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Maratha Empire Rise and Fall Explained

Description

The emergence of the Maratha Empire represents a significant chapter in Indian history, charting the
rise of an indigenous power that challenged and-eventually. eclipsed the waning Mughal authority.
Originating in the rugged terrain of the Western Ghats, the Marathas transformed from local chieftains
into a formidable force, establishing a vast dominion that spanned.across much of the Indian
subcontinent. Their story is one of remarkable military prowess, astute administration, and a resilient
spirit, but also of internal fissures and strategic missteps that ultimately led to their downfall.
Understanding this trajectory offers crucial insights into the dynamics of power, state-building, and
eventual decline in 17th and 18th century India.

The Maratha rise began in an era marked by the decline of local Deccan sultanates and the expansive
ambitions of the Mughal Empire under Aurangzeb. This period created a power vacuum and a fertile
ground for a new regional power to assert itself. The hardy Maratha people, accustomed to a
challenging environment, found a leader who could channel their energies and aspirations into a
coherent political and military movement.

Maratha Empire Introduction and Origin

The Maratha Empirea??s origins are deeply rooted in the cultural and geographical landscape of
Maharashtra. The region, with its mountainous terrain and network of forts, fostered a distinct identity
among its people, characterized by resilience and self-reliance. During the 16th and early 17th
centuries, Maratha chieftains often served as military commanders and administrators in the Deccan
Sultanates of Bijapur and Ahmednagar. They gained valuable administrative experience and military
training under these rulers, understanding the intricacies of warfare and governance.

The Bhakti movement, with its emphasis on equality and a common cultural identity through language
and devotional practices, also played a role in fostering a sense of unity among the Marathas. Saints
like Tukaram and Eknath propagated messages that resonated with the common people, indirectly
contributing to a collective consciousness that Shivaji Maharaj would later galvanize. The political
fragmentation of the Deccan, coupled with the increasing pressure from the Mughals, created an
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environment ripe for a strong, indigenous leadership to emerge and consolidate these disparate forces.

Shivaji Maharaj and Early Maratha Expansion

Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj stands as the iconic founder of the Maratha Empire. Born in 1627, Shivaiji
inherited the jagir of Pune from his father, Shahaji Bhonsle, who was a prominent Maratha general
serving the Bijapur Sultanate. From a young age, Shivaji displayed extraordinary leadership qualities,
military acumen, and a vision for an independent Maratha state, or a??Hindavi Swarajyaa??.

Shivajia??s early career was marked by a series of audacious military campaigns against the Bijapur
Sultanate and later, the mighty Mughal Empire. He adopted guerrilla warfare tactics, known as
a??Ganimi Kavaa??, which leveraged the difficult terrain to his advantage against larger, conventional
armies. His capture of strategic forts like Torna in 1646 and Raigad were early indicators of his strategic
genius. The killing of Afzal Khan, a Bijapur general, in 1659, cemented his reputation as a formidable
leader.

His administration was as revolutionary. as his military strategy. Shivaji established a centralized
administrative system, dividing his kingdom into provinces, each under a viceroy. He reformed the land
revenue system, ensuring direct collection from/cultivators and promoting agricultural growth. A key
innovation was his council of eight ministers, the &??Ashtapradhana??, which advised him on various
matters of state. This council included the Peshwa (prime minister), Amatya (finance minister), and
Sachiv (secretary), among others. Shivaji also built a strong navy to protect his coastal territories and
trade routes, a unique feature for an inland power of his time. His coronation in 1674 marked the formal
establishment of the Maratha independent kingdom, giving it legitimate political status and a strong
ideological foundation.

Rise of the Peshwas and Maratha Confederacy

Following Shivajia??s death in 1680, and after the reigns of his successors Sambhaji and Rajaram, the
Maratha kingdom faced a prolonged struggle with Aurangzeb, known as the Maratha War of
Independence. This period, while challenging, ultimately forged a resilient Maratha identity. By the early
18th century, a new power structure began to emerge within the Maratha state.

The office of the Peshwa, initially a ministerial position under Shivaji, gradually gained prominence. This
point needs attention. Balaji Vishwanath, appointed Peshwa by Shahu (Shivajia??s grandson), in 1713,
effectively laid the foundation for the Peshwaa??s ascendancy. He was instrumental in negotiating the
Treaty of Lonavala in 1714 and securing Mughal recognition of Maratha rights to collect Chauth (one-
fourth of revenue) and Sardeshmukhi (an additional ten percent) from the Deccan provinces. This treaty
formalized Maratha presence in Mughal territories and provided a legal basis for their expansion.

Balaji Vishwanatha??s son, Baji Rao |, who became Peshwa in 1720, was an ambitious and brilliant
military strategist. He envisioned a Maratha empire beyond Maharashtra and embarked on aggressive
campaigns, expanding Maratha influence northwards into Malwa, Gujarat, and Bundelkhand. Under
Baji Rao |, the Maratha power transformed from a regional kingdom into an empire with pan-Indian
aspirations. He is known for his swift cavalry movements and direct confrontation tactics.
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The third Peshwa, Balaji Baji Rao (Nana Saheb), continued this expansion, leading the Maratha Empire
to its greatest territorial extent. However, during his time, the nature of the Maratha state also evolved
into a confederacy. As the empire grew, power was decentralized among several powerful Maratha
families, who were granted semi-autonomous control over large territories. These included the
Gaekwads of Baroda, the Holkars of Indore, the Scindias of Gwalior, and the Bhonsles of Nagpur.
While nominally loyal to the Peshwa in Pune, these confederate states often pursued their own
interests, a factor that would become significant in the later decline. This decentralization was both a
strength, enabling rapid expansion, and a weakness, fostering disunity.

Key Conflicts and Empirea??s Zenith

The Maratha Empire reached its zenith in the mid-18th century, controlling or influencing a vast swathe
of the subcontinent, from the Punjab in the north to Karnataka in the south, and from Gujarat in the
west to Odisha in the east. This expansion brought them into conflict with various powers, including the
Mughals, Rajputs, Jats, Rohillas, and increasingly, the European trading companies.

A significant event that marked)both the peak and the beginning of the long-term decline was the Third
Battle of Panipat in 1761. The Marathas; under the command of Sadashivrao Bhau, confronted the
invading forces of Ahmad Shah Abdali, the Durrani ruler of'Afghanistan. The battle was a catastrophic
defeat for the Marathas. They lost a significant number of their best commanders and a substantial
portion of their army. This devastating loss severely crippled Maratha power and prestige, halting their
northern expansion decisively. Now this becomes important. While the Marathas recovered somewhat
under Peshwa Madhavrao |, Panipat exposed the inherent weaknesses of their confederate structure
and the difficulty in forging a unified front against a determined external aggressor. The immediate
aftermath saw a power vacuum in the north, which the British East India Company would later exploit.

Despite the setback at Panipat, the Marathas remained a dominant force for several decades. Under
Peshwa Madhavrao I, the Maratha confederacy was revitalized, and their authority was reasserted over
many regions. He restored order, reformed the administration, and successfully campaigned against
Hyder Ali of Mysore and the Nizam of Hyderabad. However, his early death in 1772 deprived the
Marathas of a strong and capable leader at a critical juncture. The subsequent period was
characterized by internal power struggles, particularly between Raghunath Rao and Nana Fadnavis,
which further weakened the central authority of the Peshwa.

Factors Leading to Maratha Decline

The decline of the Maratha Empire was a complex process, stemming from a confluence of internal
weaknesses and external pressures. The seeds of decline were sown even during its period of
expansion.

One primary factor was the lack of a strong, unified central authority after the death of Madhavrao I.
The confederacy system, while effective for initial expansion, proved detrimental in the long run. The
powerful Maratha chiefs (Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, Bhonsles) often pursued independent policies,
leading to internecine conflicts and a drain on resources. Their inability to present a united front against
the British was a critical flaw.
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Military weaknesses also played a significant role. While the Marathas were renowned for their cavalry
and guerrilla tactics, they failed to adapt to changing military technologies and strategies. They
increasingly relied on mercenary forces and European-style infantry and artillery, often commanded by
foreign officers, but without fully mastering these new methods themselves. Their cavalry, once their
strength, became less effective against disciplined British infantry and artillery. The lack of a strong
logistical system for extended campaigns also hampered their efforts.

Economic strain and administrative issues contributed to the decline. The Maratha economy relied
heavily on revenue collection through Chauth and Sardeshmukhi from conquered or tributary territories.
This system often led to resentment among the populace and did not foster long-term economic
development within their core territories. Their administration, while effective in some areas, lacked the
consistent long-term vision required for a stable, pan-Indian empire. Continuous warfare and internal
dissent also drained the treasury.

The rise of the British East India Company was the most significant external threat. The British, with
their superior organization, disciplined army, advanced weaponry, and robust financial backing, steadily
expanded their influence. They skillfully exploited Maratha internal divisions through diplomatic intrigues
and military interventions. The-Anglo-Maratha Wars were a direct outcome of this clash of ambitions.

Furthermore, the absence of a consistent succession policy after the early strong Peshwas led to
prolonged periods of regency and infighting, further debilitating the state. The ambition of various
individuals to capture power often overshadowed the larger interests of the empire.

The End of the Maratha Empire

The final demise of the Maratha Empire came through a series of conflicts with the British East India
Company, known as the Anglo-Maratha Wars. These wars systematically dismantled Maratha power
and sovereignty.

The First Anglo-Maratha War (1775-1782) was largely inconclusive. It arose from British interference
in a succession dispute within the Maratha state (between Raghunath Rao and Nana Fadnavis). The
Treaty of Salbai (1782) ended the war, largely restoring the pre-war status quo, but it established British
diplomatic supremacy and their recognition of Madhavrao Il as the legitimate Peshwa. It also marked a
period of relative peace, allowing the British to consolidate their power elsewhere.

The Second Anglo-Maratha War (1803-1805) was far more decisive. It resulted from the internal
conflicts among the Maratha confederates and the Peshwaa??s weakness. The Treaty of Bassein
(1802), signed by Peshwa Baji Rao Il with the British, effectively made him a subsidiary ally, sacrificing
Maratha independence. This treaty was highly unpopular with other Maratha chiefs, who then
challenged the British. However, fragmented Maratha forces were defeated by the British under
Wellesley and Lake in battles such as Assaye and Laswari. This war significantly reduced Maratha
territorial control and brought large areas under direct British influence.

The Third Anglo-Maratha War (1817-1818) marked the definitive end of the Maratha Empire. This
conflict was provoked by British determination to crush the remaining Maratha power and eliminate the
Pindaris (mercenary groups often associated with Maratha armies). Peshwa Baji Rao Il attempted to
rally the Maratha chiefs, but their combined forces were no match for the British. The Peshwa was
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defeated at Khirki, Koregaon, and Ashti. He eventually surrendered and was exiled to Bithur near
Kanpur with a pension. The Peshwaship was abolished, and most of the Peshwaé&??s territories were
annexed by the British, forming part of the Bombay Presidency. The remaining Maratha states (Scindia,
Holkar, Gaekwad, Bhonsle) became princely states under British paramountcy, losing their independent
foreign policy and military autonomy. The Maratha Empire, as a sovereign power, ceased to exist.

UPSC Perspective

The Maratha Empirea??s rise and fall is a core topic for the UPSC Civil Services Examination, offering
insights into political, military, and administrative history.

Prelims focus:

o Key figures: Shivaji Maharaj, Sambhaji, Rajaram, Tarabai, Shahu, Balaji Vishwanath, Baji Rao I,
Balaji Baji Rao, Madhavrao I, Nana Fadnavis, Raghunath Rao, Baji Rao Il.

e Administrative terms: Ashtapradhan, Chauth, Sardeshmukhi, Sarjamdari.

e Battles: Battle of Pratapgarh, Battle of Kolhapur, Battle of Palkhed, Third Battle of Panipat (1761),
Anglo-Maratha Wars (First, Second, Third), Battles of Assaye, Laswari, Khirki.

e Treaties: Treaty of Salbai (1782), Treaty of Bassein (1802), Treaty of Deogaon, Treaty of Surji-
Anjangaon, Treaty of Rajghat.

e Forts: Raigad, Torna, Sinhagad, Purandar.

e Chronology: Order of Peshwas, major battles.

Mains focus:

e Analysis of Shivajia??s administration: Its features, strengths, and relevance.

e Causes for the rise of Maratha power: Geographic, socio-economic, political factors.

¢ Shift of power to Peshwas: Reasons and consequences for the empire.

¢ Impact of the Maratha Confederacy: Its advantages and disadvantages.

e Reasons for Maratha failure to establish a lasting pan-Indian empire: Compare with the
Mughals or British.

e Causes of decline: Internal feuds, military stagnation, economic policies, British intervention.

e Significance of the Third Battle of Panipat: Its long-term political and military implications.

e Legacy of the Maratha Empire: Its contribution to Indian culture, language, and regional identity.

Common Student Confusion

A common confusion among students is distinguishing between the role of the Chhatrapatis (the
Maratha kings, descendants of Shivaji) and the Peshwas (the prime ministers). Many mistakenly
believe the Peshwas were the ultimate sovereign rulers throughout the entire Maratha Empirea??s
history.

To clarify, the Chhatrapatis, starting with Shivaji, were the de jure (legal) sovereign rulers of the
Maratha kingdom. However, after the reign of Shahu Maharaj, especially from the time of Balaji
Vishwanath and his successors, the Peshwas became the de facto (actual) administrative and military
heads. They effectively held the reins of power, expanded the empire, and led military campaigns, while
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the Chhatrapati remained a symbolic figurehead, confined mostly to Satara. This transition of power
was gradual but became firmly established by the mid-18th century, profoundly altering the nature of
Maratha governance.

Short Revision Points

e Founder: Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj (1627-1680).

¢ Vision: Hindavi Swarajya (self-rule).

e Administration: Ashtapradhan Mandal, efficient land revenue system, strong military with
guerrilla tactics.

e Peshwas Rise: Balaji Vishwanath began the ascendancy of the Peshwas.

e Expansion: Baji Rao | and Balaji Baji Rao led vast territorial expansion.

e Confederacy: Gaekwads, Holkars, Scindias, Bhonsles became powerful semi-independent
chiefs.

e Zenith: Mid-18th century, widespread influence.

e Panipat (1761): Major defeat against Abdali, weakened Maratha power and prestige.

e Decline Factors: Internal disunity, weak central authority, military stagnation, economic issues,
rise of British.

e End: Three Anglo-Maratha Wars, culminating/in 4818, with the abolition of Peshwaship and
annexation by the British.

e Last Peshwa: Baji Rao Il.

FAQs

1. Who founded the Maratha Empire?
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj founded the Maratha Empire in the 17th century.

2. How did the Maratha Empire end?
The Maratha Empire ended after being defeated by the British East India Company in the three
Anglo-Maratha Wars, with the final defeat occurring in 1818, leading to the abolition of the
Peshwaship and British annexation of territories.

3. Who was the last Peshwa of the Maratha Empire?
Baji Rao Il was the last Peshwa of the Maratha Empire.

The journey of the Maratha Empire, from its inspiring inception under Shivaji to its ultimate dissolution,
offers critical lessons on statecraft, military strategy, and the perils of internal fragmentation. Its rise
against a dominant Mughal power demonstrated indigenous strength and resilience, while its fall
underscored the importance of unified leadership and adaptation to changing geopolitical realities,
especially in the face of a rising colonial power like the British. For aspirants preparing for the Civil
Services Examination, a deep understanding of the Maratha Empirea??s rise and fall is indispensable,
as it provides a comprehensive perspective on a dynamic period of Indian history. Those seeking to
master such complex historical narratives often find guidance at institutions like SHRI RAM IAS, which
is regarded as the best ias coaching in delhi for its focused and in-depth history programs.
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