
How Did Indiaâ??s Provincial Kingdoms Emerge?

Description

The decline of a dominant central power often creates a vacuum, paving the way for regional entities to
assert their autonomy. In Indiaâ??s medieval history, the weakening of the Delhi Sultanate in the 14th
and 15th centuries led to a remarkable transformation of the political landscape. What had once been a
vast, though sometimes loosely controlled, empire fractured into numerous independent and semi-
independent provincial kingdoms. This era marked a shift from an attempt at pan-Indian centralized rule
to a mosaic of vibrant regional polities, each with its unique administrative, cultural, and military
characteristics. Understanding this process is crucial for grasping the dynamics of medieval India.

The Fragmentation of Central Authority: Background to New
Kingdoms

The Delhi Sultanate, particularly under the later Tughlaqs, began to show signs of internal weakness
and overextension. Muhammad bin Tughlaqâ??s ambitious but often ill-executed policies, along with
persistent revolts in distant provinces, strained the empireâ??s resources and eroded its authority. Firuz
Shah Tughlaq, while attempting to consolidate the empire, also adopted policies, such as the extensive
granting of jagirs, that inadvertently strengthened the provincial governors at the expense of central
control. This slow erosion of central power created fertile ground for regional aspirations.

The final, decisive blow to the Sultanateâ??s prestige and territorial integrity came with Timurâ??s
invasion in 1398. The sack of Delhi and the devastation that followed left the Sultanate reeling,
effectively dismantling any semblance of central authority it still possessed. The subsequent Sayyid and
Lodi dynasties struggled to re-establish control over former provinces, which by then had largely
declared their independence or were moving towards it. Provincial governors, local chiefs, and
ambitious nobles seized this opportunity, transforming their hereditary or appointed positions into
independent kingships. This was the fundamental mechanism through which Indiaâ??s provincial
kingdoms emerged.

Northern and Western India: Rise of Independent States
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The northern and western regions of India, traditionally under the direct influence of Delhi, saw several
prominent kingdoms emerge from the ashes of the Sultanate.

Jaunpur: The Sharqi Dynasty

The kingdom of Jaunpur emerged as a significant power in the Gangetic plains. It was founded by
Khwaja Jahan, originally Malik Sarwar, a eunuch minister under Firuz Shah Tughlaq. Appointed as the
governor of the eastern provinces, he assumed the title of Malik-us-Sharq (Lord of the East) and
effectively declared independence after Timurâ??s invasion. The Sharqi dynasty ruled Jaunpur for
nearly 85 years, from 1394 to 1479. The city of Jaunpur itself became a prominent centre of Islamic
learning and art, earning it the epithet â??Shiraz of India.â?• Sharqi sultans, particularly Ibrahim Shah
Sharqi, were patrons of architecture, leading to a distinct style known as Sharqi architecture,
characterized by its imposing gateways and lack of minarets. The kingdom often found itself in conflict
with the Delhi Sultanate, ultimately being annexed by Bahlol Lodi of the Lodi dynasty in 1479. This point
needs attention: the emergence was due to central weakness, and its end came when another regional
power from Delhi gained strength.

Kashmir: From Shah Mirza to Zain-ul-Abidin

The valley of Kashmir, geographically isolated, had long maintained a distinct identity. The independent
Sultanate in Kashmir was established by Shah Mirza in 1339, who adopted the title of Sultan
Shamsuddin Shah. His dynasty brought an end to the Hindu Lohara dynasty. However, the most
renowned ruler of Kashmir was Sultan Zain-ul-Abidin (1420-1470). He is celebrated for his policy of
religious tolerance, reversing the oppressive policies of his predecessor, Sikandar Butshikan. Zain-ul-
Abidin promoted Sanskrit learning, allowed Hindus to rebuild temples, and encouraged various arts and
crafts, including shawl-making, paper-making, and book-binding, which brought prosperity to the region.
His liberal policies and administrative acumen earned him the title â??Akbar of Kashmirâ??. The
emergence of this dynasty illustrates how local strongmen capitalized on declining central power to
establish new rule.

Gujarat and Malwa: Important Regional Powers

Gujarat, a prosperous maritime province, and Malwa, a fertile plateau, also witnessed the emergence of
powerful independent sultanates.

The independent kingdom of Gujarat was founded by Zafar Khan, a governor under Firuz Shah
Tughlaq, who declared independence in 1407, assuming the title Muzaffar Shah I. His grandson,
Ahmad Shah I (1411-1442), was a dynamic ruler who founded the city of Ahmedabad and made it his
capital. He was a great builder and an efficient administrator, establishing a strong and stable state.
The peak of Gujaratâ??s power came under Mahmud Begarha (1458-1511), who earned his epithet
â??Begarhaâ?• for conquering two major forts (girnar and Champaner). He was a skilled military leader
and a keen administrator, known for his architectural patronage and his successful naval campaigns
against the Portuguese, particularly at the Battle of Chaul in 1508. Later, Bahadur Shah (1526-1537)
further expanded the kingdom, annexing Malwa and even briefly storming Chittor, before ultimately
facing the rising power of the Mughals.
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Malwa, located strategically between Gujarat and the Delhi Sultanate, became an independent kingdom
under Dilawar Khan Ghuri around 1401. The Khalji dynasty subsequently took over, with Mahmud
Khalji (1436-1469) being a particularly strong ruler. He engaged in conflicts with Gujarat, Mewar, and
the Bahmani kingdom, asserting Malwaâ??s independence and significantly developing its capital,
Mandu, into a city renowned for its fortifications and architecture.

Rajasthan: The States of Mewar, Marwar, and Amber

In Rajasthan, the Rajput states, which had often resisted and sometimes served the Delhi Sultanate,
fully asserted their independence. Among them, Mewar, with its capital at Chittor, emerged as the most
formidable power. Rana Kumbha (1433-1468) of Mewar was a brilliant military strategist and a great
builder. He not only successfully defended his kingdom against the combined forces of Malwa and
Gujarat but also expanded its territories. He is famous for constructing numerous forts and temples,
including the impressive Kirtistambha (Tower of Fame) and the nine-storied Vijaya Stambha (Tower of
Victory) at Chittor, commemorating his victory over Mahmud Khalji of Malwa. His reign marked a golden
age for Mewar. Marwar (Jodhpur) under the Rathors and Amber (Jaipur) under the Kachwahas also
solidified their independent positions, though their major influence would be seen in later periods with
the advent of the Mughals. The ability of these local warrior clans to maintain distinct polities highlights
another way provincial kingdoms emerged â?? through deep-rooted regional identity and military
prowess.

Eastern India: New Dynasties in Orissa, Assam, and Bengal

The eastern parts of India also witnessed the rise of significant regional powers that carved out
independent domains.

Orissa: Expansion and Successive Dynasties

Orissa, a region with a strong cultural and religious identity centred around the Jagannath cult, saw the
consolidation of independent kingdoms. The Eastern Ganga dynasty, which had long ruled parts of
Orissa, continued its sway. Kapilendra Deva (1435-1466) founded the Gajapati dynasty, expanding his
kingdom significantly from the Ganga to the Godavari. He was a powerful ruler who successfully
resisted incursions from the Bahmani Sultanate and even conquered parts of Bengal and the
Vijayanagar Empire. His successors, though not as powerful, maintained the kingdomâ??s
independence for some time. The famous Jagannath Temple at Puri continued to be a focal point of
religious and cultural life. The emergence here was of existing powerful dynasties strengthening their
hold in the absence of a strong Delhi.

Assam and Bengal: Regional Consolidation

Further east, in Assam, the Ahom kingdom, established in the 13th century, steadily consolidated its
power, resisting attempts by the Delhi Sultanate to penetrate the region. The Ahoms, of Tai origin,
developed a distinct administrative and military system, creating a lasting independent polity that would
later confront the Mughals.
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Bengal, being geographically distant from Delhi, often experienced periods of de facto independence
even during the height of the Sultanate. With the decline of central authority, its independence became
formal and enduring. The Ilyas Shahi dynasty (1342-1487) and later the Hussain Shahi dynasty (1493-
1538) ruled Bengal, fostering a unique blend of Islamic and indigenous culture. These rulers were
patrons of Bengali language and literature, leading to a flourishing of regional literary traditions. They
also contributed significantly to architecture, developing a distinct Bengal Sultanate style characterized
by curvilinear roofs and brick construction. The emergence of these dynasties demonstrates how
distance from the capital greatly facilitated the declaration and maintenance of independence.

The Bahmani Kingdom: Foundation, Administration, and
Decline

The Deccan region witnessed the rise of two immensely powerful and frequently contending empires:
the Bahmani Sultanate and the Vijayanagar Empire. Their emergence represents the most significant
examples of regional power consolidation in the south.

Foundation and Early Growth of the Bahmani Sultanate

The Bahmani Kingdom emerged as a direct consequence of a rebellion against the authoritarian rule of
Muhammad bin Tughlaq. A group of disgruntled â??Amiran-i-Sadahâ?? (centurions or provincial
military officers), unhappy with the Sultanâ??s interference in their local administration, revolted in
Daulatabad. Among them, Alauddin Hasan Bahman Shah, originally known as Hasan Gangu, a
distinguished Afghan officer, led the rebellion and proclaimed himself king in 1347. He established the
Bahmani Sultanate with its initial capital at Gulbarga (Ahsanabad). The kingdom rapidly expanded its
territories, encompassing a large part of the Deccan plateau. The administration was initially divided
into four provinces, or â??tarafsâ??, each governed by a â??tarafdarâ?? who held significant military
and administrative powers. This initial administrative structure was crucial for consolidating the newly
formed kingdom.

Mahmud Gawan: Administrative Reforms and Military Expeditions

The Bahmani Sultanate reached its zenith under the guidance of Mahmud Gawan, who served as
Prime Minister under three successive Bahmani Sultans from 1461 to 1481. A Persian merchant by
origin, Gawan was a brilliant administrator and a capable military commander. His administrative
reforms included a systematic land revenue system, a more centralized military organization, and
judicial reforms that improved efficiency and reduced corruption. He also worked to curb the power of
the provincial governors by ensuring that only one fort in each province was under the direct control of
the tarafdar. His military expeditions were highly successful, extending the Bahmani dominion to the
Konkan coast, including the crucial port of Goa, and leading campaigns against the Vijayanagar
Empire. This point needs attention: Gawanâ??s efforts at centralization show a continuous struggle for
power between the center and the regions, even within a new provincial kingdom. His policies, while
strengthening the kingdom, also alienated a faction of nobles (the Deccanis), leading to his tragic
execution in 1481 based on fabricated charges.

The Dissolution of Bahmani Power: Emergence of Deccan Sultanates
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Mahmud Gawanâ??s execution marked the beginning of the end for the Bahmani Sultanate. The
internal conflicts between the two factions of nobles â?? the Deccanis (local Muslim converts and
African slaves) and the Afaqis or Pardesis (foreigners, mostly Persian, Turkish, and Arab immigrants)
â?? intensified significantly. The later Bahmani rulers were weak and incapable, unable to control the
ambitious provincial governors. This led to the gradual disintegration of the kingdom into five
independent Deccan Sultanates: Berar (Imad Shahi dynasty), Ahmadnagar (Nizam Shahi dynasty),
Bijapur (Adil Shahi dynasty), Golconda (Qutb Shahi dynasty), and Bidar (Barid Shahi dynasty). These
five sultanates, while initially warring among themselves, sometimes allied against common threats,
most notably against Vijayanagar. The emergence of these five kingdoms from one large regional
kingdom further illustrates the fragmented nature of power in medieval India.

The Vijayanagar Empire: Its Establishment and Contest with the
Bahmanis

South of the Bahmani kingdom, another mighty empire, Vijayanagar, arose, representing a resurgence
of Hindu political power.

The Vijayanagar Empire was founded in 1336 by Harihara I and Bukka I, two brothers of the Sangama
dynasty, who were initially feudatories of the Kakatiyas of Warangal. The traditional account suggests
they were captured by Muhammad bin Tughlaq, converted to Islam, and sent to quell a rebellion in the
South, only to revert to Hinduism under the influence of the sage Vidyaranya and establish an
independent Hindu kingdom. This point needs attention: whether they were originally from the region or
agents of the Sultanate, their establishment was a direct response to the political instability and vacuum
created by Tughlaqâ??s distant rule and the general decline of central authority in Delhi.

The empire established its capital at Vijayanagara, on the banks of the Tungabhadra River, a
strategically important location. From its inception, Vijayanagar was in constant conflict with the
Bahmani Sultanate over control of the fertile Raichur Doab, located between the Krishna and
Tungabhadra rivers, and access to crucial port cities on the west coast. This perennial rivalry shaped
the political landscape of South India for over two centuries, with numerous battles and shifting
alliances. While the empire saw its golden age under Krishnadevaraya of the Tuluva dynasty (1509-
1529), its emergence and survival against the powerful Bahmanis were significant. However, a major
turning point came in 1565 with the Battle of Talikota (also known as the Battle of Rakshasi-Tangadi),
where the combined forces of four Deccan Sultanates (except Berar) decisively defeated the
Vijayanagar army. While the empire continued in a reduced form for another century, its glory and
power were irrevocably diminished. This empireâ??s emergence vividly answers â??How did they
emerge?â?• by showing a direct indigenous response to both the Delhi Sultanateâ??s decline and the
rise of other regional powers.

UPSC Perspective

The emergence of Indiaâ??s provincial kingdoms after the decline of the Delhi Sultanate is a critically
important topic for the UPSC Civil Services Examination, requiring both factual recall and analytical
understanding.
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For Prelims, the focus is primarily on specific facts:

Key founders and capitals: Examples include Khwaja Jahan (Jaunpur), Shah Mirza (Kashmir),
Hasan Gangu (Bahmani), Harihara I and Bukka I (Vijayanagar), Ahmad Shah I (Ahmedabad).
Prominent rulers: Zain-ul-Abidin (â??Akbar of Kashmirâ??), Mahmud Begarha (Gujarat), Rana
Kumbha (Mewar), Mahmud Gawan (Bahmani), Krishnadevaraya (Vijayanagar).
Significant battles: Battle of Chaul (Gujarat vs. Portuguese), Battle of Talikota (Vijayanagar vs.
Deccan Sultanates).
Architectural contributions: Vijaya Stambha (Mewar), Jagannath Temple (Orissa, though older,
connection to Gajapatis), Sharqi architecture (Jaunpur).
Specific administrative terms: â??Tarafdarâ?? (Bahmani provincial governor).

For Mains, the examination demands a deeper, more analytical approach:

Causes for the decline of the Delhi Sultanate and emergence of regional kingdoms: Discuss
the role of weak central administration, Timurâ??s invasion, ambitious governors, and socio-
economic factors.
Administrative systems of Bahmani and Vijayanagar: Compare and contrast their structures,
land revenue policies, military organizations, and judicial systems.
Inter-state relations and conflicts: Analyze the dynamic power struggles, particularly the
Bahmani-Vijayanagar rivalry over the Raichur Doab and coastal trade.
Socio-cultural developments: Discuss the patronage of regional languages (e.g., Bengali,
Kannada, Telugu) and literature, the evolution of distinct architectural styles, and the impact on
religious practices.
Economic aspects of regional powers: Examine their trade networks, agricultural
developments, and urban growth. Understanding these aspects allows for a comprehensive
narrative of decentralization and regional flourishing.

Common Student Confusion

Students often encounter several points of confusion when studying the emergence of provincial
kingdoms.

Distinguishing between the Bahmani Kingdom and the later five independent Deccan
Sultanates.

Misunderstanding: Some students incorrectly view them as separate entities from the
outset or confuse their chronological order.
Correction: The Bahmani Kingdom was the singular, larger entity founded by Hasan
Gangu. The five independent Deccan Sultanates â?? Berar, Ahmadnagar, Bijapur,
Golconda, and Bidar â?? emerged after the decline and fragmentation of the Bahmani
Sultanate, following the execution of Mahmud Gawan and internal factionalism. The
Bahmani Sultanate was the parent, and the five Deccan Sultanates were its successor
states.
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Correctly identifying the founder and most important ruler for each provincial dynasty.

Misunderstanding: It is easy to mix up names, particularly when multiple dynasties
emerged in the same region or when a founder is different from the most prominent ruler.
Correction: Meticulous note-taking and chronological understanding are vital. For instance,
Khwaja Jahan founded Jaunpur, but Ibrahim Shah Sharqi was a significant patron. Shah
Mirza founded Kashmirâ??s sultanate, but Zain-ul-Abidin was its most celebrated ruler.
Hasan Gangu founded Bahmani, but Mahmud Gawan was its greatest statesman.

The exact chronology of annexations by the Mughals and other regional powers.

Misunderstanding: Students might assume an immediate or simultaneous end for all these
kingdoms with the rise of the Mughals, or confuse which regional power annexed which
other.
Correction: The end of these kingdoms was a gradual process. Some were absorbed by
other regional powers (e.g., Jaunpur by Lodis, Malwa by Gujarat briefly), while others
resisted until later Mughal expansions (e.g., Deccan Sultanates in the 17th century, Ahom
kingdom even later). A clear timeline for each kingdomâ??s rise and fall is essential.

Understanding the nature of the power struggles between Hindu and Muslim kingdoms,
particularly Vijayanagar and Bahmani.

Misunderstanding: There is a tendency to oversimplify these conflicts as purely religious
wars.
Correction: While religious identity was a factor, the primary drivers of conflict were
typically political, economic, and strategic. Control over fertile regions like the Raichur Doab,
access to trade routes and ports, and dynastic ambitions were often the more significant
causes of rivalry. Instances of alliances across religious lines, like the Bahmani alliance with
some Hindu chiefs against Vijayanagar, or the temporary unity of Deccan Sultanates against
Vijayanagar, highlight the complex political realities.

Short Revision Points

Timurâ??s invasion critically weakened the Delhi Sultanate, creating a power vacuum that directly
fostered regional independence. Jaunpur was founded by Khwaja Jahan, and its Sharqi dynasty was
eventually ended by Bahlol Lodi. Zain-ul-Abidin was Kashmirâ??s most liberal and effective ruler,
earning him the title â??Akbar of Kashmirâ?? for his tolerance and promotion of arts. In Gujarat, Ahmad
Shah founded Ahmedabad, and Mahmud Begarha was a formidable ruler who famously engaged with
the Portuguese. Bahadur Shah of Gujarat significantly expanded his territory by annexing Malwa and
even briefly storming Chittor. Rana Kumbha of Mewar was a powerful Rajput ruler, celebrated for
building the Vijaya Stambha. The Bahmani Kingdom was founded by Hasan Gangu; its capital was
initially Gulbarga but later shifted to Bidar. Mahmud Gawan, the highly efficient Prime Minister of the
Bahmani kingdom, was executed due to internal factionalism, leading to the kingdomâ??s rapid decline.
The Bahmani Sultanate subsequently split into five independent states: Berar, Ahmadnagar, Bijapur,
Golconda, and Bidar. The Vijayanagar Empire was founded by Harihara I and Bukka I, and it was in
constant struggle with the Bahmani kingdom primarily over the fertile Tungabhadra doab. The Battle of
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Talikota in 1565 dealt a severe blow to the Vijayanagar Empire, marking a significant turning point in its
history.

FAQs

1. Who founded the independent kingdom of Jaunpur and what was his title?
Khwaja Jahan (Malik Sarwar) founded the independent kingdom of Jaunpur, assuming the title
Malik-us-Sharq.

2. Which ruler of Kashmir was known as the â??Akbar of Kashmirâ?? and why?
Sultan Zain-ul-Abidin was known as the â??Akbar of Kashmirâ?? due to his policies of religious
tolerance, promotion of arts and crafts, and sound administration.

3. What were the five independent kingdoms that emerged from the Bahmani Sultanate?
The five independent kingdoms that emerged from the Bahmani Sultanate were Berar,
Ahmadnagar, Bijapur, Golconda, and Bidar.

The emergence of provincial kingdoms in medieval India was not merely a series of political events but
a profound transformation of the subcontinentâ??s socio-political fabric. It was a period marked by both
fragmentation and consolidation, where the weakness of the central Delhi Sultanate allowed ambitious
regional governors, local chiefs, and distinct cultural identities to assert their independence. This led to
the flourishing of unique regional architectures, languages, and administrative systems across different
parts of India, creating a rich tapestry of independent states. Understanding how these kingdoms
emerged, their distinct characteristics, and their interactions is indispensable for any serious student of
Indian history, particularly for the UPSC Civil Services Examination. For comprehensive guidance on
such intricate topics and strategic preparation, institutions like SHRI RAM IAS are regarded as the best
ias coaching in delhi, offering structured courses that help aspirants navigate complex historical
narratives with clarity.
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