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Abstract 

The establishment of the Delhi Sultanate in the early Thirteenth Century marked a 

significant structural shift in the socio-economic route of the Indian subcontinent. 

Transitioning from a decentralized, feudal agrarian system to a centralized state model, the 

Sultans introduced far-reaching reforms in land revenue, monetization, technology, and 

market regulations. This paper analyzes the core pillars of the Sultanate economy, focusing 

on rural production, urban expansion, technological advancements, fiscal administration, 

and international trade.  
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Introduction 

The arrival of the Turkish-Afghan rulers integrated India more closely into the wider 

Islamic and Mediterranean trade networks. Historians like Mohammad Habib characterize 

this era as a period of significant urban growth and expansion in craft production, driven by 

technological transfers and cash-nexus administration. The economy during this era was 

primarily agrarian, yet it witnessed unprecedented urban growth, monetization, and 

commercial diversification.  

 

Agrarian Structure and Land Revenue System 

Agriculture formed the primary foundation of state revenue. The Delhi Sultans 

systematically modified land administration to maximize tax extraction and centralize power.  
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The Iqta System 

Land was divided into administrative grants called iqtas, assigned to military 

commanders and nobles (Muqtis or Iqtadars). They collected revenue from these lands to 

maintain troops and pay themselves, remitting the surplus (fawazil) to the central treasury. 

 

Categories of Land 

Khalisa Land: Crown lands directly managed by the central treasury through local officials 

like Amils.  

 

Inam / Waqf Lands:  Tax-free land grants given to religious institutions, scholars, and pious 

individuals. 

 

Assessment Methods and Kharaj:  The primary land tax, Kharaj, ranged from one-third to 

one-half of the total produce. Under Alauddin Khalji, revenue assessment was based on 

actual measurement of land (paimaish), eliminating local intermediaries (Khuts, Muqaddams, 

and Chaudharis) to collect directly from peasants.  

 

State Interventions & Agricultural Relief 

Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq established a dedicated department for agricultural 

development called Diwan-i-Amir-i-Kohi, granting state loans (Sondhar/Taccavi) for digging 

wells, purchasing seeds, and promoting high-value cash crops like sugarcane and indigo. 

Firuz Shah Tughlaq later constructed extensive canal irrigation systems (e.g., the Western 

Yamuna Canal), which significantly boosted agricultural yields. 

 

Technological Innovations and Production Processes 

The Sultanate period witnessed key technological additions that enhanced agricultural 

efficiency and cottage industries:  

 

Agricultural Technology: Introduction of the Persian Wheel (Rahat) revolutionized water-

lifting mechanisms for deep-well irrigation.  

 

Textile Industry: The introduction of the spinning wheel (Charkha) dramatically sped up 

thread production. Coupled with new dyeing technologies and block printing, textiles 

emerged as India's leading manufactured export. 
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Paper-Making: Paper production technology, introduced during the 13th century, 

transformed state administration, record-keeping, and the book-copying market.  

 

Royal Karkhanas: State-run manufacturing units (karkhanas) produced luxury items, 

weapons, robes of honor (khilat), and royal garments, employing thousands of skilled artisans 

and slaves.  

 

Currency, Monetization, and Financial Infrastructure 

A standardized coinage system established a stable monetary economy: 

 

Coinage: Iltutmish introduced a uniform bimetallic currency system consisting of the silver 

coin (Tanka) and the copper coin (Jital).  

 

Token Currency Experiment: Muhammad bin Tughlaq launched an ambitious reform by 

introducing copper and brass token currency valued at par with silver coins. Due to 

widespread counterfeiting and inadequate state mint controls, the experiment failed and was 

eventually withdrawn.  

 

Banking and Credit: The Sarrafs (money changers and bankers) facilitated long-distance 

finance through credit instruments like Hundis (bills of exchange), allowing merchants to 

transfer funds without physically moving specie. 

 

Market Control and Price Regulations 

The most famous economic policy of the era was Alauddin Khalji’s Market 

Regulations (Shahna-i-Mandi system):  

 

Fixed Commodity Prices: Prices of essential food grains, livestock, textiles, and everyday 

goods were strictly fixed by the state to keep army upkeep costs low without inflating 

soldiers' salaries.  

 

State Granaries & Supply Management: Direct tax collections in kind were stored in state 

granaries to prevent artificial shortages during droughts. 
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Enforcement: Overseen by market intelligence officers (Barids) and superintendents 

(Shahna-i-Mandi), price gouging, hoarding, and weight fraud were met with severe corporal 

punishments. 

 

Trade, Urbanization, and Commercial Classes 

The expansion of internal and external trade routes led to rapid urbanization across 

northern and western India. 

 

Internal Trade Networks: Well-maintained royal roads connected major urban hubs like 

Delhi, Multan, Lahore, Lakhnauti, and Daulatabad. Sarais (caravanserais) provided security 

and lodgings for traveling merchants every few miles.  

 

Merchant Classes 

Karwanis / Nayaks: Transport specialists who moved grain in large caravans (banjaras).  

 

Multanis and Khurasanis: Managed long-distance overland trade and state financing.  

 

Gujarati, Marwari, and Bohra Merchants: Dominated maritime and coastal trade 

networks. 

 

External Trade 

Exports: Cotton textiles, silk, indigo, sugar, spices, and food grains to Southeast Asia, West 

Asia, and East Africa.  

 

Imports: High-bred war horses (vital for the cavalry), precious metals (gold and silver), raw 

silk from China, and glass items. Key trading ports included Cambay (Khambhat) in Gujarat 

and Sonargaon in Bengal.  

 

Conclusion 

The Delhi Sultanate represented a decisive departure from the decentralized feudal 

structures of early medieval India toward a highly centralized, monetized, and urban-centric 

state model. The institutionalization of the Iqta system, alongside rigorous land measurement 
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and cash-nexus revenue collection, enabled unprecedented state surplus extraction. While this 

fiscal pressure placed a heavy burden on the peasantry, it simultaneously drove a forced 

commercialization of agriculture that linked rural production directly to thriving urban 

markets. Furthermore, crucial technological additions—such as the Persian wheel, the 

spinning wheel, and paper-making—fuelled an "urban revolution," expanding industrial craft 

production and fostering vibrant commercial classes like the Sarrafs, Multanis, and Banjaras. 

Externally, the Sultanate integrated Indian manufacturing into global Indian Ocean and 

overland Eurasian trade networks, exchanging textiles and agricultural goods for vital cavalry 

horses and bullion. Ultimately, the fiscal, monetary, and administrative innovations of the 

Delhi Sultanate did not merely sustain its military apparatus; they laid the essential structural 

groundwork for the institutional prosperity of the subsequent Mughal Empire and the early 

modern Indian economy. 
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