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A number of historians have applied the term ‘theocracy’ for the
political structure of the Delhi Sultanate. For them the Delhi Sultans were
the Pope and Caesar combined in one. The sultans implemented Islamic
shari‘ah for all communities. The ulama exercised the strongest influence
in political matters and the caliphs were considered to be the supreme
sovereigns. The persecution of Hindus, their forceful conversions, destruction
of temples and imposition of jizyah were all part of sultanate’s religious
policy. This paper aims to rectify that these arguments are mainly
generalizations based on few exceptions. The sultans had no religious
authority nor was the shari‘ah ever implemented. The sultans had only
nominal allegiance to the caliphs and the majority of ulama worked for the
sultans for their own vested interests. The conversions were also not
forced although there were few exemptions but even they were politically
motivated and same was the case with the destruction of temples.
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The political structure of the Sultanate of Delhi has been regarded
as a theocracy by a number of historians like R.P. Tripathi, U.N. Day,
R.C. Majumdar, Ishwari Prasad and Hans Raj among many others.
Then there are others who did not use the term theocracy but their
description of the Sultanate’s political system presents a similar picture.
Historians like H.M. Elliott, V.A. Smith, Wolseley Haig, H.H. Dodwell,
Stanley Wolpert, Stanley Lane-Poole, Peter Hardy, Romila Thapar, and
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Sunil Kumar etc. are among those who subscribe to these views. The
aim of this paper is to first highlight the arguments of these historians in
favour of the theocratic model of the Delhi Sultanate and then an effort
has been made to counter these arguments to prove despite presence of
certain features existed yet the political structure of the Delhi Sultanate
was not theocractic.

Before giving their views on this argument it is necessary that the
term theocracy must be defined. Theocracy is derived from a Greek
word theokratia which means government by God. A Greek historian
named Josephus Flavius used this term for the very first time. Theocracy,
for him, was a type of government in which the sovereignty was attributed
to God.! According to the Encyclopedia of Religion, theocracy, is the
“rule by God, and refers to a type of government in which God or gods
are thought to have sovereignty”.> Theocracy is also defined as a form
of government in which God or some deity is considered to be the real
ruler, and His laws are considered to be the laws of the state, implemented
by the priestly section of the society acting as His ministers.® According
to the Dictionary of Modern Politics, a theocracy is run by clerics and
where religious ideas and institutions have profound influence.* Henry
Sidgwick in his work The Development of European Polity explains
the development of theocracy, and asserts that a state organization initially
declares itself to be divine and organizes itself professionally only for the
religious cause, and then after sometime, it starts gathering means to
acquire secular powers so much so that the government in that state
starts reflecting a theocratic character. Subsequently this religious
organization takes over the control of all the affairs of the state then we
call that particular state a theocratic state.” James Smylie summarizing
the theory of theocracy, and maintains that theocracy is a form of
government in which all the authority is considered to be rested with
God, and the rulers and priests are appointed and are answerable to Him
alone for they are His Divine incarnations.® Thus theocracy is a state
which shows the nexus of church and state and a merger of religious and
political authorities. In other words theocracy is a form of government
in which either God himself rules the kingdom or rules it through His
deputies, whether they are kings or the priestly class. All of them are
considered to be directly under God’s command.

A brief description is made here to take an overview of the
theocratic model. The most common statement that one comes across
about the sultans of Delhi while studying the historical works is, “the king
was the Caesar and Pope combined in one”.” It has been argued that
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there was the concept of divine kingship in the Sultanate. In which a king
himself becomes the deputy of God, and performs religious duties along
with the temporal ones, which is also a kind of theocracy. For the
ordinary citizen of the Sultanate of Delhi, their sultan was the shadow of
God on earth. Thus they could hardly think of criticizing him or revolting
against him. For revolting against the Sultan was considered to be a
revolt against God.® It was thought that the Sultanate was formed and
consolidated for the promotion, promulgation and protection of Islam. All
the resources of the government were utilized to serve the religion. And
this was how the political leadership of the Sultans of Delhi took the form
of both secular and religious head of the Sultanate.

The Sultans were termed as fanatics, bigots and extremists in their
religious outlook. All the wars fought by the Muslim rulers were assumed
to be jihad against the infidels and there existed no other motives.’ The
influence of shari‘ah'’ was also considered very extensive in the matters
of the state. The sultans were not considered to be above it nor could
they go against it.!! They were assumed to be supreme as long as they
continued to adhere to the Divine laws. The foremost duty of the Sultans
being the heads of the Islamic kingdom was to uphold tenents of Islam
and shari‘ah. And if they failed to do so, they became unworthy of
authority and thought to have become illegitimate. They had to follow
shari‘ah as it was and they did not have the power to divorce religion
from political matters.

On the other hand the ulama’? exercised an undue influence in
both religious and political matters.!* They supervised the laws of the
state and determined whether these were according to the Islamic
principles or not. They insisted on giving the state a religious touch by
implementing religious laws. These ulama were quite fanatic and orthodox
having considerable hold on the sultans.'* They were so powerful that
even the strongest of the sultans could not counter or challenge them and
forced to let them formulate the state policy. The sultans too were in the
habit of taking advice from the ulama on all matters."”” The sultans were
under strict check of them and almost all sultans patronized their
contemporary ulama. The gadis or jurists were also chosen from among
them. They were also capable of countering the sultans by issuing fatwds
against them, which could result in the terrible revolts of the masses.
Even the strong sultans could not ignore their suggestions.

The entire Delhi Sultanate was ruled by a singular law which was
the Islamic law and Islam was the state religion.'® All the departments
of the state including judiciary were designed according to it. The Muslims
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and Hindus alike were handled with the single recognized law. All the
appointed judges were Muslims and not a single Hindu judge was ever
employed by the state. Since the judicial system was not based on
secular principles it was natural that it operated against the non-Muslims
who were in great majority.!” The Hindus were treated severely for the
same crime for which the Muslims were treated rather leniently since
the faith of the accused in the case of Hindus differed from that of the
judge.

It had been argued that the social, economic and religious conditions
of the Hindus were pathetic in the Delhi Sultanate as a theocratic state
always works against those who do not follow the faith of the state.
They were regarded as dhimmis or second grade citizens by the Muslim
sultans who made them inferior beings in their own lands.'® They suffered
from discriminatory laws and they lived at the mercy of the sultans. The
policy of intolerance and persecution was adopted towards the Hindu
subjects. Because of their religious persecution thousands of Hindus
were killed since almost all the Muslim rulers were inspired from the zeal
of jihad while fighting the infidels of India.

The Hindus for these historians were reduced to misery and poverty,
and there were no opportunities of employment for them. All the
respectable posts were reserved for the Muslims and the Hindus were
not even considered for them.!” However, minor posts like those of
clerks, water carriers and porters were given to the Hindus. As for the
taxes when implemented they were levied solely on the Hindus or their
heavy burden fell on them. Even the most liberal sultans suffered from
these flaws. Then they had to pay a poll-tax called jizyah. In theory it
was meant to be paid in order to have freedom of religion for the
non-Muslims as well as protection from the state. The imposition of
Jjizyah was in fact an instrument of humiliation for the Hindus and it was
the proof that the ruling elite considered the locals inferior. Although it
was collected in lieu of military service the fact was that they were
never recruited in the army nor they were allowed to join and they had
to pay sum for an obligation they were not allowed to choose.”® They
Ilbari, Khalji and Tughluq dynasties were very passionate about the
collection of jizyah. They were passionate to collect religious taxes from
the Hindus and all the Hindus were condemned to pay them. But even
after paying jizyah they were not allowed religious freedom. The burden
of jizyah was so heavy that Hindus in a large number embraced Islam
to get rid of it.”!

The goal of the Muslim sultans of Delhi was to propagate Islam
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and convert all the non-Muslims and eliminate all the other religions of
the region. For this purpose the conversion campaign was sponsored by
the government and facilities were provided to the non-Muslims to get
them converted. There were only two ways, the sultans either bribed the
infidels to embrace Islam or forced them to get converted.”? For this
purpose jobs were offered to the new converts as it was a trick to
encourage more and more locals to get converted if they wanted economic
prosperity. The resources of the state and royal treasury were used for
the cause of conversion.

The other and most common way was the conversion by force.
Because of sultans’ religious zeal thousands of Hindus were slaughtered
and forced to convert to Islam. All of the Delhi Sultans were involved
in this process. For the purpose of eliminating Hinduism the sultans
demolished Hindu temples and idols.”® The Hindus were forbidden to
build new ones or rebuild the demolished ones.

The above mentioned characteristics of the political system of the
Delhi Sultanate are mostly exaggeration on the part of the historians who
try to prove the existence of theocracy in the Delhi Sultanate. Here an
attempt is made to counter the above mentioned arguments.

Relationship of Religion and Politics in the Delhi Sultanate

It is claimed that religion and politics complemented each other in
state affairs in Delhi Sultanate. One of the reasons of this confusion
arose from the early history of Islam that presented the same picture.
Prophet Muhammad (£%) laid the foundation of the first Muslim state in
Madinah in 622 A.D. The statement of “Pope and Caesar combined in
one” can be applied to this era of Muslim history* since the Prophet was
both the political as well as the religious head of that state.** After his
demise the four Pious Caliphs (A.S) continued the practice polocies of
the holy prophet (£2). However, with the rule of the Umayyad and later
Abbasid Caliphs, the Caliphate changed into monarchy.” These caliphs
used to deal only with the political matters of the state, and they used
to nominate their heirs. They regarded the Caliphal lands as their family
possessions, which is the most subtle feature of the concept of monarchy,

and they also turned the public exchequer into their personal treasury.
*Western Christian theocracy is actually a form of government in which a country is

ruled by immediate divine guidance or by officials who are regarded as divinely guided.
thus theocracy is entirely different from that islamic polity - Ed.
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As for the Sultanate of Delhi there was no merger of political and
religious authorities. The Sultanate of Delhi was based on the hereditary
monarchy, a concept adopted from the ancient Persian traditions, and not
from Islam since the Prophet (&) did not nominate any heir, nor any of
the four Pious Caliphs.?® The royal treasury was generally considered to
be the personal treasury of the sultan alone, and most of the time the
whole of the booty and taxes used to go into it. For example, in 1259
Ulugh Khan (later Sultan Balban) brought the booty of thirty thousand
tankas form Mewat, all of which went into the royal treasury.?”’

The misconception about merger of religious and political authorities
also had its origin in the use of the religious symbols by the sultans like
the titles they adopted while ascending the throne, such as Sham al-Din,
Ala al-Din and Ghiyath al-Din etc.?® The reason for the adoption of such
titles was to present themselves as representatives of faith to secure the
support of the Muslim masses. These titles in fact had no practical
purposes but only a symbolic appeal. Malik Khusrau Khan after murdering
Sultan Qutb al-Din Mubarak Khalji in 1320, adopted the title of Nasir
al-Din. He was regarded a usurper by the nobility and the public. Thus
he felt the need to adopt a religious title in order to keep the Muslims
under his control.?® There were other religious symbols used on the
coins, for instance, by the sultans. Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq, for
example, used the inscriptions like “Whoever, obeys the Sultan, obeys
God”, and “Obey God and His Prophet and those with authority amongst
you” on his coins.*!

Another reason of the misconception of religious and political powers
had come from the concept of Divine Kingship.** This theory is the
legacy of the ancient Sassanid Persia and has no basis in Islam.** In fact,
the political philosophy of the Delhi Sultanate was mainly influenced by
ancient Persian as well as Turkish and local Hindu political traditions,
operating largely in the framework of Muslim political traditions. The
ideal rulers for the sultans were not the Prophet (&) or the Pious
Caliphs (A.S.) but the ancient Persian and medieval Turkish rulers like
Jamshed, Afrasiyab, Sanjar, Tughril and Khwarizm Shah etc.** Nizami
quoted Saiyyid Sulaiman Nadvi who asserted that the Sultans of Delhi
were not the representatives of Islam. They were mostly new converts
and hardly aware of the staunch Islamic ideals.*

The most significant representation of the Persianization was the
introduction of the Persian customs, traditions, etiquettes and ceremonies
in the royal courts. The Ilbari Sultans were credited with introducing the
Persian outlook in the Delhi Sultanate. According to Barani, the courts
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of the Delhi Sultans, like the ancient Sassanid emperors’ courts were
decorated with grandeur and magnificence throughout the rule of the
1lbari Sultans so that it could create awe in the hearts and minds of the
people.*® This practice continued during the rule of the later dynasties as
well. In this regard, there were many non-Islamic court etiquettes, like
the tradition of pd’ibos or toe kissing which continued during the reign
of the successive dynasties.’” The distinction between the low-born and
highborn, which adhered to by some of the //bari Sultans was also a
legacy of the Persians. According to Aziz Ahmad, the Persian Imperialism
flourished and influenced the political theory so much so that the Islamic
theory lost its face.*®

Many of the historians held the view that the Delhi Sultanate had
religious basis. As discussed earlier, many Muslim scholars, however,
believed that the Sultanate was, in fact, a monarchy having no legality
in the Islamic traditions. The fact is that they simply had to make a public
face of shari‘ah so that it could further enhance their prestige.** However,
many sultans sincerely respected shari‘ah, which did influence their
decisions. For instance, most of the taxes levied during the Sultanate
were illegal and it was almost at the end of the fourteenth century that
Sultan Firuz Tughluq abolished unlawful taxes but he was the only
exception.*’ In most of the cases religious traditions were set aside for
instance Barani has related that Sultan Balban believed that when it was
a matter of the state, he would not care whether his steps were according
to the laws of Islam or not.*' Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji believed that
politics had nothing to do with the religion.*” Then there were many
pleasure-seeking sultans who were very fond of singing and dancing, and
also addicted to wine. The punishments inflicted on the offenders of the
state, especially in the reigns of Sultans Balban, Ala al-Din Khalji and
Muhammad ibn Tughluq were also un-Islamic in nature.

Another important feature of the medieval Muslim state was their
relationship with the Caliphate. The Caliph was considered to be the
head of the entire Muslim world. But the sultans of Delhi had only
nominal allegiance with the Caliph of Baghdad, and were fully independent
in their dealings. Even those historians who believed that Delhi Sultanate
was a theocracy also believed that the Caliph had practically no role in
running the affairs of the sultanate.” The sultans still viewed the allegiance
to the caliphs in order to legitimize their rule. Whenever a Sultan received
his investiture from the caliph, he in return showed his allegiance to him
by inserting caliph’s name on the coins and the khutbah of the Friday
prayer was read in his name. Excluding the few exceptions like Qutb
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al-Din Mubarak Khalji and Muhammad ibn Tughlug, all Sultans of Delhi
recognized the supreme authority of the caliph but it was only in
ceremonial. Therefore, many of the sultans did not receive investitures
from the caliph, and still they ruled quite successfully. Sultans Balban and
Ala al-Din Khalji for example, are considered to be two great Muslim
rulers of India and both of them ruled without receiving recognition from
their contemporary caliphs. Sultan Qutb al-Din Mubarak Khalji not only
did away with the references to the caliph, but himself proclaimed to be
a caliph.* Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughulg, according to Bada’uni, also
believed himself to be the rightful person to be called the caliph.*

There used to be another benefit of the investiture which required
obedience from the masses for the sultan. For instance, during the reign
of Sultan Firuz Tughluq in the manshur that he received from the caliph,
it was written that those who disobey the Sultan were actually sinners
and will be punished on the Day of Judgment.*® However, the allegiance
to the caliph was only symbolic in nature. In fact, the Sultans cared little
for the caliphate. It is evident from an incident, referred by Sirhindi that
when two years after the sacking of Baghdad in 1258 at the hands of
the Mongols, the Mongol ambassador arrived in the capital of Sultanate
they were given a royal reception by the Delhi Sultan.?’

Then there is the question of whether the wars fought by Delhi
Sultans were out of their religious zeal or some other purpose. The fact
is that the Sultans were not religious warriors as portrayed by many
historians basing their assumption on the medieval Persian historical works.
The basic characteristic of jihdd or holy war is the protection and
promotion of the religion. Not a single example of this kind of war was
found in the war history of the sultanate since the conquests of the
sultans were either for expansion of their empire or for booty collection.
Arnold declared it an allegation and opined that except for a few occasions
the state never tried to protect or promote their religion in Delhi Sultanate.*®
Sultans Iltutmish himself mentioned the secular nature of the Sultanate
and said that under the circumstances the royalty was facing it was not
possible for him to be the defender of the faith.*

Influence of Ulama in State and Politics

It is argued that in the Delhi Sultanate the u/ama had a profound
influence in all matters of religion and politics. The fact is that the ulama
used to advise to the sultans in matters of religion, but their suggestions
were not binding on the sultans. However, there were instances when



Hamdard Islamicus 165 Vol. XLII, Nos. 1 & 2

the sultan did or had to accept their recommendations, which has been
discussed later in this work.

There existed a symbiotic relationship between the political and
religious authorities. The relationship between the sultans and ulama was
beneficial for both of them. The ulama got high state positions, titles,
stipends and grants from the rulers, while the ulama associated with the
state machinery generally worked as tools to strengthen the position of
the sultans. The sultans needed the support of the ulama in order to get
support and retain hold on the people.*® The head of the religious authority
was Shaykh al-Islam who often used to legitimize the acts and deeds
of the Sultans.’! Some of the sultans used them in order to achieve their
ends. According to Nizami, whenever there was trouble in any area
created by the Muslim rebels the sultans used to send ulama there so
that they could pacify the people of the region appealing to their religious
sentiments.”> However, among the u/ama there were those who sincerely
contested the state policies which they perceived to be un-Islamic, while
there were others as well who supported the oppressive policies of the
state, and allied themselves with the sultans for getting favours for
themselves.* Moreover, sometimes they used to fabricate traditions of
the Prophet (£2) which the sultans used for securing the obedience of
the masses.’ In this way the sultans of Delhi took advantage of their
alliance with the ulama who on the other hand, were ready to cooperate
with the rulers for their own benefits. Sunil Kumar adds that “when the
Delhi Sultan did dispense his favour, it was very much with an eye to
the fact that the individuals he favoured would be useful in consolidating
his authority.”

The Sultans never encouraged the influence of the ulama in matters
of the state. Although the ulama used to sit in the courts of the sultans
and they joined them in their meals, their suggestions hardly influenced
the political decisions of the sultans. Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji was known
for his discouragement of the ulama’s interference in politics. Barani
related that he used to say that the politics had nothing to do with
religion.* Similarly Muhammad ibn Tughluq was more influenced by the
philosophers than the religious scholars. During Sultan Firuz Tughluq’s
reign, the political matters were not in the hands of the u/ama. But since
he was weak, he had to let them influence the state matters to some
extent. Even then, as Banerjee pointed out, he used them as ‘safety
valve’ for political disturbances.*’

Then there were other kind of ulama and mashd’ikh present in
Delhi Sultanate as well who used to challenge the Sultans and their
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policies. For instance, according to Bada’uni and Sirhindi, during the
reign of Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq, a pious scholar named Shaykh
Shihab al-Din Shaykh Ahmad Jam criticized the sultan and called him a
tyrant. He had to lose his life when he refused to take his comment
back.® The same sultan was criticized by a fagih (an exeget) named
Afif al-Din for the devastating consequences of the Sultan’s economic
reforms.”* According to Ibn Battutah, there was another contemporary
theologian of Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq named Taj al-Din Arifin
who refused to meet the sultan when he wished it.** These defiant
theologians, however, generally did not belong to the court and thus were
not supposed to support the state. On the other hand, the ulama related
to the sultans’ courts served as legitimizers for them and for their policies
and in return they received special favours from the government.

Existence of Multiple Legal Systems

It is also said about the Delhi Sultanate that there existed a single
law, the law of Islam. For some historians, with the arrival of the Muslims
in India the legal system of Islam was applied on the whole of the Delhi
Sultanate and all the other legal systems were abolished. The fact is that
the conquest of the Muslims in India never directly affected the social
structure of the Hindu society and the legal practices in the Hindu
populated areas were hardly disturbed. There was little contact of the
rural population with the Muslim authorities at the centre. The Hindus
lived in villages and they had little contact with the Muslim laws’
application which was mainly in districts and not in the rural areas.®' The
Sultans of Delhi, on the other hand, could not interfere in the personal
law of Muslims and Hindus.*? Similarly, the law of the government was
though Islamic, but it was never applied on the non-Muslims. It is also
incorrect to say that the Delhi Sultans abolished the Hindu law and
imposed Islamic law on the Hindus. The fact was that in personal matters,
Hindu law was applied, and only the criminal laws were administered by
the government.®® The village panchdyats, on the other hand, were left
undisturbed to deal with the cases among the Hindus.* In the villages,
along with the panchayats, the headmen also used to administer justice
and worked as magistrates. The cases between Hindus and Muslims
were, however, decided by the ordinary courts and on the principles of
justice. According to Qureshi, very few cases of Hindu petitioners came
to the state courts throughout the Delhi Sultanate period.®® Yet in offences
that could be termed as penal, the Muslim and the Hindus were all
treated equally and with same yardstick.
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The argument about the existence of a single law system is based
on assumptions for Habibullah claimed that the modern historians know
little about the law application systems of the medieval India because of
the scarcity of the relevant material.¢ Also there was an absence of a
centralized government in the Delhi Sultanate and it can be safely
concluded that since the hold of the government in the far flung areas
was weak, there could not be the possibility of the existence of a strong
single legal system in the whole of the Delhi Sultanate.

Treatment of Hindus in the Delhi Sultanate

It is assumed that the most deprived and pitiable section of the
population in the Delhi Sultanate was that of the Hindus. The concept of
dhimmi was criticized for it was believed to have a connotation of
inferiority. As already mentioned, the meaning of this term has nothing
to do with the social status of the non-Muslims under the Muslim rule;
rather it is simply a technical expression of distinguishing subjects on the
basis of religion. The allegation that there was no freedom of religion for
the Hindus is also mistaken and exaggerated. The fact was that they had
complete religious freedom, and they were allowed to perform their
rituals openly.’” The Hindus were generally not discriminated in India
during the rule of the Delhi Sultans. Even in inns and other public spaces,
there is no record of exclusion for the Hindu travelers. Instead the inns
made special arrangements for the Hindu guests.

According to Nizami, the founding Sultans of Delhi were actually
impressed by Khawaja Moin al-Din Chisti’s concept of Sulh-i-Kul which
meant peace with all.®® During the Khalji Dynasty, the Hindus enjoyed
equal status like that of the Muslims, and no evidence is found of Hindus
being stopped by the rulers from practicing their religion.” The Tughluq
Dynasty was also tolerant towards the Hindus. Sultan Muhammad ibn
Tughluq was free from religious and ethnic prejudices, and in his reign
justice was for all. For instance, according to Ibn Battutah, a Hindu
complained about him and the Sultan appeared before the gdzi for the
trial.” The Hindus were never stopped from practicing their religion and
they lived freely.”! Even the Hindu literature of that time mentioned that
there were no restrictions on Hindus in the performance of their religious
rites and rituals.”> Similarly, the Hindu culture, religion and art not only
retained their vitality but they also flourished under the Muslim rule, and
were free from the control of the government.”

As for the imposition of jizyah, Mohammad Habib had argued that it
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was not for the purpose of degrading or humiliating the Hindus,” it was
merely a tax by which the non-Muslims living under the Muslim ruler get
the rights of protection by the state apparatus.” The fact was that there
was no organized machinery to collect it. Tripathi had said that jizyah
“was gradually failing into disuse. The ablest of the Delhi Sultans were
taking more interest in the secular revenue and were inclined to ignore
Jizya”." Jizyah was also not a burden, for it was not imposed on all and
sundry. For example, the poor, old, women and children were exempted
from it. Another important point is that the percentage of the payment
of jizyah was different for different classes. Thus, the financially weak
people had to pay only a minimum amount in the name of this tax.”” In
the context of implementation of jizyah, the most infamous figure is that
of Sultan Firuz Tughluq. He is accused of imposing jizyah on the
Brahmans as well those who were supposed to be exempted from it.
What they failed to see was that though Sultan Firuz imposed it on all
the Hindus, it was not out of his committment to any religious obligation
but it was imposed for financial purposes.”® Moreover, during Sultan
Firuz’s reign, jizyah was never collected thoroughly.”

Another related argument as mentioned earlier, was that though
Jjizyah was imposed in lieu of military service, and therefore, the Hindus
were not allowed to join the armed forces at all. This perception seems
mistaken, as we come across many examples of the presence of Hindu
soldiers in the royal forces. Andre Wink maintained that from Sultan
Qutb al-Din Aibek onward, the Hindus were recruited in the royal army.*
Similarly, according to Habibullah, when Raziyya Sultana raided on the
capital to regain her lost throne along with her husband, she had in her
army many Hindu mercenaries from Jat and Khokar tribes.®! Isami
related that when Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji was attacked by his nephew
Ikit Khan, the sultan was defended and saved by his Hindu guards.®
When Ghazi Malik (later Sultan Ghiyath al-Din Tughluq) went to fight
against the usurper Khusrau Khan, his troops were consisted of Hindus
as well.¥ Therefore, the accusation was wrong as Hindus did have a
share in the army recruitment.

Another allegation attributed towards the Delhi Sultans was that
they demolished all the temples and idols they found in India because of
their religious zeal and hatred for other religions. The fact is that only
some of the temples were destroyed, not all. There were instances when
the sultans and their armies refrained from hurting them even during the
war times. For example, a big and rich Jain temple during the reigns of
the early sultans was left untouched or “overlooked” by the Muslim
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armies on Mount Abu.’* Besides, as argued by Wolseley Haig, the
temples and idols that were knocked down were not out of sultans’ love
for their religion.®

The basic reasons for the demolition of these temples were not
religious but political and economic. The temples were destroyed only
during wars and those which had some connection with the legitimacy
of the regional rulers. For Nizami the destruction of the temple signified
the destruction of the legitimacy of the ruler.’ Often a temple which
was related to the ruler contained a deity which was supposed to protect
the king and the kingdom. If the statue of deity was destroyed or
humiliated, it symbolized the defeat and humiliation of the ruler. Therefore,
the Delhi sultans used to take the deities from the destroyed temples and
trampled them in the capital city. For Richard M. Eaton, this was done
not out of religious fervor but the deities were the token of their victory.®’
For instance, Bada’uni related that, when Sultan Iltutmish attacked Ujjain,
he brought images from the major temples of the area and trampled them
in Delhi.®® Similarly, Afif recounted that Sultan Firuz Tughluq invaded
Orissa in 1359 and brought the major deity from the famous temple of
Jagannath to Delhi to be trampled over.* It is important to note that the
rulers who submitted to the Muslim attacks, their temples were not
harmed. During Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq’s campaign in Nagarkot,
he refrained from demolishing the temple there.”® Even Sultan Firuz
Tughluqg, narrated Afif, did not demolish the idol of Jawalamukhi at
Nagarkot after its ruler submitted.! On rare occasions, the mosques
were built in place of demolished temples but again the reason was to
assert the political supremacy and authority. For instance, Sirhindi
mentioned in his Tarikh-i Mubarak Shahi, that Ulugh Khan during the
reign of Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji destroyed the famous temple of Somnath
in Gujarat in 1299 and built a mosque instead.”” The temples that were
either never associated with any rulers or were formerly used for their
legitimization were considered to be politically useless and generally left
untouched and unharmed. Like in the thirteenth-century India, twenty
five temples at Khajuraho survived Muslim attack because they were
already abandoned by the Hindus.*

Another major reason of attacking the Hindu temples was to take
hold of the treasures collected in those temples. At that time, the Mongol
armies were threatening the very existence of the Sultanate. The treasures
of these temples were used to organize campaigns against the invading
Mongols. According to Jazjani, for example, Malik Ulugh Khan
(later Sultan Balban) once said that the royal army should raid on the
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Hindu lands to collect wealth from their temples to use it against the
Mongol aggressors.**

It is generally argued that during the Delhi Sultanate new temples
were not constructed nor the demolished ones were allowed to be repaired.
This argument is incorrect, for Sultan Firuz Tughluq himself mentioned
in his memoirs, Futihit Firuz Shahi, that before his reign, new Hindu
temples used to be built.”* Qureshi asserted that Hindus were allowed to
build new temples but with prior permission of the government.®® On the
basis of evidence from the Hindu texts, Jackson argued that during the
Delhi Sultanate, in the capital city a new temple with the name of Sri
Krishna Bhagwan was built.”” Similarly, Habibullah quoted Cunningham
who discovered a temple which might have been built nearly 1000 A.D.
the temple also had pilgrimage records of the years 1241-90.°® Nizami
in his work Saldtin-i Delhi Kay Madhhabi Rujhandt mentioned on the
basis of a source titled Dastusara, the construction of at least fifty new
temples during the reign of Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji.”” The construction
of new temples continued during the Tughluq dynasty as well. Similarly,
Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq declared that those who pay jizyah
would be allowed to build temples.'®

In addition, there were many cases in which the sultans gave
permission to the Hindus who wanted to repair their damaged temples.
For example, during the reign of Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji, the governor
of Gujarat, Alp Khan gave the Hindus permission for the reconstruction
of a temple.'” A Sanskrit inscription suggested that Sultan Muhammad
ibn Tughluq ordered to repair a Siva temple in Kalyana.'® Sultan Firuz
was mostly condemned for the demolition of the temples. The fact was
that the Sultan had become angry because the majority of the temples
were built without the permission of the government. Thus he gave
orders for their demolition.'®

There is a view that mass conversion took place when the Sultan
of Delhi forced the Hindus to embrace Islam or allured them by offering
political patronage. Eaton has challenged this view, and asserted that if
it were the case, the mass conversion would have taken place in and
around the center of the Delhi Sultanate, but it did not happen. The mass
conversions in fact took place at the peripheral regions of the Sultanate,
particularly in Western Punjab and Eastern Bengal, where the state
control and influence was lesser.!* The conversion process in India was
neither organized, nor was it sponsored by the state. S.M. Yusuf denied
this allegation and asserted that the Muslim state in India never showed
signs of passion for the conversion of the locals. Yusuf quoted in his
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work the opinion of G. Sarton that the Muslims were tolerant towards
other religions and their followers, since after centuries of Muslim rule,
the Muslims were still in minority.'” The local sifis, gddis or the spiritual
influence of a local shrine played a crucial role in conversion as well as
developing the beliefs of the new converts.!® The sifis of that time,
especially the Chishtis and Suhrawardis, contributed to the promotion of
Islam.'”” These sufis preached Islam all by themselves, and were not
sponsored by the state. According to Habibullah, Sultan Firuz Tughluq
stands almost alone in utilizing state machinery for the promulgation of
Islam,'® but Banerjee denied it, and argued that if the Sultan had
encouraged conversion, there would have been instances of mass
conversions.'”’

Another allegation which was leveled against the Muslim rulers of
the Delhi Sultanate was that the doors of high governmental jobs were
closed for the Hindus. This allegation also is somewhat exaggerated
since only during the rule of the //bari Sultans of Delhi, Hindus and even
the local converts were not recruited as the sultans mistrusted them as
it was the nascent phase of the Delhi Sultanate. Zafar Imam in his work,
The Musalmans of the Subcontinent, agreed that the sultans of Delhi,
in the thirteenth century, showed selectiveness in their appointments, and
the Turks and the Tajiks mostly filled the civil positions in the
administration.!'® But it was not done on the basis of religion rather on
the basis of ethnicity and racialism. The perceived lack of trust and
loyalty among the non-Turks and non-Tajiks was largely responsible for
it. The ruling Muslim elite mistrusted the Hindus for they kept on rebelling
against them while for the Indian Hindus the Muslims were invaders and
they had no trust in them which was natural on their part. In such a
situation, lack of trust between the two parties resulted in the exclusion
of Hindus and converts from the governmental jobs, and thus on all major
official positions the sultan’s family, friends and slaves dominated. Sultan
Balban is the most infamous in this regard, but the fact was that he used
to guard the interests of his own race.!"" However, during the times of
the later /lbari Sultans, we come to know of different people in government
positions like Rajani, Hathiya and Birnathan, who were probably
non-Muslims.'"? After the arrival of the Khaljis, the doors of governmental
positions were opened for people on merit. The Hindus were also appointed
on important positions. For instance, according to Barani, during the reign
of the founder of the Khalji dynasty, Sultan Jalal al-Din Khalji, a Hindu
was appointed wakil-i dar (head of the royal household).!'* Another
Hindu was appointed during the reign of Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji as a
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treasurer.!'* Then during the reign of Sultan Qutb al-Din Mubarak Khalji,
Samar Singh Jain was a high state official.'"

During the reign of the Tughlugs, more Hindus were appointed in
government positions. Dusaju, whose father Nain was an officer under
Jalal al-Din Khalji, received great favors from Sultans Ghiyath al-Din and
Muhammad ibn Tughlug.''® Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq filled many
important posts with the local people of India and even appointed Hindu
governors of his states. During his reign there was a Hindu commander
of Gulbarga fort named Bhiram Rai who was a special friend of the
sultan.!'” The sultan, according to Ibn Battutah, also appointed a Hindu
named Rattan as the governor of Sindh/Sehwan. The second wazir of
Daulatabad was a Hindu named Dhara Dhar.!"® Afif recounted that
even Sultan Firuz Tughluq had Hindu friends. A Rajput named Rai Bhiru
was a bodyguard of Sultan Firuz.!' Moreover, according to Barani, he
honored Hindu landlords because of their services to the royal army
during the expedition to Bengal.!*

The sultans of Delhi could never have successfully ruled without
the contributions of the local population. They were aware that they
needed the cooperation of the locals in order to run the administration.
That was why, in the rural areas the old Hindu officials, the khuts,
mugaddams, and patwaris continued to be responsible for the rural
administration and revenue collection.!?! Tara Chand maintained that:

When Qutb al-Din Aibek decided to stay in Hindustan, he had no
other choice but to retain the Hindu staff which was familiar with
the civil administration..... Brahman legists advised the king on the
administration of the Hindu law and Brahman astronomers helped
in the performances of their general function.!??

The sultans of Delhi ruled the tributary states through a number of
Hindu rulers who remained quite independent in their own lands, if they
owed allegiance to the Delhi sultan.'> Often the rulers of the conquered
areas were reinstated. In this regard, one of the strongest of the Delhi
sultans, Ala al-Din Khalji contended himself to rule far-flung areas of the
Deccan indirectly.'”* Then there were other services which the Hindus
performed. For instance, the sultans utilized thousands of Hindu
constructors for building magnificent buildings.!* Moreover, the Brahmans
helped in settling Hindu disputes.'*

The Delhi sultans were accused of adopting the policy of Hindu
persecution. The fact was that the masses had nothing to fear from the
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Muslim sultans if they remained peaceful. Nizami quoted from a Hindu
writer, Sajan Rai Bhandari, that commoners of the Delhi Sultanate
considered Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji an angel.'”” The praise might have
been an exaggeration, but it is a fact that Sultan Ala al-Din Khalji’s
economic measures were not for the soldiers alone. The masses, both
the Hindus and Muslims alike, and the commoners lived prosperously in
his reign. Elphinstone maintained that though Sultan Ala al-Din was
notorious because he had confiscated all the excessive property and
wealth of the masses, the effected included both Hindus and Muslims
and it was meant to stop the rich ones from causing upheavals.!*® On
the other hand, he ordered that no taxes should be implemented on the
poor Hindus. Sultan Muhammad ibn Tughluq was also tolerant towards
the Hindus. It was at the end of his reign because of the failure of his
ambitious plans that he became harsh in punishments, and in this connection
his wrath largely fell on the Muslims, including the sifis and theologians.
Sultan Firuz Tughluq, as already mentioned, had good relations with his
Hindu subjects, and they lived happily in his times.!?’

The Sultans were also accused of implementing inhuman punishments
on the Hindu rebels only. There is no denying the fact that the Hindu
rebels were tortured to death by sultans but almost the same kind of
punishments were meted out to the Muslim rebels as well. Tughril, the
governor of Lakhnauti, for example, rebelled during the reign of Sultan
Balban, who not only killed him but destroyed all his family including
women and children as well as those who were suspected of having
association with him.!* In punishing the offenders, the sultans never
even forgave their own kin. Sultan Ala al-din Khalji for instance, killed
his own nephews and his own brother for the rebellion of his sons.!*!
Similarly Sultan Mohammad ibn Tughluq killed his own brother on the
suspicion of revolt.!3? During his reign the Muslims suffered as much as
the Hindus.

Conclusion

The Sultanate of Delhi was thus not exactly a theocracy. There
was no fusion of religious and political powers, nor did the u/ama unduly
influence the political matters of the state. The Hindus enjoyed protection
under the Muslim rule and so did their religion and their legal systems.
They were though killed and subdued by the rulers, it was not out of their
hatred for their religion but for political, military, economic and strategic
consideration. The striking feature of the Sultanate was tolerance towards
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the Hindus and the followers of other religions. Thus it can be concluded
that the Delhi Sultanate was not a religion based polity and nor an
Islamic one because there were many things against the Islamic political
theory.
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