successful 
and chroniclers praised his reign 
for its cheap prices and efficient 
supplies of goods in the market. 
He successfully withstood the 
threat of Mongol invasions. 
 
 

Muhammad Tughluq’s administrative 
measures were a failure.  

1. His campaign into Kashmir was a 
disaster.  

2. He then gave up his plans to invade 
Transoxiana and disbanded his 
large army. 

3. Meanwhile, his administrative 
measures created complications. 
The shifting of people to Daulatabad 
was resented.  



4. The raising of taxes and famine in 
the Ganga-Yamuna belt led to 
widespread rebellion.  

5. And finally, the “token” currency had 
to be recalled. 

 

 
 

16. In this list of Muhammad Tughluq’s failures we sometimes forget that for the first time 
in the history of the Sultanate, a Delhi Sultan planned a campaign to capture Mongol 
territory. Unlike Alauddin’s defensive measures, Muhammad Tughluq’s measures 
were conceived as a part of a military offensive against the Mongols. 

 
 
 

The Sultanate in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries 

 
 

1. After the Tughluqs, the Sayyid and Lodi dynasties ruled from Delhi and Agra until 
1526. By then, Jaunpur, Bengal, Malwa, Gujarat, Rajasthan and the entire south 
India had independent rulers who established flourishing states and prosperous 
capitals.  

2. This was also the period which saw the emergence of new ruling groups like the 
Afghans and the Rajputs. 

3. Some of the states established in this period were small but powerful and extremely 
well administered. Sher Shah Sur (1540-1545) started his career as the manager of a 
small territory for his uncle in Bihar and eventually challenged and defeated the 
Mughal emperor Humayun (1530-1540, 1555-1556).  

4. Sher Shah captured Delhi and established his own dynasty. Although the Sur 
dynasty ruled for only fifteen years (1540-1555), it introduced an administration that 
borrowed elements from Alauddin Khalji and made them more efficient.  

5. Sher Shah’s administration became the model followed by the great emperor Akbar 
(1556-1605) when he consolidated the Mughal Empire. 

 
 
 
 
 

THE MUGHAL EMPIRE 
 
 
. 
 
 



 

Who were the Mughals? 

 
 

1. The Mughals were descendants of two great lineages of rulers. From their mother’s 
side, they were descendants of Genghis Khan (died 1227), the Mongol ruler who 
ruled over parts of China and Central Asia.  

2. From their father’s side, they were the successors of Timur (died 1404), the ruler of 
Iran, Iraq and modern-day Turkey. 

3. However, the Mughals did not like to be called Mughal or Mongol. This was because 
Genghis Khan’s memory was associated with the massacre of innumerable people. It 
was also linked with the Uzbeks, their Mongol competitors.  

4. On the other hand, the Mughals were proud of their Timurid ancestry, not least of all 
because their great ancestor had captured Delhi in 1398. 

 
 
 

Mughal Military Campaigns 

 
 

1. Babur, the first Mughal emperor (1526-1530), succeeded to the throne of Ferghana 
in 1494 when he was only 12 years old. He was forced to leave his ancestral throne 
due to the invasion of another Mongol group, the Uzbeks. 

2. After years of wandering, he seized Kabul in 1504. In 1526 he defeated the Sultan of 
Delhi, Ibrahim Lodi, at Panipat and captured Delhi and Agra. 

 
 
 

Gun powder and Canons: 
 
Gun powder technology was brought to India for warfare in the 14th century. Firearms 
were used for the first time in regions such as Gujarat, Malwa and Deccan, and was used 
by Babur in the early 16th Century. 
 
Cannons were an important addition in sixteenth-century warfare. Babur used them 
effectively in the first battle of Panipat. 

 
 
 
 
 

Mughal emperors and Major campaigns and events 

 
 



 
 
BABUR 1526-1530 
 
1526 – defeated Ibrahim Lodi and his Afghan supporters at Panipat. 
1527 – defeated Rana Sanga, Rajput rulers and allies at Khanua. 
1528 – defeated the Rajputs at Chanderi; Established control over Agra and Delhi before his 
death. 
 
 
HUMAYUN 1530-1540, 1555-1556 
(1) Humayun divided his inheritance according to the will of his father. His brothers were 
each given a province. The ambitions of his brother Mirza Kamran weakened Humayun’s 
cause against Afghan competitors. Sher Khan defeated Humayun at Chausa (1539) and 
Kanauj (1540), forcing him to flee to Iran. 
(2) In Iran, Humayun received help from the Safavid Shah. He recaptured Delhi in 1555 but 
died the next year after an accident in this building. 
 
 
 
AKBAR 1556-1605 
 
Akbar was 13 years old when he became emperor. His reign can be divided into three 
periods. 
(1) 1556-1570 – Akbar became independent of the regent Bairam Khan and other members 
of his domestic staff. Military campaigns were launched against the Suris and other Afghans, 
against the neighbouring kingdoms of Malwa and Gondwana, and to suppress the revolt of 
his half-brother Mirza Hakim and the Uzbeks. In 1568 the Sisodiya capital of Chittor was 
seized and in 1569 Ranthambhor. 
(2) 1570-1585 – military campaigns in Gujarat were followed by campaigns in the east in 
Bihar, Bengal and Orissa. These campaigns were complicated by the 1579-1580 revolt in 
support of Mirza Hakim. 
(3) 1585-1605 – expansion of Akbar’s empire. Campaigns were launched in the north-west. 
Qandahar was seized from the Safavids, Kashmir was annexed, as also Kabul, after the 
death of Mirza Hakim. Campaigns in the Deccan started and Berar, Khandesh and parts of 
Ahmadnagar were annexed. In the last years of his reign, Akbar was distracted by the 
rebellion of Prince Salim, the future Emperor Jahangir. 
 
 
 
Jahangir 1605-1627 
Military campaigns started by Akbar continued. The Sisodiya ruler of Mewar, Amar Singh, 
accepted Mughal service. Less successful campaigns against the Sikhs, the Ahoms and 
Ahmadnagar followed. Prince Khurram, the future Emperor Shah Jahan, rebelled in the last 
years of his reign. The efforts of Nur Jahan, Jahangir’s wife, to marginalise him were 
unsuccessful. 



 
 
 
 
Shah Jahan 1627-1658 

1. Mughal campaigns continued in the Deccan under Shah Jahan. The Afghan noble 
Khan Jahan Lodi rebelled and was defeated. Campaigns were launched against 
Ahmadnagar; the Bundelas were defeated and Orchha seized.  

2. In the north-west, the campaign to seize Balkh from the Uzbeks was unsuccessful 
and Qandahar was lost to the Safavids.  

3. In 1632 Ahmadnagar was finally annexed and the Bijapur forces sued for peace. In 
1657-1658, there was conflict over succession amongst Shah Jahan’s sons. 
Aurangzeb was victorious and his three brothers, including Dara Shukoh, were killed. 
Shah Jahan was imprisoned for the rest of his life in Agra. 

 
 
 
Aurangzeb 1658-1707 
(1) In the north-east, the Ahoms were defeated in 1663 but rebelled again in the 1680s. 
Campaigns in the north-west against the Yusufzai and the Sikhs were temporarily 
successful. Mughal intervention in the succession and internal politics of the Rathor Rajputs 
of Marwar led to their rebellion. Campaigns against the Maratha chieftain Shivaji were 
initially successful. But Aurangzeb insulted Shivaji who escaped from Agra, declared himself 
an independent king and resumed his campaigns against the Mughals. Prince Akbar 
rebelled against Aurangzeb and received support from the Marathas and the Deccan 
Sultanate. He finally fled to Safavid Iran. 
 
(2) After Akbar’s rebellion, Aurangzeb sent armies against the Deccan Sultanates. Bijapur 
was annexed in 1685 and Golconda in 1687. From 1698 Aurangzeb personally managed 
campaigns in the Deccan against the Marathas who started guerrilla warfare. Aurangzeb 
also had to face the rebellion in north India of the Sikhs, Jats and Satnamis, in the north-east 
of the Ahoms and in the Deccan of the Marathas. His death was followed by a succession 
conflict amongst his sons. 
 
 
 

Mughal Traditions of Succession 

 
 

1. The Mughals did not believe in the rule of primogeniture, where the eldest son 
inherited his father’s estate. Instead, they followed the Mughal and Timurid custom of 
coparcenary inheritance or a division of the inheritance amongst all the sons.  

2. The Mughal rulers campaigned constantly against rulers who refused to accept their 
authority. But as the Mughals became powerful many other rulers also joined them 
voluntarily. The Rajputs are a good example of this. Many of them married their 



daughters into Mughal families and received high positions. But many resisted as 
well. 

3. The Sisodiya Rajputs of Mewar refused to accept Mughal authority for a long time. 
Once defeated, however, they were honourably treated by the Mughals, given their 
lands (Watan) back as assignments (Watan jagir). The careful balance between 
defeating but not humiliating their opponents enabled the Mughals to extend their 
influence over many kings and chieftains. But it was difficult to keep this balance all 
the time. 

 
 
 

Mansabdsars and Jagirdars 

 
 

1. As the empire expanded to encompass different regions the Mughals recruited 
diverse bodies of people. From a small nucleus of Turkish nobles (Turanis) they 
expanded to include Iranians, Indian Muslims, Afghans, Rajputs, Marathas and other 
groups. Those who joined Mughal service were enrolled as Mansabdsars. 

2. The term Mansabdar refers to an individual who holds a Mansab, meaning a position 
or rank. It was a grading system used by the Mughals to fix (1) rank, (2) salary and 
(3) military responsibilities. Rank and salary were determined by a numerical value 
called Zat. The higher the Zat, the more prestigious was the noble’s position in court 
and the larger his salary. 

3. The Mansabdar’s military responsibilities required him to maintain a specified number 
of Sawar or cavalrymen. The Mansabdar brought his cavalrymen for review, got 
them registered, their horses branded and then received money to pay them as 
salary. 

4. Mansabdsars received their salaries as revenue assignments called jagirs which 
were somewhat like Iqtas. But unlike Muqtis, most Mansabdsars did not actually 
reside in or administer their jagirs. They only had rights to the revenue of their 
assignments which was collected for them by their servants while the Mansabdsars 
themselves served in some other part of the country. 

5. In Akbar’s reign, these jagirs were carefully assessed so that their revenues were 
roughly equal to the salary of the Mansabdar.  

6. By Aurangzeb’s reign, this was no longer the case and the actual revenue collected 
was often less than the granted sum. There was also a huge increase in the number 
of Mansabdsars, which meant a long wait before they received a jagir. 

7. These and other factors created a shortage in the number of jagirs. As a result, many 
Jagirdars tried to extract as much revenue as possible while they had a jagir. 
Aurangzeb was unable to control these developments in the last years of his reign 
and the Peasantry, therefore, suffered tremendously. 

 
 
 
 



Zabt and Zamindars 

 
 

1. The main source of income available to Mughal rulers was tax on the produce of the 
peasantry. In most places, peasants paid taxes through the rural elites, that is, the 
headman or the local chieftain.  

2. The Mughals used one term – zamindars – to describe all intermediaries, whether 
they were local headmen of villages or powerful chieftains. 

3. Akbar’s revenue minister, Todar Mal, carried out a careful survey of crop yields, 
prices and areas cultivated for a 10-year period, 1570-1580. On the basis of this 
data, tax was fixed on each crop in cash.  

4. Each province was divided into revenue circles with its own schedule of revenue 
rates for individual crops. This revenue system was known as Zabt. It was prevalent 
in those areas where Mughal administrators could survey the land and keep very 
careful accounts.  

5. This was not possible in provinces such as Gujarat and Bengal. 
 
 
 

Akbar Nama and Ain-i Akbari 
 
Akbar ordered one of his close friends and courtiers, Abul Fazl, to write a history of his 
reign. Abul Fazl wrote a three-volume history of Akbar’s reign, titled Akbar Nama. The first 
volume dealt with Akbar’s ancestors and the second volume recorded the events of 
Akbar’s reign. The third volume is the Ain-i Akbari. It deals with Akbar’s administration, 
household, army, the revenues and the geography of his empire. It also provides rich 
details about the traditions and culture of the people living in India. The most interesting 
aspect about the Ain-i Akbari is its rich statistical details about things as diverse as 
crops, yields, prices, wages and revenues. 
 

 
 
 
 

A Closer Look: Akbar’s Policies 

 
 

1. The broad features of administration were laid down by Akbar and were elaborately 
discussed by Abul Fazl in his book, the Akbar Nama, in particular in its last volume, 
the Ain-i Akbari. 

2. Abul Fazl explained that the empire was divided into provinces called Subas, 
governed by a subadar who carried out both political and military functions. 

3. Each province also had a financial officer or diwan. 
4. For the maintenance of peace and order in his province, the subadar was supported 

by other officers such as the military paymaster (Bakhshi), the minister in charge of 



religious and charitable patronage (Sadr), military commanders (faujdars) and the 
town police commander (kotwal). 

5. Akbar’s nobles commanded large armies and had access to large amounts of 
revenue. While they were loyal the empire functioned efficiently but by the end of the 
seventeenth century, many nobles had built independent networks of their own. Their 
loyalties to the empire were weakened by their own self-interest. 

6. While Akbar was at Fatehpur Sikri during the 1570s he started discussions on 
religion with the ulama, Brahmanas, Jesuit priests who were Roman Catholics, and 
Zoroastrians. These discussions took place in the Ibadat Khana.  

7. He was interested in the religion and social customs of different people. Akbar’s 
interaction with people of different faiths made him realise that religious scholars who 
emphasised ritual and dogma were often bigots. Their teachings created divisions 
and disharmony amongst his subjects.  

8. This eventually led Akbar to the idea of Sulh-i-Kul or “universal peace”. This idea of 
tolerance did not discriminate between people of different religions in his realm. 
Instead, it focused on a system of ethics – honesty, justice, peace – that was 
universally applicable.  

9. Abul Fazl helped Akbar in framing a vision of governance around this idea of 
Sulh-i-Kul. This principle of governance was followed by Jahangir and Shah Jahan as 
well. 

 
 
 

The Mughal Empire in the Seventeenth Century and After 

 
 

1. The administrative and military efficiency of the Mughal Empire led to great economic 
and commercial prosperity. International travellers described it as the fabled land of 
wealth.  

2. But these same visitors were also appalled at the state of poverty that existed side by 
side with the greatest opulence. The inequalities were glaring.  

3. Documents from the twentieth year of Shah Jahan’s reign inform us that the 
highest-ranking Mansabdsars were only 445 in number out of a total of 8,000. This 
small number – a mere 5.6 per cent of the total number of Mansabdsars – received 
61.5 per cent of the total estimated revenue of the empire as salaries for themselves 
and their troopers. 

4. The Mughal emperors and their Mansabdsars spent a great deal of their income on 
salaries and goods. This expenditure benefited the artisans and peasantry who 
supplied them with goods and produce.  

5. But the scale of revenue collection left very little for investment in the hands of the 
primary producers – the peasant and the artisan. The poorest amongst them lived 
from hand to mouth and they could hardly consider investing in additional resources 
– tools and supplies– to increase productivity.  

6. The wealthier peasantry and artisanal groups, the merchants and bankers profited in 
this economic world. The enormous wealth and resources commanded by the 



Mughal elite made them an extremely powerful group of people in the late 
seventeenth century.  

7. As the authority of the Mughal emperor slowly declined, his servants emerged as 
powerful centres of power in the regions. They constituted new dynasties and held 
command of provinces like Hyderabad and Awadh. 

8. Although they continued to recognise the Mughal emperor in Delhi as their master, by 
the eighteenth century the provinces of the empire had consolidated their 
independent political identities. 


