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Abstract: 

The Delhi Sultanate was one of the most significant political powers in 
medieval Indian history and played an important role in the 
development of centralized administration and governance. This study 
examines the political and administrative structure of the Delhi 
Sultanate with special focus on kingship, central and provincial 
administration, military organization, judicial system and revenue 
administration. The Sultan was the supreme authority and controlled 
political, military and judicial functions through various administrative 
departments such as Diwan-i-Wizarat, Diwan-i-Arz and Diwan-i-
Insha. The iqta system became an important institution for maintaining 
military and administrative control over provinces. The study also 
analyzes the role of nobles, ulema and provincial governors in 
governance and political stability. Major rulers such as Iltutmish, Balban and Alauddin Khalji introduced 
reforms that strengthened administration and military power (Chandra, 2007). The research further 
highlights the challenges faced by the Sultanate, including Mongol invasions, noble conflicts and provincial 
revolts, which eventually contributed to its decline. The study concludes that the administrative institutions 
and political practices of the Delhi Sultanate had a lasting influence on later medieval Indian governance, 
especially the Mughal Empire, and played a major role in shaping Indian political history (Jackson, 1999). 

Keywords: Delhi Sultanate, Central Administration, Iqta System, Military Administration, Medieval Indian 
Governance. 

Introduction 

Historical Background of the Delhi Sultanate: The Delhi Sultanate was one of the most important 
political phases in medieval Indian history. It was established in the early thirteenth century and continued 
until the beginning of the sixteenth century. The Sultanate emerged after the decline of major north Indian 
Rajput powers and the success of Turkish military invasions into the Indian subcontinent. Before the 
establishment of the Sultanate, northern India was politically divided among several regional kingdoms that 
often fought against each other. This political fragmentation made it easier for Turkish rulers to expand their 
control over India (Chandra, 2007).The foundation of the Delhi Sultanate marked the beginning of a new 
political and administrative system influenced by Islamic traditions and Central Asian practices. The rulers 
of the Sultanate introduced new military organizations, revenue systems and administrative institutions. The 
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period also witnessed important developments in governance, urbanization, trade and cultural interaction 
between Indian and Islamic traditions (Kumar, 2007). The Delhi Sultanate became the first major Muslim 
kingdom in India that established long-lasting political authority over large territories. 

Establishment of Turkish Rule in India: The establishment of Turkish rule in India began with the 
invasions of Muhammad Ghori during the late twelfth century. His victory over the Rajput ruler Prithviraj 
Chauhan in the Second Battle of Tarain in 1192 became a turning point in Indian history. After Muhammad 
Ghori’s death, his general Qutb al-Din Aibak laid the foundation of the Delhi Sultanate in 1206 and 
established the Mamluk or Slave Dynasty (Jackson, 1999).The Turkish rulers brought with them military 
strength, administrative experience and political ideas from Central Asia and Persia. They introduced a 
centralized style of governance based on loyalty to the Sultan and control over land revenue. Turkish rule 
gradually expanded through military campaigns under rulers such as Iltutmish and Balban. These rulers 
strengthened the Sultanate by suppressing rebellions, defending against Mongol invasions and establishing 
administrative control over distant regions (Chandra, 2007). The establishment of Turkish rule transformed 
the political structure of medieval India and introduced new governing institutions that influenced later 
Indian states. 

Importance of Studying Political and Administrative History: The study of political and administrative 
history is important because it helps in understanding how states were organized, how rulers exercised 
authority and how governance influenced society. The Delhi Sultanate developed several institutions related 
to administration, military organization, taxation and justice that played a major role in medieval Indian 
history. By studying these institutions, historians can understand the relationship between power, 
governance and society during the Sultanate period (Habib & Nizami, 1970).Political and administrative 
history also explains how the Sultanate maintained control over a large and culturally diverse territory. The 
rulers faced challenges such as regional rebellions, noble conflicts and foreign invasions, and they responded 
by creating systems of military and provincial administration. The study of administration helps in 
understanding how revenue was collected, how law and order were maintained and how the Sultan exercised 
authority over nobles and officials. It also shows the influence of Persian and Islamic political ideas on 
Indian governance (Kumar, 2007). 

Nature of Governance and State Formation: The governance of the Delhi Sultanate was based on 
centralized monarchy where the Sultan held supreme political, military and judicial authority. The Sultan 
was considered the head of the state and the protector of Islam. At the same time, governance depended on 
the support of nobles, military commanders and administrative officials. The Sultanate administration 
combined Islamic political traditions with practical methods suited to Indian conditions (Jackson, 1999).The 
state formation process under the Delhi Sultanate involved expansion through conquest, establishment of 
provincial administration and control over revenue resources. The iqta system became an important feature 
of governance where territories were assigned to military officers and nobles in return for administrative and 
military services. The Sultanate rulers developed departments related to finance, military affairs, 
correspondence and justice to strengthen central authority (Chandra, 2007). Governance during this period 
reflected both political centralization and constant struggles between the Sultan, nobles and regional powers. 

Significance of the Study: The study of the political and administrative structure of the Delhi Sultanate is 
significant because it helps explain the development of medieval Indian governance and statecraft. The 
Sultanate introduced administrative institutions, military systems and revenue policies that influenced later 
political systems, especially the Mughal Empire. The period also reflects the interaction between Indian and 
Islamic political traditions, which shaped the character of medieval Indian administration (Habib & Nizami, 
1970).This study is important for understanding how rulers managed diverse populations, maintained 
political authority and responded to internal and external challenges. It also explains the historical role of 
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institutions such as the iqta system, central departments and provincial administration in strengthening the 
Sultanate state. The political and administrative developments of the Delhi Sultanate had a lasting influence 
on Indian political history and contributed to the growth of centralized governance in medieval India 
(Kumar, 2007). 

Objectives of the Study 

O1. To examine the political structure of the Delhi Sultanate  

O2. To analyze administrative institutions and governance  

O3. To study the role of the Sultan and nobility  

O4. To evaluate military and revenue administration  

O5. To understand the impact of Sultanate administration on Indian history  

Research Questions of the Study 

Q1. What were the main features of the political system of the Delhi Sultanate?  

Q2. How was administration organized under the Sultanate rulers?  

Q3. What role did nobles and military officials play in governance?  

Q4. How did revenue and judicial systems function?  

Q5. What was the historical significance of Sultanate administration?  

Review of Literature 

Historians’ Views on Delhi Sultanate Governance: Historians have analyzed the governance of the Delhi 
Sultanate from different perspectives. Satish Chandra explained that the Sultanate developed a centralized 
administrative system based on military power, revenue collection and political authority of the Sultan 
(Chandra, 2007). Peter Jackson emphasized the military nature of the Sultanate state and highlighted the role 
of Turkish nobles and political conflicts in governance (Jackson, 1999). Historians also note that the 
Sultanate administration combined Islamic political traditions with practical adaptations to Indian 
conditions. 

Studies on Central and Provincial Administration: Several studies have focused on the structure of 
central and provincial administration under the Delhi Sultanate. Scholars have examined departments such 
as Diwan-i-Wizarat, Diwan-i-Arz and Diwan-i-Insha and their roles in finance, military affairs and royal 
correspondence (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Research also discusses the role of governors, muqtis and local 
officials in maintaining provincial administration. Historians argue that provincial administration was 
important for controlling distant territories and maintaining political stability. 

Scholarly Debates on Military and Iqta System: The military organization and iqta system have been 
major areas of scholarly debate. Historians such as Mohammad Habib and K. A. Nizami viewed the iqta 
system as the backbone of Sultanate administration because it connected military service with revenue 
collection (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Some scholars argue that the system helped strengthen centralized 
authority, while others believe it increased the power of nobles and provincial governors. Studies on military 
reforms under Alauddin Khalji also highlight efforts to maintain a strong standing army and control over 
nobles. 
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Research on Political Authority and Kingship: Research on political authority during the Sultanate period 
focuses on the role and powers of the Sultan. Historians explain that the Sultan was considered the supreme 
political and military authority and often claimed divine support for his rule (Jackson, 1999). Studies on 
rulers such as Balban discuss the theory of kingship and the idea of royal dignity and absolutism. Scholars 
also examine the relationship between the Sultan, nobles and ulema in shaping political power and 
governance. 

Gaps in Administrative and Institutional Analysis: Although many historians have studied the Delhi 
Sultanate, certain gaps still remain in administrative and institutional analysis. Much of the earlier research 
focused mainly on political events, dynastic changes and military campaigns rather than everyday 
administrative functioning. Comparative studies between central and provincial institutions are still limited 
(Kumar, 2007). There is also less attention to the role of local administration, village governance and 
interactions between state institutions and common people. More interdisciplinary research using 
administrative records, inscriptions and regional studies can provide deeper understanding of Sultanate 
governance. 

Methodology: The present study is based on the historical and analytical research method. The historical 
method is used to examine the origin, development and functioning of the political and administrative 
structure of the Delhi Sultanate. It helps in understanding the growth of governance, military organization 
and state institutions within their historical context. The analytical method is used to critically examine the 
role of the Sultan, nobles, administrative departments and revenue system in maintaining political authority 
(Chandra, 2007). Through this combined approach, the study explains the nature of governance and power 
during the Sultanate period. 

Historical Background of the Delhi Sultanate 

Foundation of the Delhi Sultanate: The Delhi Sultanate was founded in 1206 after the death of 
Muhammad Ghori, when his trusted general Qutb al-Din Aibak declared himself the ruler of Delhi and 
established independent authority in northern India. This marked the beginning of Muslim rule under 
Turkish leadership in India. Qutb al-Din Aibak laid the foundation of the Mamluk or Slave Dynasty and 
began organizing administration and military control over conquered territories (Chandra, 2007). Though his 
reign was short, he established the political base on which later rulers expanded the Sultanate.The 
foundation of the Delhi Sultanate was not only a political event but also the beginning of a new 
administrative and cultural phase in Indian history. The Sultanate introduced institutions influenced by 
Persian and Central Asian traditions while adapting to Indian conditions. Delhi gradually became the center 
of political authority and administration for the new ruling class (Jackson, 1999). The establishment of the 
Sultanate changed the political structure of northern India and influenced the development of medieval 
Indian governance for several centuries. 

Political Condition of India before the Sultanate: Before the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate, 
northern India was politically divided among several Rajput kingdoms and regional powers. There was no 
strong centralized empire after the decline of earlier powers such as the Gurjara-Pratiharas. Kingdoms such 
as the Chauhans, Gahadavalas and Chandelas controlled different regions and often fought against one 
another for political dominance (Kumar, 2007). This political fragmentation weakened collective resistance 
against foreign invasions.The absence of unity among Indian rulers created favorable conditions for Turkish 
expansion. Many regional kings focused more on local rivalries than on defending against external attacks. 
Military organization was also less centralized compared to the disciplined cavalry-based armies of the 
Turks. Historians note that the political disunity of India played a major role in the success of Turkish 
invasions during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (Chandra, 2007). The fragmented political condition 
made it easier for Turkish rulers to establish long-term control over northern India. 
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Turkish Invasions and Establishment of Rule: The Turkish invasions of India began earlier with raids by 
Mahmud of Ghazni, but permanent political control was established only after the campaigns of Muhammad 
Ghori. His victory over Prithviraj Chauhan in the Second Battle of Tarain in 1192 opened the way for 
Turkish expansion into northern India (Jackson, 1999). After this victory, Turkish forces gradually occupied 
important cities and regions such as Delhi, Ajmer and parts of the Gangetic plain. Following Muhammad 
Ghori’s death, his generals continued expanding Turkish authority in India. Qutb al-Din Aibak consolidated 
control over northern territories and established Delhi as the political center of the Sultanate. Later rulers 
such as Iltutmish strengthened the Sultanate by defeating rivals, suppressing rebellions and defending 
against Mongol threats (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Turkish rule introduced new military techniques, 
administrative systems and revenue policies that shaped medieval Indian governance. 

Mamluk Dynasty: The Mamluk or Slave Dynasty was the first ruling dynasty of the Delhi Sultanate and 
ruled from 1206 to 1290. The dynasty was founded by Qutb al-Din Aibak, who had earlier served as a slave 
general under Muhammad Ghori. The most important ruler of this dynasty was Iltutmish, who consolidated 
the Sultanate and secured recognition from the Abbasid Caliph. He organized administration, introduced the 
iqta system and strengthened Delhi as the capital of the Sultanate (Chandra, 2007).Another important ruler 
was Balban, who strengthened royal authority and introduced strict court discipline. He emphasized the 
dignity of kingship and took strong measures against rebellions and noble conspiracies. The Mamluk rulers 
established the administrative and military foundations of the Delhi Sultanate. 

Khalji Dynasty: The Khalji Dynasty ruled from 1290 to 1320 and expanded the Delhi Sultanate 
significantly. The most famous ruler of this dynasty was Alauddin Khalji, who introduced important 
military, economic and market reforms. He strengthened the army, controlled prices in markets and 
increased state control over revenue collection (Jackson, 1999). Alauddin Khalji also successfully defended 
India against Mongol invasions and expanded Sultanate territory into Gujarat, Rajasthan and the Deccan. 
The Khalji rulers focused on military expansion and centralized authority. Their policies increased the power 
of the Sultan and strengthened administrative control over conquered regions (Habib & Nizami, 1970). 

Tughlaq Dynasty: The Tughlaq Dynasty ruled from 1320 to 1414 and became one of the largest dynasties 
of the Delhi Sultanate. Muhammad bin Tughlaq is remembered for his ambitious but often unsuccessful 
administrative experiments. His policies included the transfer of the capital from Delhi to Daulatabad and 
the introduction of token currency (Chandra, 2007). Though intellectually gifted, many of his reforms 
created confusion and economic difficulties. Firoz Shah Tughlaq later focused on public welfare, irrigation 
projects and administrative reforms. He built canals, cities and educational institutions. During the later 
Tughlaq period, however, rebellions, weak rulers and invasions weakened the Sultanate. Timur’s invasion of 
Delhi in 1398 further damaged political stability and reduced the power of the dynasty (Jackson, 1999). 

Sayyid Dynasty: The Sayyid Dynasty ruled from 1414 to 1451 after the decline of the Tughlaqs. The 
Sayyid rulers claimed descent from the Prophet Muhammad and ruled over a weakened Sultanate with 
limited authority. Their control was mainly confined to Delhi and nearby areas because many provinces had 
become independent (Chandra, 2007).The Sayyid rulers faced continuous rebellions, financial difficulties 
and political instability. They depended heavily on nobles and local chiefs for support. Because of weak 
administration and declining military strength, the dynasty could not restore the earlier power of the Delhi 
Sultanate. Eventually, the last Sayyid ruler surrendered power to the Lodis. 

Lodi Dynasty: The Lodi Dynasty was the last ruling dynasty of the Delhi Sultanate and ruled from 1451 to 
1526. It was founded by Bahlul Lodi, who was of Afghan origin. The Lodis attempted to restore political 
authority and strengthen administration in northern India (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Sikandar Lodi expanded 
the Sultanate and improved revenue administration, agriculture and urban development. The last ruler of the 
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dynasty, Ibrahim Lodi, faced opposition from nobles and regional rulers. His conflict with Afghan nobles 
weakened the Sultanate politically. In 1526, Ibrahim Lodi was defeated by Babur in the First Battle of 
Panipat, which marked the end of the Delhi Sultanate and the beginning of Mughal rule in India (Chandra, 
2007). 

Nature of Kingship and Political Authority 

Theory of Kingship under the Sultanate: The theory of kingship under the Delhi Sultanate was based on 
the idea that the Sultan was the supreme political authority and protector of the state. The rulers of the 
Sultanate were influenced by Islamic political traditions as well as Persian ideas of monarchy. The Sultan 
was expected to maintain law and order, protect the empire, defend Islam and ensure justice for the people 
(Chandra, 2007). Kingship during this period was highly centralized, and the authority of the Sultan stood 
above all officials and nobles. The theory of kingship also emphasized discipline, loyalty and obedience 
toward the ruler. Some rulers believed that strong monarchy was necessary to maintain political stability in a 
large and diverse empire. Balban strongly promoted the dignity and power of kingship and introduced strict 
court ceremonies to increase respect for the Sultan. He believed that the ruler should remain distant and 
superior to ordinary people and nobles (Jackson, 1999). The theory of kingship under the Sultanate reflected 
both political necessity and religious legitimacy. 

Position and Powers of the Sultan: The Sultan occupied the highest position in the political and 
administrative structure of the Delhi Sultanate. He was the head of the government, army, judiciary and 
administration. All important decisions regarding war, taxation, appointments and governance were taken 
under his authority. The Sultan appointed ministers, governors, military officers and judges to manage 
different parts of the empire (Habib & Nizami, 1970).The Sultan also controlled the military system because 
military strength was essential for maintaining political authority. He commanded the army, supervised 
defense against invasions and suppressed rebellions within the empire. Some rulers such as Alauddin Khalji 
further increased royal authority by reducing the power of nobles and introducing strict administrative 
control (Chandra, 2007). Although the Sultan possessed extensive powers, his authority often depended on 
military support, loyalty of nobles and political stability within the empire. 

Concept of Divine Authority and Islamic Governance: The rulers of the Delhi Sultanate often connected 
their political authority with divine support and Islamic principles of governance. The Sultan was regarded 
as the representative of God’s authority on earth and was expected to rule according to Islamic laws and 
moral values. This idea strengthened the legitimacy of the ruler and increased obedience among subjects and 
officials (Jackson, 1999).Islamic governance under the Sultanate was influenced by the Quran, Sharia law 
and political traditions of the Islamic world. At the same time, the rulers had to adapt their administration to 
Indian social and political conditions. Some rulers emphasized religious identity strongly, while others 
adopted practical policies for maintaining political stability in a diverse society. The Sultanate 
administration therefore reflected a combination of Islamic political ideals and administrative adjustments 
suited to Indian realities (Chandra, 2007). 

Role of Religion in Political Administration: Religion played an important role in the political 
administration of the Delhi Sultanate. Islamic principles influenced legal systems, court practices and 
administrative decisions. The Sultan was expected to protect Islam, support religious institutions and 
maintain Islamic law in the empire. Mosques, madrasas and religious scholars often received patronage from 
the rulers (Habib & Nizami, 1970).Religious ideas also helped strengthen political authority because rulers 
used religion to justify their rule and maintain legitimacy. However, the Delhi Sultanate governed a 
population where the majority followed Hindu traditions. Because of this, rulers often adopted practical 
administrative policies to maintain peace and collect revenue efficiently. Some rulers were more tolerant 
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toward non-Muslim subjects, while others followed stricter religious policies. The role of religion in 
administration therefore varied according to the personality and political needs of individual rulers 
(Chandra, 2007). 

Relationship between Sultan and Ulema: The ulema, or Islamic religious scholars, held an important 
position in the political and religious life of the Delhi Sultanate. They advised the Sultan on religious 
matters, interpreted Islamic law and often served as judges, teachers and administrators. The support of the 
ulema helped strengthen the religious legitimacy of the Sultan’s rule (Jackson, 1999).At the same time, the 
relationship between the Sultan and ulema was not always smooth. Some rulers accepted the influence of 
religious scholars, while others tried to reduce their political power. Alauddin Khalji openly stated that 
political administration should be based on the needs of the state rather than only on religious laws. This 
created tension between royal authority and religious expectations (Chandra, 2007). The relationship 
between the Sultan and ulema therefore reflected the balance between religion and practical governance in 
the Delhi Sultanate. 

Central Administration of the Delhi Sultanate 

Structure of Central Government: The central administration of the Delhi Sultanate was highly 
centralized and revolved around the authority of the Sultan. The Sultan was the supreme head of the state 
and controlled political, military, judicial and financial matters. All major administrative departments 
worked under his supervision, and officials were appointed directly by him (Chandra, 2007). The structure 
of government was influenced by Persian and Islamic administrative traditions, but it was also adjusted 
according to Indian conditions. The central government included ministers, military officers, judges and 
departmental heads who assisted the Sultan in administration. These officials managed revenue collection, 
military organization, royal correspondence and religious affairs. The administrative structure aimed to 
maintain political stability, collect taxes efficiently and strengthen royal authority across the empire (Habib 
& Nizami, 1970). The effectiveness of central administration depended greatly on the personality and 
capability of the Sultan. 

Diwan-i-Wizarat: The Diwan-i-Wizarat was the most important financial department of the Delhi 
Sultanate. It was headed by the Wazir, who acted as the chief minister and supervised revenue 
administration and state finances. The department maintained records of income and expenditure, collected 
taxes and managed economic affairs of the empire (Jackson, 1999).The Wazir held a very influential 
position in administration and often advised the Sultan on financial and political matters. Land revenue, 
trade taxes and other forms of taxation were managed through this department. Efficient functioning of the 
Diwan-i-Wizarat was essential for maintaining the army, administration and royal household. 

Diwan-i-Arz: The Diwan-i-Arz was the military department of the Sultanate and was headed by the Ariz-i-
Mamalik. This department supervised recruitment, payment, inspection and organization of the army. It 
maintained records of soldiers, horses and military equipment (Chandra, 2007).The Diwan-i-Arz became 
especially important during the reign of Alauddin Khalji, who introduced reforms to strengthen military 
discipline and prevent corruption. Branding of horses and maintenance of soldier records were introduced to 
ensure efficiency in the army. The military department played a central role in defending the empire and 
suppressing rebellions. 

Diwan-i-Insha: The Diwan-i-Insha was responsible for royal correspondence and state communication. It 
prepared official letters, royal orders and diplomatic messages sent to governors, nobles and foreign rulers. 
This department maintained records of important political communications and administrative instructions 
(Habib & Nizami, 1970).Officials working in the Diwan-i-Insha were skilled in Persian language and 
administrative writing because Persian was the official language of the Sultanate. The department ensured 
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communication between the central government and provincial authorities, helping maintain administrative 
control across distant territories. 

Diwan-i-Rasalat: The Diwan-i-Rasalat dealt with religious affairs, diplomatic relations and petitions from 
subjects. It supervised relations with religious scholars and foreign rulers and sometimes handled charitable 
and religious grants (Jackson, 1999). The department reflected the connection between political authority 
and Islamic administration during the Sultanate period. The officials of this department advised the Sultan 
on religious and diplomatic matters. The Diwan-i-Rasalat also played a role in maintaining the religious 
legitimacy of the Sultan’s authority by supporting Islamic institutions and scholars. 

Role of Ministers and Officials: Ministers and officials were essential for the functioning of the Sultanate 
administration. The Wazir, military officers, judges and provincial governors assisted the Sultan in 
governance and administration. Officials were selected mainly from Turkish, Afghan and Persian noble 
groups, though capable Indians were also appointed in certain positions (Chandra, 2007).The success of 
administration depended on the loyalty and efficiency of these officials. Some officials became highly 
powerful and influenced political decisions, which sometimes created conflicts with the Sultan. Rulers such 
as Balban tried to reduce the excessive influence of nobles and strengthen royal authority over 
administration. 

Court Administration and Royal Household: The royal court was an important center of administration 
and political power during the Delhi Sultanate. The court included nobles, ministers, military officers, 
scholars and diplomats who participated in state affairs. Court ceremonies and royal traditions reflected the 
dignity and authority of the Sultan (Jackson, 1999).The royal household managed palace affairs, royal 
security, servants and ceremonial activities. Officials supervised the daily functioning of the palace and 
organized royal events. Court administration also became a place where political alliances, rivalries and 
administrative decisions shaped the direction of Sultanate governance. 

Provincial Administration 

Division of Provinces and Territories: The Delhi Sultanate divided its territories into provinces for easier 
administration and political control. These provinces were known as iqtas or territorial units under provincial 
governors. Provinces were further divided into districts, towns and villages for local administration 
(Chandra, 2007).The division of territories helped the Sultan maintain authority over distant regions. 
Provincial administration was important because the empire covered large areas with different populations 
and local conditions. Efficient provincial management strengthened political stability and revenue collection. 

Role of Governors and Muqtis: Provincial governors and muqtis were responsible for maintaining 
administration, law and order and revenue collection in provinces. The muqti controlled military and 
financial affairs in his territory and was expected to remain loyal to the Sultan (Habib & Nizami, 1970). 

Muqtis collected revenue, maintained troops and suppressed rebellions in their provinces. They enjoyed 
considerable authority but were supervised by the central government to prevent misuse of power. Some 
governors became powerful and challenged the authority of the Sultan, creating political instability. 

Local Administration and Village Governance: Local administration during the Sultanate period 
continued through village communities and local officials. Villages remained important units of 
administration and economic life. Village headmen and local bodies supervised agricultural activities, tax 
collection and settlement of local disputes (Chandra, 2007).The Sultanate administration often depended on 
existing local systems because direct control over villages was difficult in distant areas. This combination of 
central authority and local administration helped maintain governance in rural regions. 
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Control over Distant Provinces: Maintaining control over distant provinces was one of the major 
challenges of the Delhi Sultanate. Communication difficulties, rebellions and regional differences often 
weakened central authority. The Sultan relied on military power, loyal governors and administrative 
supervision to control remote territories (Jackson, 1999).Strong rulers such as Alauddin Khalji and Balban 
adopted strict policies to maintain provincial control. Despite these efforts, distant provinces frequently 
revolted during periods of weak leadership. 

Administrative Challenges in Regional Areas: Regional administration faced several challenges such as 
rebellion by nobles, local resistance, communication problems and economic difficulties. The large size of 
the empire made direct supervision difficult. Some provincial governors attempted to become independent 
rulers when central authority weakened (Habib & Nizami, 1970).Differences in language, culture and local 
traditions also created administrative difficulties. Continuous military campaigns and Mongol invasions 
further increased pressure on provincial administration. 

Iqta System and Revenue Administration 

Meaning and Nature of the Iqta System: The iqta system was one of the most important administrative 
institutions of the Delhi Sultanate. Under this system, land territories called iqtas were assigned to military 
officers and nobles in return for administrative and military services (Chandra, 2007).The iqta holder was 
allowed to collect revenue from the assigned territory but was expected to maintain troops and remain loyal 
to the Sultan. The system helped the Sultan manage the empire without direct payment of salaries to all 
officials. 

Role of Iqta Holders: Iqta holders or muqtis played both administrative and military roles. They collected 
taxes, maintained law and order and provided military support to the Sultan when required. They were 
expected to send surplus revenue to the central treasury after meeting local expenses (Jackson, 
1999).Though iqta holders enjoyed authority in their territories, the Sultan tried to prevent them from 
becoming independent. Transfers and strict supervision were used to control their power. 

Land Revenue and Taxation: Land revenue formed the main source of income for the Delhi Sultanate. 
Taxes were collected mainly from peasants and agricultural production. Different rulers introduced reforms 
to improve revenue collection and strengthen state finances (Habib & Nizami, 1970).Alauddin Khalji 
increased land revenue and introduced strict control over rural administration. Revenue policies helped 
maintain the army and administration but also increased the burden on peasants. 

Economic Importance of Revenue Administration: Revenue administration was economically important 
because it financed military activities, public works and state administration. Efficient revenue collection 
strengthened the political authority of the Sultan and supported expansion of the empire (Chandra, 
2007).The iqta and taxation systems connected agriculture, administration and military organization. 
Economic stability of the Sultanate largely depended on successful revenue management. 

Reforms under Different Sultanate Rulers: Different rulers introduced reforms to improve administration 
and revenue collection. Alauddin Khalji strengthened market and revenue control, while Muhammad bin 
Tughlaq experimented with taxation and administrative changes (Jackson, 1999).Firoz Shah Tughlaq 
introduced welfare measures, irrigation projects and tax reforms. These reforms reflected attempts by rulers 
to strengthen governance and economic stability. 

Military Administration 

Organization of the Sultanate Army: The army was the foundation of the Delhi Sultanate’s political 
power. The Sultan maintained a large military force to defend the empire, suppress rebellions and expand 



Volume 2 :: Issue 2 :: June 2025 :: e-ISSN No. 3048-9555 Page: 256 
Vivekananda Guidance & Counselling Educational Trust  All rights reserved. ©2025    
 

territories. The army included cavalry, infantry, elephants and special guards under central supervision 
(Chandra, 2007).Military administration was organized through the Diwan-i-Arz, which supervised 
recruitment, payment and inspection of troops. Strong military organization helped the Sultan maintain 
centralized authority. 

Role of Cavalry, Infantry and Elephants: Cavalry was the most important part of the Sultanate army 
because Turkish warfare depended heavily on fast-moving horsemen. Infantry soldiers supported the cavalry 
in battles and defense activities. War elephants were also used in military campaigns for strength and 
intimidation (Habib & Nizami, 1970).The combination of cavalry, infantry and elephants increased the 
military effectiveness of the Sultanate army. Superior military organization helped Turkish rulers establish 
and maintain control over India. 

Military Reforms under Alauddin Khalji: Alauddin Khalji introduced major military reforms to 
strengthen the army and reduce corruption. He maintained a large standing army and introduced branding of 
horses and detailed records of soldiers (Jackson, 1999).He also controlled market prices so that soldiers 
could be maintained at lower salaries. These reforms increased military discipline and strengthened central 
authority. 

Military Reforms under Muhammad bin Tughlaq: Muhammad bin Tughlaq introduced ambitious 
military and administrative reforms. He attempted to expand the empire and maintain a very large army, but 
many of his policies created financial strain and administrative confusion (Chandra, 2007).His experiments, 
including heavy taxation and transfer of the capital, weakened military efficiency in some regions. Despite 
his intelligence and ambition, several reforms failed because of poor implementation. 

Spy System and Intelligence Network: The Delhi Sultanate developed a strong spy and intelligence 
network to monitor nobles, officials and military officers. Secret agents informed the Sultan about political 
conspiracies, rebellions and administrative problems (Jackson, 1999).The spy system became especially 
effective under Alauddin Khalji, who used it to control nobles and prevent revolts. Intelligence gathering 
helped strengthen political authority and maintain internal security. 

Importance of Military Power in Governance: Military power was essential for governance during the 
Delhi Sultanate because political authority depended largely on control of the army. The Sultan used 
military strength to defend the empire, suppress rebellions and maintain law and order (Chandra, 
2007).Without a strong military system, the Sultanate could not have survived against internal conflicts and 
external invasions. Military administration therefore became the backbone of political authority and 
centralized governance in medieval India. 

Judicial and Legal Administration 

Islamic Law and Judicial System: The judicial system of the Delhi Sultanate was mainly influenced by 
Islamic law, especially the Sharia. The Sultan was considered the highest authority in justice, but judicial 
work was usually carried out by qazis and legal officers. The law was applied mainly according to Islamic 
principles, but practical needs of governing a large non-Muslim population also shaped legal administration 
(Chandra, 2007). The Sultanate rulers had to balance religious law with political necessity, local customs 
and administrative requirements. 

Role of Qazi and Judicial Officers: The qazi was the main judicial officer in the Sultanate administration. 
He decided civil and criminal cases according to Islamic law and gave legal opinions on disputes. The chief 
qazi, known as Qazi-ul-Quzat, held an important position at the central level. Local qazis worked in towns 
and provinces to handle judicial matters (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Other officers helped in maintaining 
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order, recording decisions and implementing punishments. Their work helped the Sultanate maintain legal 
control over society. 

Criminal Justice and Punishments: Criminal justice during the Sultanate period was strict because the 
rulers believed that strong punishment was necessary to maintain law and order. Crimes such as theft, 
rebellion, murder and corruption were punished severely. Strong rulers like Balban and Alauddin Khalji 
used strict justice to control nobles, officials and common people (Jackson, 1999). Punishments were 
sometimes harsh, but they were meant to create fear of law and protect the authority of the state. 

Relationship between Religion and Law: Religion and law were closely connected in the Delhi Sultanate 
because Islamic law influenced legal decisions and judicial institutions. The ulema and qazis interpreted 
religious law and advised the Sultan on legal matters. At the same time, rulers often followed political needs 
rather than religious law alone. Alauddin Khalji openly gave importance to state interest and political control 
over strict religious advice (Chandra, 2007). This shows that law under the Sultanate was a combination of 
Islamic principles and practical governance. 

Legal Administration under Different Rulers: Legal administration varied under different rulers of the 
Delhi Sultanate. Iltutmish organized the early legal and administrative structure, while Balban strengthened 
law and order through strict discipline. Alauddin Khalji made justice an instrument of strong central control, 
especially against nobles and corrupt officials. Firoz Shah Tughlaq gave greater importance to Islamic law 
and religious scholars in administration (Habib & Nizami, 1970). These changes show that legal 
administration depended greatly on the personality and political aims of the ruler. 

Role of Nobility and Ulema 

Composition of the Nobility: The nobility formed an important part of the political structure of the Delhi 
Sultanate. Nobles were mainly military commanders, provincial governors and high officials who helped the 
Sultan in administration and warfare. In the early period, the nobility was largely Turkish in origin, but later 
Afghan, Persian, Indian Muslim and other groups also became part of the ruling class (Jackson, 1999). The 
nobles received land assignments, offices and privileges in return for loyalty and service to the Sultan. 

Turkish, Afghan and Other Noble Groups: Turkish nobles were very powerful during the early Sultanate 
period, especially under the Mamluk rulers. The group of Turkish nobles known as the Chahalgani or “Forty” 
played an important role in politics after Iltutmish. Later, Afghan nobles became more important, especially 
during the Lodi period. Persian and other Central Asian groups also entered the Sultanate administration 
(Chandra, 2007). These noble groups often competed for power, offices and influence at court. 

Political Influence of Nobles: Nobles had great political influence because the Sultan depended on them for 
military support and provincial administration. Powerful nobles could help strengthen the Sultan, but they 
could also become a threat if they became too independent. Many rebellions and succession conflicts were 
caused by ambitious nobles (Habib & Nizami, 1970). Strong rulers like Balban and Alauddin Khalji tried to 
reduce noble power and bring them under strict royal control. 

Role of Ulema in Administration and Religion: The ulema were Islamic religious scholars who played an 
important role in religious and legal matters. They advised the Sultan on Islamic law, served as qazis and 
teachers, and helped maintain the religious legitimacy of the state. Some rulers gave them land grants, titles 
and respect (Jackson, 1999). However, their political influence varied from ruler to ruler. Some Sultans 
respected their advice, while others limited their power when religious opinion conflicted with state policy. 

Conflicts between Sultan and Nobility: Conflicts between the Sultan and nobility were common in the 
Delhi Sultanate. Nobles often wanted greater power, wealth and control over provinces, while the Sultan 
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tried to maintain central authority. Balban strongly suppressed noble arrogance and emphasized the dignity 
of kingship. Alauddin Khalji also controlled nobles through strict surveillance, confiscation of wealth and 
restrictions on social gatherings (Chandra, 2007). These conflicts show that Sultanate politics was shaped by 
a continuous struggle between royal power and aristocratic ambition. 

Administrative Reforms under Major Rulers 

Reforms of Iltutmish: Iltutmish was one of the real consolidators of the Delhi Sultanate. He strengthened 
Delhi as the capital, organized administration and introduced the iqta system in a more systematic way. He 
also received recognition from the Abbasid Caliph, which increased his political legitimacy (Habib & 
Nizami, 1970). His reforms helped transform the Sultanate from a military conquest into an organized state. 

Administrative Policies of Balban: Balban strengthened monarchy by emphasizing discipline, royal 
dignity and strict control over nobles. He introduced court ceremonies such as sijda and paibos to increase 
respect for the Sultan. He also suppressed rebellions and protected the empire from Mongol threats 
(Chandra, 2007). His administration was based on fear, justice and strong central authority. 

Economic and Market Reforms of Alauddin Khalji: Alauddin Khalji introduced important economic and 
market reforms to support his large army and strengthen the state. He fixed prices of essential goods, 
controlled markets, maintained strict inspection and reduced the power of middlemen. He also increased 
land revenue and brought the doab region under direct state control (Jackson, 1999). His reforms were 
practical and aimed at strengthening military and administrative power. 

Experiments of Muhammad bin Tughlaq: Muhammad bin Tughlaq was known for his ambitious 
administrative experiments. His policies included transfer of capital from Delhi to Daulatabad, introduction 
of token currency and increased taxation in the doab region. These plans showed originality, but many failed 
because of poor planning and harsh implementation (Chandra, 2007). His reign shows the difficulty of 
applying ambitious reforms without proper administrative support. 

Administrative Development under Firoz Shah Tughlaq: Firoz Shah Tughlaq followed a more welfare-
oriented administrative policy. He built canals, gardens, towns, madrasas and hospitals. He reduced harsh 
punishments and gave importance to public works and irrigation. He also made many offices hereditary, 
which gave short-term stability but weakened central control in the long run (Habib & Nizami, 1970). His 
rule reflected a softer but less centralized form of administration. 

Political Challenges and Decline of the Sultanate 

Mongol Invasions and Military Pressure: The Delhi Sultanate faced serious pressure from Mongol 
invasions, especially during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Rulers like Balban and Alauddin Khalji 
had to maintain strong armies to defend the north-western frontier. Mongol attacks created financial and 
military stress on the Sultanate (Jackson, 1999). Strong rulers managed to resist them, but constant military 
pressure weakened resources and administration. 

Internal Rebellions and Provincial Revolts: Internal rebellions and provincial revolts were major causes 
of instability. Governors, nobles and regional chiefs often rebelled when central power became weak. 
Provinces like Bengal, Gujarat and the Deccan frequently challenged Delhi’s authority (Chandra, 2007). 
These rebellions made it difficult for the Sultanate to maintain unity over a large territory. 

Weak Successors and Noble Conflicts: The decline of the Sultanate was also caused by weak successors 
and conflicts among nobles. After strong rulers, many successors lacked the ability to control powerful 
nobles and governors. Court politics, conspiracies and succession struggles weakened the central 
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government (Habib & Nizami, 1970). The Sayyid and later Tughlaq rulers could not restore the earlier 
strength of the Sultanate. 

Economic and Administrative Problems: Economic difficulties also contributed to the decline of the 
Sultanate. Heavy taxation, failed experiments, corruption and weak revenue collection damaged state 
finances. Muhammad bin Tughlaq’s failed schemes created public suffering and administrative confusion 
(Chandra, 2007). As revenue declined, the Sultanate found it harder to maintain a strong army and control 
distant provinces. 

Timur’s Invasion and Decline of Sultanate Power: Timur’s invasion of Delhi in 1398 was a major blow 
to the Sultanate. The invasion caused destruction, loss of wealth and political chaos. Delhi’s prestige 
declined greatly after this event, and many regional kingdoms became independent (Jackson, 1999). The 
Sultanate survived under the Sayyids and Lodis, but it never regained its earlier strength. The final blow 
came in 1526 when Babur defeated Ibrahim Lodi at the First Battle of Panipat. 

Socio-Political Impact of Delhi Sultanate Administration 

Impact on Indian Political Traditions: The Delhi Sultanate introduced new political ideas and administrative 
practices into India. It strengthened the tradition of centralized monarchy, military administration and Persian-
style court culture. The Sultanate rulers created institutions that influenced later Indian states (Kumar, 2007). 
The period marked an important stage in the development of medieval Indian political culture. 

Development of Centralized Administration: The Sultanate developed a centralized administrative system 
through departments such as Diwan-i-Wizarat, Diwan-i-Arz and Diwan-i-Insha. The Sultan controlled 
finance, military, correspondence and justice through these institutions. Strong rulers used these departments 
to reduce the power of nobles and strengthen the state (Chandra, 2007). This centralization became an 
important feature of medieval Indian governance. 

Influence on Later Mughal Governance: The administrative experience of the Delhi Sultanate influenced 
the Mughal Empire. The Mughals adopted and improved several Sultanate practices, including centralized 
monarchy, revenue administration, military organization and Persian bureaucratic culture (Habib & Nizami, 
1970). The Sultanate therefore acted as a bridge between early medieval regional polities and the more 
developed Mughal imperial system. 

Cultural and Administrative Interactions: The Sultanate period witnessed interaction between Indian and 
Islamic political traditions. Persian became the language of administration, while local Indian systems 
continued at village and regional levels. The rulers depended on local chiefs, accountants and village 
officials for practical governance (Kumar, 2007). This interaction created a mixed administrative culture 
suited to Indian conditions. 

Legacy of Sultanate Political Institutions: The legacy of the Delhi Sultanate can be seen in its 
administrative departments, military organization, revenue systems and political ideas. Its institutions helped 
shape later patterns of governance in India. The iqta system, centralized court, Persian records and military-
bureaucratic structure left a lasting mark on medieval Indian administration (Jackson, 1999). 

Comparative Analysis 

Comparison between Sultanate and Mughal Administration: The Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire 
both followed centralized monarchy, but Mughal administration was more systematic and stable. The 
Sultanate depended heavily on military power and iqta holders, while the Mughals developed the 
mansabdari and zabti systems in a more organized manner (Chandra, 2007). The Mughal state was able to 
integrate local rulers and elites more effectively than the Sultanate. 



Volume 2 :: Issue 2 :: June 2025 :: e-ISSN No. 3048-9555 Page: 260 
Vivekananda Guidance & Counselling Educational Trust  All rights reserved. ©2025    
 

Similarities and Differences in Governance: Both systems used Persian administrative culture, royal 
courts, revenue departments and military organization. Both rulers claimed supreme authority and depended 
on nobles and officials. The main difference was that Sultanate administration was often unstable because of 
noble conflicts and provincial revolts, while Mughal administration developed stronger institutional control 
under rulers like Akbar (Habib & Nizami, 1970). 

Military and Revenue Systems Compared: The Sultanate used the iqta system to assign revenue areas to 
military officers, while the Mughals used the mansabdari system to rank officials and maintain troops. 
Sultanate revenue collection varied from ruler to ruler, while Mughal revenue reforms became more detailed 
and measured under Akbar. Alauddin Khalji’s revenue reforms were an important early attempt at direct 
control, but Mughal revenue administration became more systematic later (Chandra, 2007). 

Historical Significance of Sultanate Administration: The historical significance of Sultanate 
administration lies in its role as the foundation of medieval centralized governance in India. It introduced 
new institutions, political ideas and military systems that shaped later states. The Sultanate also created 
patterns of administration that were refined by the Mughals (Jackson, 1999). Its political structure was not 
always stable, but its institutional influence was long-lasting. 

Conclusion: The Delhi Sultanate developed a political and administrative structure based on centralized 
monarchy, military strength, revenue control and Persian-Islamic administrative traditions. The Sultan held 
supreme authority, while ministers, nobles, ulema, qazis and provincial governors helped in governance. 
Departments such as Diwan-i-Wizarat and Diwan-i-Arz played important roles in finance and military 
organization (Chandra, 2007).The Sultanate political structure was strong under capable rulers but weak 
under ineffective rulers. Its success depended on the personality of the Sultan, loyalty of nobles, efficiency 
of revenue collection and strength of the army. The administration was centralized in theory, but provincial 
revolts and noble conflicts often limited royal control (Habib & Nizami, 1970). The administrative 
institutions of the Delhi Sultanate were historically important because they organized governance over a 
large and diverse territory. The iqta system, central departments, judicial offices and military administration 
helped maintain political authority. These institutions also influenced later administrative systems in India 
(Kumar, 2007).The Delhi Sultanate left a lasting impact on Indian political history by introducing new 
models of kingship, administration and military organization. It prepared the ground for later Mughal 
governance and shaped the political culture of medieval India. Its legacy can be seen in centralized 
administration, Persian bureaucratic practices and the interaction between Indian and Islamic political 
traditions (Jackson, 1999). 
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