Evolution and Growth of Muslim Society in
the Subcontinent — Till 1858

1. Introduction

The evolution of Muslim society in the Indian subcontinent was a long historical process
extending from the arrival of Islam to the end of Mughal sovereignty in 1858. It was shaped
not merely by Muslim political conquests but also by trade, migration, conversion, Sufism,
education, state institutions, urbanization and cultural interaction.

The establishment of Muslim rule in Sindh in 712 CE, followed by the Ghaznavids, Ghurids, Delhi
Sultanate and Mughal Empire, created successive political and cultural environments in which
Muslim society developed. The Delhi Sultanate began in 1206, while the Mughal dynasty was
established by Babur in 1526 and formally ended with the British deposition of Bahadur Shah
Zafar after the 1857 uprising.

For CSS, the topic is important because it explains how a religious community gradually
developed into a distinct socio-cultural and eventually political community, providing
historical background to later Muslim political consciousness.

2. Meaning of Muslim Society in the
Subcontinent

Muslim society should not be understood simply as the population living under Muslim rulers.
It developed through the interaction of:

Islamic faith and institutions

Arab, Persian, Turkic and Afghan migrations
Local converts to Islam

Muslim rulers and administrators

Sufi saints and religious scholars

Traders and craftsmen

Educational institutions

Persian and Urdu literary traditions
Indo-Islamic architecture

Local customs and regional cultures

Thus, Muslim society in India was diverse but increasingly connected by a common
religious and cultural identity.

THE COMMONS INSTITUTE 0325017 9777




3. Early Muslim Contacts with the
Subcontinent

A. Muslim Traders

Islam reached the Indian subcontinent through peaceful commercial contacts even before
Muslim political conquest.

Arab merchants travelled to the western coast of India and established commercial relationships
with local communities.

Importance
Trade created:

Religious contact

Cultural exchange
Arab-Muslim settlements
Commercial networks
Early Muslim communities

Therefore, the arrival of Islam in India cannot be explained exclusively through military
conquest.

4. Muhammad bin Qasim and Sindh — 712
CE

The first major establishment of Muslim political authority occurred in Sindh in 712 CE under
Muhammad bin Qasim.

He defeated Raja Dahir and established Umayyad authority in Sindh.

Importance
Muhammad bin Qasim's conquest:

Established an early Muslim political base.

Introduced Islamic administrative practices.
Connected Sindh more closely with the Muslim world.
Created a permanent Muslim presence in the region.
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o Facilitated interaction between Islamic and Indian cultures.

However, the Muslim population did not suddenly become dominant throughout India. The
growth of Muslim society was a gradual and regionally uneven process.

5. Ghaznavid Period

The next major phase came with the rise of the Ghaznavids.
Mahmud of Ghazni

Mahmud of Ghazni established strong political influence in Punjab and made Lahore an
important centre of Muslim civilization.

Contributions

Strengthened Muslim political presence.

Encouraged migration of scholars and administrators.

Increased interaction between India and Central Asia.
Strengthened Persian cultural influence.

Made Lahore an important centre of Muslim learning and culture.

The Ghaznavid period therefore helped establish the north-western subcontinent as a gateway
between India and the wider Persianate-Islamic world.

6. Muhammad Ghori and the Foundation of
Muslim Rule

The Ghurid period was more significant for permanent political expansion.
Second Battle of Tarain — 1192
Muhammad Ghori defeated Prithviraj Chauhan.

This victory opened the way for the establishment of Muslim political authority in northern
India.

After Ghori's death, his former slave and general Qutb-ud-din Aibak established an
independent kingdom.

Result

1206 — Beginning of Delhi Sultanate
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7. Delhi Sultanate (1206—-1526)

The Delhi Sultanate lasted for more than three centuries and became one of the most important
phases in the development of Muslim society.

The major dynasties were:

Slave/Mamluk Dynasty
Khalji Dynasty
Tughlag Dynasty
Sayyid Dynasty

Lodi Dynasty

ko E

The Sultanate provided the political framework within which Muslim institutions and culture
expanded.

8. Political Development under Delhi
Sultanate

The Sultanate:

Established Delhi as a major political centre.

Created a centralized administrative system.

Developed military institutions.

Expanded Muslim political authority.

Encouraged migration from Central Asia, Persia and Afghanistan.
Created new urban centres.

The Sultanate also brought India into closer political and cultural contact with the wider Islamic
world.

9. Administrative Development

One of the important features of Muslim rule was the development of new administrative
institutions.

Iqta System

The iqta system provided officials with revenue assignments in return for administrative and
military responsibilities.

Persian Bureaucracy
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Persian became the principal language of:

Administration

Court culture

Official correspondence
Historical writing

Elite literature

This strengthened the connection between Indian Muslim society and the broader Persianate
world.

10. Urbanization and Muslim Society

Muslim political rule encouraged the growth of cities.
Major centres included:

Delhi

Lahore

Multan

Ajmer

Jaunpur

Bengal's urban centres
Bidar

Gulbarga

Cities became centres of:

Government

Trade

Education

Religious scholarship
Crafts

Literature
Architecture

Thus, Muslim society was closely connected with the development of urban civilization.

11. Role of Migration

Migration played a major role in Muslim social development.
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Scholars, soldiers, administrators, merchants, craftsmen and Sufis came from:

Central Asia
Persia
Afghanistan
Arabia

These migrants brought:

Languages
Administrative traditions
Religious scholarship
Artistic traditions
Literature

Scientific knowledge
Architectural styles

They interacted with indigenous Muslim communities and local populations, producing a
distinctive Indo-Muslim culture.

12. Role of Sufism

The Most Important Social Force

Sufism played a particularly important role in the social and spiritual growth of Muslim
society.

Sufi saints generally emphasized:

Love of God
Spiritual purification
Service to humanity
Humility

Charity

Moral conduct

Their khangahs became centres of:

Religious teaching
Food distribution
Charity

Spiritual guidance
Social interaction
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13. Major Sufi Orders

1. Chishtiya

Important figures included:
Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti
Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki

e Baba Farid
e Nizamuddin Auliya

The Chishtis became especially influential in northern India.

2. Suhrawardiya

Particularly influential in:

e Punjab
e Sindh
e Multan

3. Nagshbandiya
Later became particularly important for Islamic revival and religious reform.

Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi became its most famous Indian representative.

14. Social Impact of Sufism

Sufism:
e Made Islamic teachings accessible to ordinary people.
« Created institutions of social welfare.
e Encouraged charity and hospitality.
o Established spiritual centres throughout the subcontinent.
o Helped develop Muslim communities in rural areas.
« Encouraged interaction between different religious communities.
e Strengthened Islamic consciousness.

Sufi traditions also interacted with indigenous devotional traditions. This contributed to the
development of a distinctive South Asian religious and cultural environment.

15. Islam and Conversion
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The growth of Muslim society also involved conversion.

However, conversion was not caused by a single factor.

Factors varied from region to region and included:

Religious Factors

Some people were attracted to Islamic monotheism and the teachings of Sufis.
Social Factors

Islam's emphasis on spiritual equality appealed to some groups living within rigid social
hierarchies.

Economic and Political Factors

Some individuals converted because of opportunities associated with Muslim administration,
military service or commercial networks.

Sufi Influence

Sufi networks played an important role in some areas.
Important CSS Point

Avoid writing:

"All Indians converted to Islam because of Muslim rulers."
This is historically simplistic.

The expansion of Islam resulted from multiple social, religious, economic, political and
cultural factors operating over centuries.

16. Development of Muslim Educational
Institutions
Education became a major component of Muslim society.

Institutions

¢ Madrasas
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Maktabs

e Khangahs

e Libraries

e Mosques as centres of learning
Subjects

Muslim education included:

Quran
Hadith

Figh

Arabic
Persian
Logic
Philosophy
Mathematics
Astronomy
Medicine

These institutions helped preserve and transmit Islamic intellectual traditions.

17. Muslim Society in Bengal, Punjab and
Deccan

Muslim society did not develop only around Delhi.

Bengal
Bengal became an important centre of:

Islam

Sufism
Agriculture

Trade

Muslim settlement

Punjab

Punjab became an important gateway of Muslim civilization because of its geographical
connection with Afghanistan and Central Asia.

Important centres included:
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e Lahore
e Multan

Deccan

The Deccan developed independent Muslim states and a rich Indo-Persian culture. From the
fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, the region contained several highly developed Muslim courts
with connections to Iran, West Asia, Africa and Europe.

18. Bahmani and Deccan Muslim States

The Bahmani Sultanate, established in 1347, became the first major independent Muslim state
of the Deccan.

Later, the Deccan fragmented into several states, including:

Bijapur
Golconda
Ahmadnagar
Bidar

Berar

These states contributed to:

Architecture

Literature

Music

Painting

Persian culture
Urdu/Deccani literature
Trade

The Deccan also became an important centre of international trade, especially in textiles and
diamonds.

19. Language and Literature

Language was one of the greatest cultural contributions of Muslim civilization.

Persian

Persian became the language of:

e Administration
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o Literature
o Court culture
o Historical writing

Urdu

Urdu gradually developed through interaction among:

Persian

Arabic

Turkic languages
Local Indian languages

It became an important language of Muslim cultural expression.

Literary Development
Muslim writers contributed to:

Poetry

History
Philosophy
Religious literature
Biography
Political thought

This literary tradition later became extremely important in the formation of Muslim political
consciousness.

20. Indo-Islamic Architecture

Muslim rule introduced new architectural forms.

Major Features

Domes

Arches

Minarets

Large courtyards
Geometric decoration
Calligraphy

Gardens

Tomb architecture
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Important Examples

e Qutb Minar

e Quwwat-ul-Islam Mosque

e Alai Darwaza

e Mughal forts

e Mughal tombs

o Gardens and mosques

The resulting architecture was not simply imported; it developed through the combination of
Islamic/Persianate forms and Indian craftsmanship.

21. Mughal Empire — 1526

The Mughal period began when Babur defeated Ibrahim Lodi at the First Battle of Panipat
in 1526.

The Mughal dynasty ultimately ruled the largest and most powerful Muslim empire in the
subcontinent.

Major rulers included:

Babur
Humayun
Akbar
Jahangir
Shah Jahan
Aurangzeb

22. Babur

Babur established Mughal political authority.

Contributions
Defeated Ibrahim Lodi.
Defeated the Rajput confederacy at Khanwa.

Introduced Central Asian political and military traditions.
Established the foundation of the Mughal Empire.

L]
[ ]
[ ]
[ ]
However, his reign was short and consolidation was left largely to his successors.

23. Humayun




Humayun initially lost the empire to Sher Shah Suri.

He later returned with Persian assistance and recovered Delhi and Agra in 1555.

Importance
His exile in Persia strengthened Mughal connections with:

Persian culture
Art
Architecture
Administration

24. Sher Shah Suri

Although not a Mughal ruler, Sher Shah made important contributions to the development of
administration.

Contributions

Improved road networks.
Strengthened communication.
Improved revenue administration.
Standardized currency.

Developed administrative institutions.

His reforms influenced later Mughal administration.

25. Akbar — Consolidation of Muslim Rule

Akbar ruled from 1556 to 1605 and became the principal architect of Mughal consolidation.

He established an effective administrative system and expanded Mughal authority across large
parts of the subcontinent.

Major Features

Centralized administration
Mansabdari system
Revenue reforms

Rajput alliances
Expansion of empire
Administrative integration
Cultural patronage
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Akbar's policy toward religious communities was generally more inclusive than that of several
earlier rulers.

26. Akbar's Religious Policy

Akbar pursued Sulh-i-Kul, generally understood as universal peace/tolerance.
He:

Removed some discriminatory taxes.

Included non-Muslims in administration.

Held interfaith discussions.

Encouraged intellectual exchange.

Sponsored translations of Sanskrit works into Persian.

His court brought together Muslim and non-Muslim scholars and religious representatives.

27. Jahangir

Jahangir continued many Mughal institutions.
His period is associated with:

Development of Mughal painting

Court culture

Consolidation of imperial administration
Growth of artistic traditions

Mughal artistic culture increasingly absorbed Indian influences.

28. Shah Jahan

Shah Jahan's reign represented the height of Mughal architectural achievement.

Contributions

Taj Mahal

Red Fort

Jama Masjid

Mughal gardens
Architectural refinement
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His period strengthened the cultural prestige of Muslim rule.

29. Aurangzeb

Aurangzeb ruled from 1658 to 1707.

He expanded Mughal territory to its greatest extent.
Major Features

Expansion into the Deccan.

Greater emphasis on Sunni Islamic law.
Compilation of Fatawa-e-Alamgiri.
Reorganization of aspects of administration.
Long military campaigns.

His reign was also marked by prolonged warfare, which placed considerable financial and
administrative pressure on the empire.

30. Muslim Society During Mughal Rule

The Mughal period witnessed the maturation of Muslim society.
Major Features

Growth of Muslim urban centres.

Expansion of madrasas.

Development of Persian literature.

Growth of Urdu.

Expansion of Sufi networks.

Development of Muslim architecture.

Expansion of commerce.

Growth of professional and administrative classes.

The Mughal Empire also facilitated cultural exchange between Persianate and Indian traditions.

31. Social Structure of Muslim Society

Muslim society was not economically or socially uniform.

It included:

1. Ruling Elite
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Mughal family
Nobility
Mansabdars
Governors

2. Religious Elite

3. Military Class

e Soldiers
e Cavalry
« Military commanders

4. Urban Middle Groups

Merchants
Artisans
Administrators
Teachers
Physicians

5. Rural Population
o Farmers
o Landholders
o Labourers

Therefore, "Muslim society" consisted of multiple social and economic classes.

32. Waqf and Social Welfare

The institution of waqf played an important role.
Wagqf resources supported:

Mosques
Madrasas
Shrines
Scholars
Students
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o Charitable activities

This created an important connection between religious institutions and social welfare.

33. Muslim Women

Muslim women participated in various aspects of social and cultural life.
Examples of elite women included:

e Gulbadan Begum

e Hamida Banu Begum

e NurJahan

e Jahanara Begum

Women contributed to:

o Literature
e Architecture

e Charity
o Court politics
e Education

« Patronage

However, Muslim women's experiences varied greatly according to class, region and social
status.

34. Cultural Synthesis

A major characteristic of Muslim society was the development of Indo-Muslim civilization.
It combined:

Islamic + Persian + Central Asian + Indian influences

This was visible in:

e Architecture

e Clothing
e Cuisine

e Music

e Painting

o Literature
o Language
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o Administration
e Urban life

This cultural interaction produced a civilization that was neither simply Middle Eastern nor
purely indigenous.

35. Decline of Mughal Empire

After Aurangzeb's death in 1707, Mughal power declined.

Causes
Political
o Weak successors
e Succession disputes
o Court intrigues
e Provincial rebellions

Administrative
e Weakening of central authority
« Declining efficiency
e Provincial autonomy
Economic
e Increasing military expenditure
e Revenue difficulties
« Financial pressure
Military
o Maratha expansion
« Regional resistance
« External invasions

Foreign Invasions

Nadir Shah invaded Delhi in 1739, severely damaging Mughal prestige and resources.

36. Rise of Regional Muslim States

As Mughal authority declined, several Muslim states developed considerable autonomy.
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Important examples included:

Hyderabad
Awadh
Bengal
Mysore
Rohilkhand

These states preserved aspects of Muslim political and cultural traditions even while the Mughal
centre weakened.

37. Rise of British Power

The British East India Company gradually transformed from a commercial organization into a
political power.

Important Stages

1757 — Battle of Plassey

British victory in Bengal increased Company influence.

1764 — Battle of Buxar

British victory strengthened Company political authority in eastern India.

1799 — Fall of Tipu Sultan

British power expanded further in South India.

1803 — Brritish capture of Delhi

The Mughal emperor increasingly became a symbolic ruler under British influence.

By the nineteenth century, Mughal sovereignty was largely nominal. The Mughal dynasty
continued formally until 1857-58, but effective political power had long shifted to the British.

38. Muslim Society Under British
Ascendancy

The decline of Muslim political power affected Muslim society significantly.

Major Changes
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Loss of political authority.

Decline of traditional Muslim elites.

Reduced importance of Persian.

Expansion of English education.

Changes in landholding.

Changes in government employment.

Growth of Western-style institutions.
Emergence of new Muslim intellectual debates.

This produced a major question:

How could Muslims preserve their religious and cultural identity while adapting to a
modern colonial environment?

39. Decline of Persian

One of the most important cultural changes was the decline of Persian as the language of
administration.

The spread of English altered:
Government employment
Education

Legal administration
Elite culture

Muslims who remained outside modern education increasingly faced disadvantages in the
emerging colonial system.

40. Muslim Religious Revival

The weakening of Muslim political power encouraged religious revival.

Important figures included:

Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi

« Strengthened Islamic religious consciousness.

o Criticized excessive religious syncretism.

o Defended Islamic orthodoxy.

o Became associated with the Nagshbandi revival tradition.
Shah Waliullah
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Sought Muslim religious and social reform.

Emphasized Quran and Sunnah.

Called for intellectual and moral revival.

Tried to reconcile Muslim legal traditions.

Became an important influence on later Muslim reform movements.

41. Shah Waliullah's Importance

Shah Waliullah occupies a special position in the evolution of Muslim society.

He recognized that Muslim decline was not merely political.
It also involved:

Religious weakness
Social divisions
Intellectual stagnation
Political fragmentation
Economic problems

Therefore, he advocated comprehensive Muslim reform.

42. 1857: Turning Point

The War of Independence of 1857 became the decisive turning point in the history of Muslim
society.

The uprising involved different groups and regions, so it should not be described simply as a
purely Muslim movement.

However, the Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah Zafar became its symbolic figurehead.
After the British suppressed the uprising:

Mughal sovereignty ended.

Bahadur Shah Zafar was exiled.

The British Crown took direct control of India.
The old Muslim political order finally disappeared.

43. 1858: End of the Mughal Political Era

The Government of India Act 1858 transferred authority from the East India Company to the
British Crown.
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This marked the formal end of the Mughal political era.

Therefore:

712 — Beginning of Muslim political presence in Sindh
1206 — Delhi Sultanate

1526 — Mughal Empire

1707 — Major acceleration of Mughal decline

1857-58 — End of Mughal sovereignty

This is the appropriate endpoint for the topic *'Evolution and Growth of Muslim Society in the
Subcontinent till 1858."

44. Overall Evolution — The Big Picture

The entire process can be understood in six stages:
Stage 1 — Arrival

Arab traders + Muhammad bin Qasim
!

Stage 2 — Political Establishment
Ghaznavids + Ghurids

!

Stage 3 — Consolidation

Delhi Sultanate

!

Stage 4 — Cultural Maturity
Mughal Empire

!
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Stage 5 — Decline and Colonial Transformation

1707-1857

!
Stage 6 — End of Muslim Sovereignty

1857-58

45. Major Contributions of Muslim Society

Muslim society made significant contributions to the subcontinent in:
Political

Centralized administration
Revenue systems

Military organization
Urban governance

Educational

e Madrasas

e Libraries

o Religious scholarship

« Persian and Arabic learning

Cultural

Urdu

Persian literature
Calligraphy
Music

Painting

Architectural

Mosques
Forts
Tombs
Gardens
Minarets
Domes
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Social

Khangahs

Wagf institutions
Charitable traditions
Educational networks

Economic

Long-distance trade

Urban markets

Crafts

Textiles

International commercial links

The Deccan, for example, became an important international trade centre for textiles and
diamonds and developed distinctive Muslim court cultures.

46. Muslim Society Was Not Monolithic

This is an important CSS analytical point.
Muslims in the subcontinent differed in:

Ethnic background
Language

Region

Class

Sect

Profession
Cultural practices

There were:

Sunni Muslims
Shia Muslims

Sufi communities
Scholars

Nobility

Peasants

Traders

Artisans

Soldiers

Indigenous converts
Central Asian, Afghan, Persian and Arab migrants
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Thus, Muslim society was diverse internally but increasingly connected through common
religious and cultural institutions.

4’7. Muslim Society vs Muslim Political Power

Another important distinction:
Muslim political decline did not mean the disappearance of Muslim society.
After Mughal political power declined:

Sufi institutions remained.

Madrasas continued.

Muslim literary traditions survived.

Regional Muslim states emerged.

Muslim communities remained socially significant.
Religious scholarship continued.

Therefore, political decline and social decline were not identical processes.

48. Historical Significance of 1858

By 1858, the Muslim society of the subcontinent had passed through a complete historical cycle:

Arrival — Establishment — Expansion — Consolidation — Cultural Development —
Political Decline — Colonial Transformation

The end of Mughal sovereignty created the conditions for a new phase of Muslim history.
The central question after 1858 became:

How could Muslims preserve their identity and improve their social, educational and
political position under British rule?

This question eventually produced the reform movements of the nineteenth century and, later,
modern Muslim political consciousness.

49. Cause-and-Effect Chain

Arrival of Islam
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l

Muslim settlements and Sindh

l

Ghaznavid influence

l

Ghurid conquest

!

Delhi Sultanate

l

Muslim institutions + Persian culture + Sufism

l

Growth of Muslim communities

!

Mughal Empire

!

Mature Indo-Muslim civilization

!

Aurangzeb's death — 1707

!

Mughal decline

l

Rise of regional powers and British East India Company

l
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Loss of Muslim political authority

l

1857 uprising

l

1858 — End of Mughal sovereignty

l

Beginning of a new phase of Muslim reform under British rule

50. Critical Evaluation

The evolution of Muslim society in the subcontinent cannot be reduced to a history of Muslim
invasions or Muslim dynasties. It was a complex process of social formation involving political
authority, migration, trade, religious movements, conversion, scholarship and interaction with
indigenous cultures.

The Delhi Sultanate provided political and institutional foundations, while Sufism played an
important social role. The Mughal Empire brought political consolidation and produced a highly
developed Indo-Muslim cultural ~civilization. Persian, Urdu, architecture, education,
administration and urban culture became important elements of this civilization.

At the same time, Muslim society remained internally diverse. Muslim rulers followed different
policies toward religious communities, and relations between Muslims and non-Muslims varied
across regions and periods.

After 1707, the decline of Mughal power and expansion of British authority transformed Muslim
society. The loss of political power forced Muslims to confront new educational, economic and
social realities. The events of 1857-58 finally ended Mughal sovereignty, marking the
conclusion of the medieval/early-modern phase and opening the way for nineteenth-century
Muslim reform and political awakening.

Quick Revision Table

Period Major Development Importance
712 Muhammad bin Qasim Muslim political presence in Sindh
10th—11th centuries Ghaznavids Punjab and Persian cultural influence
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Period Major Development Importance

1192 Second Battle of Tarain Ghurid foundation for northern Muslim rule
1206-1526 Delhi Sultanate Political and institutional consolidation
13th-16th centuries Sufi expansion Social and religious development

1347 onward Deccan Muslim states Regional Muslim civilization

1526 Babur's victory Beginning of Mughal Empire

1556-1605 Akbar Imperial consolidation

1658-1707 Aurangzeb Maximum territorial expansion

1707 Death of Aurangzeb  Accelerated Mughal decline

1757 Plassey Major British political expansion

1803 British capture of Delhi Mughal authority becomes largely symbolic
1857 War of Independence  Final collapse of Mughal political authority
1858 Crown rule begins Formal end of Mughal sovereignty

“The evolution of Muslim society in the subcontinent was a gradual process of political
establishment, social consolidation and cultural synthesis, which reached its civilizational
maturity under the Mughals but underwent profound transformation with the decline of
Muslim political power and the establishment of British rule by 1858.”
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