
 

RULERS AND BUILDINGS: Architecture in Sultanate and Mughal 
period 

 
 
Qutbuddin Aybak had the first balcony of the Qutb Minar constructed around 1199. It had  

1. The pattern created by the small arches and geometrical designs. 
2. Inscriptions in Arabic.  

 
 
Between the eighth and the eighteenth centuries kings and their officers built two kinds of 
structures: 

1. the first were forts, palaces, garden residences and tombs – safe, protected and 
grandiose places of rest in this world and the next;  

2. the second were structures meant for public activity including temples, mosques, 
tanks, wells, caravanserais and bazaars. Kings were expected to care for their 
subjects, and by making structures for their use and comfort, rulers hoped to win their 
praise.  

Construction activity was also carried out by others, including merchants. They built temples, 
mosques and wells. However, domestic architecture – large mansions (Havelis) of 
merchants – has survived only from the eighteenth century. 
 
 
 

Engineering Skills and Construction 

 
 

1. Monuments provide an insight into the technologies used for construction. 
2. Between the seventh and tenth centuries, architects started adding more rooms, 

doors and windows to buildings. Roofs, doors and windows were still made by 
placing a horizontal beam across two vertical columns, a style of architecture called 
“trabeate” or “corbelled”.  

 



 
3. Between the eighth and thirteenth centuries, the trabeate style was used in the 

construction of temples, mosques, tombs and in buildings attached to large 
stepped-wells (Baolis) 

4. Two technological and stylistic developments are noticeable from the twelfth century. 
A. The weight of the superstructure above the doors and windows was sometimes 
carried by arches. This architectural form was called “arcuate”. 

 

 
B. Limestone cement was increasingly used in construction. This was very 
high-quality cement, which, when mixed with stone chips hardened into concrete. 
This made construction of large structures easier and faster.  

 



 
 
 

Building Temples, Mosques and Tanks 

 
 

1. Temples and mosques were beautifully constructed because they were places of 
worship. They were also meant to demonstrate the power, wealth and devotion of the 
patron.  

2. Take the example of the Rajarajeshvara temple. An inscription mentions that it was 
built by King Rajarajadeva for the worship of his god, Rajarajeshvaram. Notice how 
the names of the ruler and the god are very similar. The king took the god’s name 
because it was auspicious and he wanted to appear like a god.  

3. The largest temples were all constructed by kings. The other, lesser deities in the 
temple were gods and goddesses of the allies and subordinates of the ruler. The 
temple was a miniature model of the world ruled by the king and his allies.  

4. Muslim Sultans and Padshahs did not claim to be incarnations of god but Persian 
court chronicles described the Sultan as the “Shadow of God”.  

5. An inscription in the Quwwat al-Islam mosque explained that God chose Alauddin as 
a king because he had the qualities of Moses and Solomon, the great lawgivers of 
the past. The greatest lawgiver and architect was God Himself. He created the world 
out of chaos and introduced order and symmetry. 

6. As each new dynasty came to power, kings wanted to emphasise their moral right to 
be rulers. Constructing places of worship provided rulers with the chance to proclaim 
their close relationship with God, especially important in an age of rapid political 
change.  

7. Rulers also offered patronage to the learned and pious and tried to transform their 
capitals and cities into great cultural centres that brought fame to their rule and their 
realm. 

8. At the same time, making precious water available by constructing tanks and 
reservoirs was highly praised. Sultan Iltutmish won universal respect for constructing 
a large reservoir just outside Dehli-i-Kuhna. It was called the Hauz-i-Sultani or the 
“King’s Reservoir”.  

9. Rulers often constructed tanks and reservoirs – big and small – for use by ordinary 
people. Sometimes these tanks and reservoirs were part of a temple, mosque or a 
gurdwara 

 
 
 

Why were Temples Targeted? 

 
 
 



1. Because kings built temples to demonstrate their devotion to God and their power 
and wealth, it is not surprising that when they attacked one another’s kingdoms they 
often targeted these buildings.  

2. In the early ninth century when the Pandyan king Shrimara Shrivallabha invaded Sri 
Lanka and defeated the king, Sena I (831-851), the Buddhist monk and chronicler 
Dhammakitti noted how images of Buddha were targeted. 

3. Similarly in the early eleventh century, when the Chola king Rajendra I built a Shiva 
temple in his capital he filled it with prized statues seized from defeated rulers.  

4. Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni was a contemporary of Rajendra I. During his campaigns 
in the subcontinent, he attacked the temples of defeated kings and looted their 
wealth and idols. Sultan Mahmud was not a very important ruler at that time. But by 
destroying temples – especially the one at Somnath – he tried to win credit as a great 
hero of Islam.  

5. In the political culture of the Middle Ages, most rulers displayed their political might 
and military success by attacking and looting the places of worship of defeated rulers. 

 
 
 

Gardens, Tombs and Forts 

 
 

1. Under the Mughals, architecture became more complex. Babur, Humayun, Akbar, 
Jahangir, and especially Shah Jahan were personally interested in literature, art and 
architecture. 

2. In his autobiography, Babur described his interest in planning and laying out formal 
gardens, placed within rectangular walled enclosures and divided into four quarters 
by artificial channels. These gardens were called Chahar Bagh, four gardens, 
because of their symmetrical division into quarters.  

3. Beginning with Akbar, some of the most beautiful Chahar baghs were constructed by 
Jahangir and Shah Jahan in Kashmir, Agra and Delhi. Examples, The Chahar Bagh 
in Humayun’s tomb, Delhi, 1562-1571. Terraced Chahar bagh at Shalimar gardens, 
Kashmir. 1620 and 1634. 

4. There were several important architectural innovations during Akbar’s reign. For 
inspiration, Akbar’s architects turned to the tombs of his Central Asian ancestor, 
Timur. The central towering dome and the tall gateway (Pishtaq) became important 
aspects of Mughal architecture, first visible in Humayun’s tomb.  

5. The tomb was placed in the centre of a huge formal Chahar bagh and built in the 
tradition known as “eight paradises” or Hasht Bihisht – a central hall surrounded by 
eight rooms. The building was constructed with red sandstone edged with white 
marble. 

6. It was during Shah Jahan’s reign that the different elements of Mughal architecture 
were fused together in a grand harmonious synthesis. His reign witnessed a huge 
amount of construction activity, especially in Agra and Delhi.  

7. The ceremonial halls of public and private audience (diwan-i-Khas/diwan-i- Am) were 
carefully planned. Placed within a large courtyard, these courts were also described 



as Chihil Sutun or forty-pillared halls. Shah Jahan’s audience halls were specially 
constructed to resemble a mosque. The pedestal on which his throne was placed 
was frequently described as the qibla, the direction faced by Muslims at prayer since 
everybody faced that direction when court was in session. The idea of the king as a 
representative of God on earth was suggested by these architectural features. 

8. Shah Jahan adapted the river-front garden in the layout of the Taj Mahal, the 
grandest architectural accomplishment of his reign. Here the white marble 
mausoleum was placed on a terrace by the edge of the river and the garden was to 
its south. Shah Jahan develop this architectural form as a means to control the 
access that nobles had to the river.  

9. In the new city of Shahjahanabad that he constructed in Delhi, the imperial palace 
commanded the river-front. Only especially favoured nobles – like his eldest son 
Dara Shukoh – were given access to the river. All others had to construct their homes 
in the city away from the River Yamuna. 

 

Pietra dura 
 
Coloured, hard stones placed in depressions carved into marble or sandstone creating 
beautiful, ornate patterns. 
 

 
 
 

Region and Empire: Cross-fertilization of architectural Ideas 

 
 

1. As construction activity increased between the eighth and eighteenth centuries there 
was also a considerable sharing of ideas across regions: the traditions of one region 
were adopted by another.  

2. In Vijayanagara, for example, the elephant stables of the rulers were strongly 
influenced by the style of architecture found in the adjoining Sultanates of Bijapur and 
Golconda.  

3. In Vrindavan, near Mathura, temples were constructed in architectural styles that 
were very similar to the Mughal palaces in Fatehpur Sikri. 

 

Interior of temple of Govind Deva in Vrindavan, 1590. The temple was constructed out of 
red sandstone. It has intersecting arches that made the high ceiling roof. This style 
of architecture is from north-east Iran (Khurasan) and was used in Fatehpur Sikri. 

 



 
4. The creation of large empires that brought different regions under their rule helped in 

this cross-fertilisation of artistic forms and architectural styles. Mughal rulers were 
particularly skilled in adapting regional architectural styles in the construction of their 
own buildings.  

5. In Bengal, for example, the local rulers had developed a roof that was designed to 
resemble a thatched hut. The Mughals liked this “Bangla dome” so much that they 
used it in their architecture. Picture “Bangla Dome” 

 
6. The impact of other regions was also evident. In Akbar’s capital at Fatehpur Sikri, 

many of the buildings show the influence of the architectural styles of Gujarat and 
Malwa. 

 

Decorated pillars and struts holding the extension of the roof in Jodh Bai palace in 
Fatehpur Sikri. These follow architectural traditions of the Gujarat region. 

 



 
7. Even though the authority of the Mughal rulers waned in the eighteenth century, the 

architectural styles developed under their patronage were constantly used and 
adapted by other rulers whenever they tried to establish their own kingdoms. 

 
 

Temple Construction in the Early Eleventh Century 
 
The Kandariya Mahadeva temple dedicated to Shiva was constructed in 999 by the king 
Dhangadeva of the Chandela dynasty. The plan of the temple.  
An ornamented gateway led to an entrance, and the main hall (Mahamandapa) 
where dances were performed. The image of the chief deity was kept in the main shrine 
(Garbhagriha). This was the place for ritual worship where only the king, his immediate 
family and priests gathered. The Khajuraho complex contained royal temples where 
commoners were not allowed entry. The temples were decorated with elaborately carved 
sculptures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Bronze, bell metal and the “lost wax” technique 
 
Bronze is an alloy containing copper and tin. Bell metal contains a greater proportion 
of tin than other kinds of bronze. This produces a bell-like sound. 
 



Chola bronze statues were made using the “lost wax” technique. First, an image was 
made of wax. This was covered with clay and allowed to dry. Next, it was heated, and a 
tiny hole was made in the clay cover. The molten wax was drained out through this hole. 
Then molten metal was poured into the clay mould through the hole. Once the metal 
cooled and solidified, the clay cover was carefully removed, and the image was cleaned 
and polished. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TOWNS, TRADERS AND 6 CRAFTSPERSONS: MEDIEVAL TOWNS 
 
 
Geographical Context: Important Medieval towns 

 
 
 



Types of the Medieval towns: 
A temple town, an administrative centre, a commercial town or a port town to name just 
some possibilities of medieval towns. In fact, many towns combined several functions – they 
were administrative centres, temple towns, as well as centres of commercial activities and 
craft production. 
 
 

Administrative Centres 

 
 

1. Thanjavur was the capital of the Cholas, a thousand years ago. The perennial river 
Kaveri flows near this beautiful town. One hears the bells of the Rajarajeshvara 
temple built by King Rajaraja Chola.  

2. The townspeople are all praise for its architect Kunjaramallan Rajaraja 
Perunthachchan who has proudly carved his name on the temple wall. Inside is a 
massive Shiva linga. 

3. Besides the temple, there are palaces with mandapas or pavilions. Kings hold court 
in these mandapas, issuing orders to their subordinates. There are also barracks for 
the army. 

4. The town is bustling with markets selling grain, spices, cloth and jewellery. Water 
supply for the town comes from wells and tanks.  

5. The Saliya weavers of Thanjavur and the nearby town of Uraiyur are busy producing 
cloth for flags to be used in the temple festival, fine cottons for the king and nobility 
and coarse cotton for the masses.  

6. Some distance away at Svamimalai, the Sthapatis or sculptors are making exquisite 
bronze idols and tall, ornamental bell metal lamps. 

 
 
 

Temple Towns and Pilgrimage Centres 

 
 

1. Thanjavur is also an example of a temple town. Temple towns represent a very 
important pattern of urbanisation, the process by which cities develop. Temples were 
often central to the economy and society. 

2. Rulers built temples to demonstrate their devotion to various deities. They also 
endowed temples with grants of land and money to carry out elaborate rituals, feed 
pilgrims and priests and celebrate festivals. Pilgrims who flocked to the temples also 
made donations. 

3. Temple authorities used their wealth to finance trade and banking. Gradually a large 
number of priests, workers, artisans, traders, etc. settled near the temple to cater to 
its needs and those of the pilgrims. Thus grew temple towns.  



4. Towns emerged around temples such as those of Bhillasvamin (Bhilsa or Vidisha in 
Madhya Pradesh), and Somnath in Gujarat. Other important temple towns included 
Kanchipuram and Madurai in Tamil Nadu and Tirupati in Andhra Pradesh. 

5. Pilgrimage centres also slowly developed into townships. Vrindavan (Uttar Pradesh) 
and Tiruvannamalai (Tamil Nadu) are examples of two such towns.  

6. Ajmer (Rajasthan) was the capital of the Chauhan kings in the twelfth century and 
later became the Suba headquarters under the Mughals. It provides an excellent 
example of religious coexistence. Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti, the celebrated Sufi saint 
who settled there in the twelfth century, attracted devotees from all creeds. Near 
Ajmer is a lake, Pushkar, which has attracted pilgrims from ancient times. 

 
 

 
Traders Big and Small 

 
1. There were many kinds of traders. These included the Banjaras. Several traders, 

especially horse traders, formed associations, with headmen who negotiated on their 
behalf with warriors who bought horses. Since traders had to pass through many 
kingdoms and forests, they usually travelled in caravans and formed guilds to protect 
their interests.  

2. There were several such guilds in south India from the eighth century onwards – the 
most famous being the Manigramam and Nanadesi. These guilds traded extensively 
both within the peninsula and with Southeast Asia and China. 

3. There were also communities like the Chettiars and the Marwari Oswal who went on 
to become the principal trading groups of the country. Gujarati traders, including the 
communities of Hindu Baniyas and Muslim Bohras, traded extensively with the ports 
of the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, East Africa, Southeast Asia and China.  

4. They sold textiles and spices in these ports and, in exchange, brought gold and ivory 
from Africa; and spices, tin, Chinese blue pottery and silver from Southeast Asia and 
China. 

5. The towns on the west coast were home to Arab, Persian, Chinese, Jewish and 
Syrian Christian traders. Indian spices and cloth sold in the Red Sea ports were 
purchased by Italian traders and eventually reached European markets, fetching very 
high profits.  

6. Spices grown in tropical climates (pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg, dried ginger, etc.) 
became an important part of European cooking and cotton cloth was very attractive. 
This eventually drew European traders to India. We will shortly read about how this 
changed the face of trading and towns. 

 
 
 
 

Crafts in Towns 

 



 
1. The craftspersons of Bidar were so famed for their inlay work in copper and silver 

that it came to be called Bidri.  
2. The Panchalas or Vishwakarma community, consisting of goldsmiths, bronzesmiths, 

blacksmiths, masons and carpenters, were essential to the building of temples. They 
also played an important role in the construction of palaces, big buildings, tanks and 
reservoirs.  

3. Similarly, weavers such as the Saliyar or Kaikkolars emerged as prosperous 
communities, making donations to temples. Some aspects of cloth-making like cotton 
cleaning, spinning and dyeing became specialised and independent crafts. 

 
 

A Closer Look: Hampi, Masulipatnam and Surat 

 
 
The Architectural Splendour of Hampi 
 

1. Hampi is located in the Krishna-Tungabhadra basin, which formed the nucleus of the 
Vijayanagara Empire, founded in 1336. The magnificent ruins at Hampi reveal a 
well-fortified city.  

2. No mortar or cementing agent was used in the construction of these walls and the 
technique followed was to wedge them together by interlocking. 

3. The architecture of Hampi was distinctive. The buildings in the royal complex had 
splendid arches, domes and pillared halls with niches for holding sculptures. They 
also had well-planned orchards and pleasure gardens with sculptural motifs such as 
the lotus and corbels.  

4. In its heyday in the fifteenth sixteenth centuries, Hampi bustled with commercial and 
cultural activities. Muslim merchants, Chettis and agents of European traders such as 
the Portuguese, thronged the markets of Hampi. 

5. Temples were the hub of cultural activities and devadasis (temple dancers) 
performed before the deity, royalty and masses in the many-pillared halls in the 
Virupaksha (a form of Shiva) temple.  

6. The Mahanavami festival, known today as Navaratri in the south was one of the most 
important festivals celebrated at Hampi. Archaeologists have found the Mahanavami 
platform where the king received guests and accepted tribute from subordinate 
chiefs. From here he also watched dance and music performances as well as 
wrestling bouts. 

7. Hampi fell into ruin following the defeat of Vijayanagara in the Battle of Talikota in 
1565 by the Deccani Sultans – the rulers of Golconda, Bijapur, Ahmadnagar, Berar 
and Bidar.  

 
 
 
A Gateway to the West: Surat 
 



1. Surat in Gujarat was the emporium of western trade during the Mughal period along 
with Cambay (present-day Khambat) and somewhat later, Ahmedabad. Surat was 
the gateway for trade with West Asia via the Gulf of Ormuz. Surat has also been 
called the gate to Mecca because many pilgrim ships set sail from here. 

2. The city was cosmopolitan and people of all castes and creeds lived there. In the 
seventeenth century the Portuguese, Dutch and English had their factories and 
warehouses at Surat. According to the English chronicler Ovington who wrote an 
account of the port in 1689, on average a hundred ships of different countries could 
be found anchored at the port at any given time. 

3. There were also several retail and wholesale shops selling cotton textiles. The 
textiles of Surat were famous for their gold lace borders (zari) and had a market in 
West Asia, Africa and Europe.  

4. The state built numerous rest-houses to take care of the needs of people from all 
over the world who came to the city. There were magnificent buildings and 
innumerable pleasure parks.  

5. The Kathiawad Seths or Mahajans (moneychangers) had huge banking houses at 
Surat. It is noteworthy that the Surat Hundis were honoured in the far-off markets of 
Cairo in Egypt, Basra in Iraq and Antwerp in Belgium. 

6. However, Surat began to decline towards the end of the seventeenth century. This 
was because of many factors: the loss of markets and productivity because of the 
decline of the Mughal Empire, control of the sea routes by the Portuguese and 
competition from Bombay (present-day Mumbai) where the English East India 
Company shifted its headquarters in 1668. 

 
 
Fishing in Troubled Waters: Masulipatnam 
 

1. The town of Masulipatnam or Machlipatnam (literally, fish port town) lay on the delta 
of the Krishna river. In the seventeenth century, it was a centre of intense activity. 

2. Both the Dutch and English East India Companies attempted to control Masulipatnam 
as it became the most important port on the Andhra coast. The fort at Masulipatnam 
was built by the Dutch. 

3. The Qutb Shahi rulers of Golconda imposed royal monopolies on the sale of textiles, 
spices and other items to prevent the trade from passing completely into the hands of 
the various East India Companies.  

4. Fierce competition among various trading groups – the Golconda nobles, Persian 
merchants, Telugu Komati Chettis, and European traders – made the city populous 
and prosperous.  

5. As the Mughals began to extend their power to Golconda their representative, the 
governor Mir Jumla who was also a merchant, began to play off the Dutch and the 
English against each other. In 1686-1687 Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb annexed 
Golconda. 

6. This caused the European Companies to look for alternatives. It was a part of the 
new policy of the English East India Company that it was not enough if a port had 
connections with the production centres of the hinterland. The new Company trade 
centres, it was felt, should combine political, administrative and commercial roles.  



7. As the Company traders moved to Bombay, Calcutta (present-day Kolkata) and 
Madras (present-day Chennai), Masulipatnam lost both its merchants and prosperity 
and declined in the course of the eighteenth century, being today nothing more than 
a dilapidated little town. 

 
 
 

New Towns and Traders 

 
 

1. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, European countries were searching for 
spices and textiles, which had become popular both in Europe and West Asia. The 
English, Dutch and French formed East India Companies in order to expand their 
commercial activities in the east.  

2. Initially, great Indian traders like Mulla Abdul Ghafur and Virji Vora who owned a 
large number of ships competed with them. However, the European Companies used 
their naval power to gain control of the sea trade and forced Indian traders to work as 
their agents. Ultimately, the English emerged as the most successful commercial and 
political power in the subcontinent. 

3. The spurt in demand for goods like textiles led to a great expansion of the crafts of 
spinning, weaving, bleaching, dyeing, etc. with more and more people taking them 
up. Indian textile designs became increasingly refined.  

4. However, this period also saw the decline of the independence of craftspersons. 
They now began to work on a system of advances which meant that they had to 
weave cloth which was already promised to European agents.  

5. Weavers no longer had the liberty of selling their own cloth or weaving their own 
patterns. They had to reproduce the designs supplied to them by the Company 
agents. 

6. The eighteenth-century saw the rise of Bombay, Calcutta and Madras, which are 
nodal cities today. Crafts and commerce underwent major changes as merchants 
and artisans (such as weavers) were moved into the Black Towns established by the 
European companies within these new cities. The “blacks” or native traders and 
craftspersons were confined here while the “white” rulers occupied the superior 
residencies of Fort St. George in Madras or Fort St. William in Calcutta.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TRIBES, NOMADS AND SETTLED COMMUNITIES 
 
Geographical Context: Important tribes in Medival Period 



 
 
 
 
Social changes in Medieval times: 

1. As kingdoms rose and fell in medieval times, new arts, crafts and production activities 
flourished in towns and villages. Over the centuries important political, social and 
economic developments had taken place.  

2. But social change was not the same everywhere, because different kinds of societies 
evolved differently. It is important to understand how, and why, this happened. In 
large parts of the subcontinent, society was already divided according to the rules of 
varna. These rules, as prescribed by the Brahmanas were accepted by the rulers of 
large kingdoms.  

3. The difference between the high and low, and between the rich and poor, increased. 
Under the Delhi Sultans and the Mughals, this hierarchy between social classes grew 
further. 

 
 
 

Beyond Big Cities: Tribal Societies 

 



 
1. There were, however, other kinds of societies as well. Many societies in the 

subcontinent did not follow the social rules and rituals prescribed by the Brahmanas. 
Nor were they divided into numerous unequal classes. Such societies are often 
called Tribes. 

2. Members of each tribe were united by kinship bonds. Many tribes obtained their 
livelihood from agriculture. Others were hunter-gatherers or herders. Most often they 
combined these activities to make full use of the natural resources of the area in 
which they lived.  

3. Some tribes were nomadic and moved from one place to another. A tribal group 
controlled land and pastures jointly and divided these amongst households according 
to its own rules. 

4. Many large tribes thrived in different parts of the subcontinent. They usually lived in 
forests, hills, deserts and places difficult to reach. Sometimes they clashed with the 
more powerful caste-based societies. In various ways, the tribes retained their 
freedom and preserved their separate culture.  

5. But the caste-based and tribal societies also depended on each other for their 
diverse needs. This relationship, of conflict and dependence, gradually caused both 
societies to change. 

 
 
 

Who were Tribal People? 

 
1. Contemporary historians and travellers give very scanty information about tribes. A 

few exceptions apart, tribal people did not keep written records. But they preserved 
rich customs and oral traditions.  

2. These were passed down to each new generation. Present-day historians have 
started using such oral traditions to write tribal histories. 

3. Tribal people were found in almost every region of the subcontinent. The area and 
influence of a tribe varied at different points of time. Some powerful tribes controlled 
large territories. In Punjab, the Khokhar tribe was very influential during the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.  

4. Later, the Gakkhars became more important. Their chief, Kamal Khan Gakkhar, was 
made a noble (Mansabdar) by Emperor Akbar.  

5. In Multan and Sind, the Langahs and Arghuns dominated extensive regions before 
they were subdued by the Mughals. The Balochis were another large and powerful 
tribe in the north-west. They were divided into many smaller clans under different 
chiefs.  

6. In the western Himalaya lived the shepherd tribe of Gaddis. The distant north-eastern 
part of the subcontinent too was entirely dominated by tribes – the Nagas, Ahoms 
and many others. 

7. In many areas of present-day Bihar and Jharkhand, Chero chiefdoms had emerged 
by the twelfth century. Raja Man Singh, Akbar’s famous general, attacked and 



defeated the Cheros in 1591. A large amount of booty was taken from them, but they 
were not entirely subdued.  

8. Under Aurangzeb, Mughal forces captured many Chero fortresses and subjugated 
the tribe. The Mundas and Santals were among the other important tribes that lived in 
this region and also in Orissa and Bengal. 

9. The Maharashtra highlands and Karnataka were home to Kolis, Berads and 
numerous others. Kolis also lived in many areas of Gujarat. Further south there were 
large tribal populations of Koragas, Vetars, Maravars and many others.  

10. The large tribe of Bhils was spread across western and central India. By the late 
sixteenth century, many of them had become settled agriculturists and some even 
zamindars. Many Bhil clans, nevertheless, remained hunter-gatherers. The Gonds 
were found in great numbers across the present-day states of Chhattisgarh, Madhya 
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh. 

 
 
 

How Nomads and Mobile People Lived 

 
 

1. Nomadic pastoralists moved over long distances with their animals. They lived on 
milk and other pastoral products. They also exchanged wool, ghee, etc., with settled 
agriculturists for grain, cloth, utensils and other products. They bought and sold these 
goods as they moved from one place to another, transporting them on their animals. 

2. The Banjaras were the most important trader nomads. Their caravan was called 
tanda. Sultan Alauddin Khalji used the Banjaras to transport grain to the city markets. 
Emperor Jahangir wrote in his memoirs that the Banjaras carried grain on their 
bullocks from different areas and sold it in towns. They transported food grain for the 
Mughal army during military campaigns.  

3. Many pastoral tribes reared and sold animals, such as cattle and horses, to the 
prosperous people. 

 
 

Changing Society: New Castes and Hierarchies 

 
 

1. As the economy and the needs of society grew, people with new skills were required. 
Smaller castes, or jatis, emerged within varnas. For example, new castes appeared 
amongst the Brahmanas.  

2. On the other hand, many tribes and social groups were taken into caste-based 
society and given the status of jatis. Specialised artisans – smiths, carpenters and 
masons– were also recognised as separate jatis by the Brahmanas. Jatis, rather than 
varna, became the basis for organising society. 

3. Among the Kshatriyas, new Rajput clans became powerful by the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. They belonged to different lineages, such as Hunas, Chandelas, 



Chalukyas and others. Some of these, too, had been tribes earlier. Many of these 
clans came to be regarded as Rajputs. They gradually replaced the older rulers, 
especially in agricultural areas.  

4. Here a developed society was emerging, and rulers used their wealth to create 
powerful states. The rise of Rajput clans to the position of rulers set an example for 
the tribal people to follow. Gradually, with the support of the Brahmanas, many tribes 
became part of the caste system. But only the leading tribal families could join the 
ruling class. A large majority joined the lower jatis of caste society.  

5. On the other hand, many dominant tribes of Punjab, Sind and the North-West 
Frontier had adopted Islam quite early. They continued to reject the caste system. 
The unequal social order, prescribed by orthodox Hinduism, was not widely accepted 
in these areas.  

6. The emergence of states is closely related to social change amongst tribal people. 
Two examples of this important part of our history are described below. 

 
 
 

A Closer Look The Gonds 

 
 

1. The Gonds lived in a vast forested region called Gondwana – or “country inhabited 
by Gonds”. They practised shifting cultivation. The large Gond tribe was further 
divided into many smaller clans. Each clan had its own raja or rai. About the time that 
the power of the Delhi Sultans was declining, a few large Gond kingdoms were 
beginning to dominate the smaller Gond chiefs.  

2. The Akbar Nama, a history of Akbar’s reign, mentions the Gond kingdom of Garha 
Katanga that had 70,000 villages. The administrative system of these kingdoms was 
becoming centralised. The kingdom was divided into Garhs. Each Garh was 
controlled by a particular Gond clan.  

3. Clan was further divided into units of 84 villages called Chaurasi. The Chaurasi was 
subdivided into Barhots which were made up of 12 villages each. The emergence of 
large states changed the nature of Gond society. Their basically equal society 
gradually got divided into unequal social classes. Brahmanas received land grants 
from the Gond rajas and became more influential.  

4. The Gond chiefs now wished to be recognised as Rajputs. So, Aman Das, the Gond 
raja of Garha Katanga assumed the title of Sangram Shah. His son, Dalpat, married 
princess Durgawati, the daughter of Salbahan, the Chandel Rajput raja of Mahoba. 
Dalpat, however, died early. Rani Durgawati was very capable and started ruling on 
behalf of her five-year-old son, Bir Narain. Under her, the kingdom became even 
more extensive.  

5. In 1565, the Mughal forces under Asaf Khan attacked Garha Katanga. A strong 
resistance was put up by Rani Durgawati. She was defeated and preferred to die 
rather than surrender. Her son, too, died fighting soon after. 

6. Garha Katanga was a rich state. It earned much wealth by trapping and exporting 
wild elephants to other kingdoms. When the Mughals defeated the Gonds, they 



captured a huge booty of precious coins and elephants. They annexed part of the 
kingdom and granted the rest to Chandra Shah, an uncle of Bir Narain. Despite the 
fall of Garha Katanga, the Gond kingdoms survived for some time.  

7. However, they became much weaker and later struggled unsuccessfully against the 
stronger Bundelas and Marathas. 

 
 
 

The Ahoms 

 
 

1. The Ahoms migrated to the Brahmaputra valley from present-day Myanmar in the 
thirteenth century. They created a new state by suppressing the older political system 
of the Bhuiyans (landlords). During the sixteenth century, they annexed the kingdoms 
of the Chhutiyas (1523) and of Koch-Hajo (1581) and subjugated many other tribes. 

2. The Ahoms built a large state, and for this, they used firearms as early as the 1530s. 
By the 1660s they could even make high-quality gunpowder and cannons. However, 
the Ahoms faced many invasions from the south-west.  

3. In 1662, the Mughals under Mir Jumla attacked the Ahom kingdom. Despite their 
brave defence, the Ahoms were defeated. But direct Mughal control over the region 
could not last long. The Ahom state depended upon forced labour. Those forced to 
work for the state were called Paiks. A census of the population was taken. Each 
village had to send a number of Paiks by rotation. People from heavily populated 
areas were shifted to less populated places.  

4. Ahom clans were thus broken up. By the first half of the seventeenth century, the 
administration became quite centralised. Almost all adult males served in the army 
during The war.  

5. At other times, they were engaged in building dams, irrigation systems and other 
public works. The Ahoms also introduced new methods of rice cultivation. Ahom 
society was divided into clans or Khels. There were very few castes of artisans, so 
artisans in the Ahom areas came from the adjoining kingdoms.  

6. A Khel often controlled several villages. The peasant was given land by his village 
community. Even the king could not take it away without the community’s consent. 
Originally, the Ahoms worshipped their own tribal gods.  

7. During the first half of the seventeenth century, however, the influence of Brahmanas 
increased. Temples and Brahmanas were granted land by the king. In the reign of 
Sib Singh (1714-1744), Hinduism became the predominant religion. But the Ahom 
kings did not completely give up their traditional beliefs after adopting Hinduism.  

8. Ahom society was very sophisticated. Poets and scholars were given land grants. 
Theatre was encouraged. Important works of Sanskrit were translated into the local 
language. Historical works, known as Buranjis, were also written – first in the Ahom 
language and then in Assamese. 

 
 
 



 
 
 


