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15.0 OBJECTIVES

The study of urban history of medieval India is an important and equally fascinating
subject. In this Unit, you will study the development of urban economy and urban
centres during the medieval period. After reading this Unit, you should be able:

e to learn that in the Delhi Sultanate two interrelated developments occurred:

a) aconsiderable increase in the size and possibly in the number of towns,
and

b) amarked rise in craft production.
You will also:

e have an idea of urbanisation in medieval India along with some of the most
talked about theories on urbanisation,

e Dbe able to list the general physical characteristics of medieval towns, and

e discuss the various features of medieval urban life in India.

15.1 INTRODUCTION

In this Unit we propose to introduce you to the urban history of Medieval
India. The urban history of medieval India, despite being a subject of great
importance, has not received adequate attention by the scholars. That the subject
has multifarious facets is evident from the range of topics that possibly form its
domain. The expansion of urban centres, their actual size, urban economy and
the society that an urban centre seems to have, are some of the notable examples.

* Prof. Shireen Moosvi, Centre of Advanced Study in History, Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh;
and Prof. A.R. Khan, Prof. Ravindra Kumar and Prof. Abha Singh, School of Social Sciences,
Indira Gandhi National Open University, New Delhi. The present Unit is taken from our earlier
Courses EHI-03: India: From 8" to 15" Century, Block 6, Unit 21; and EHI-04: India from 16™ to
Mid-18" Century Block 7, Unit 28.



The available evidence suggest that the urban economy on the eve of the Ghorid
conquest was on a low ebb. The towns were fewer in number and smaller in size
in the centuries preceding the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate. D.D.Kosambi
shows that even the capital was a camp city on the move. The higher ruling class
wandered from place to place along with the army while the lower ruling class
was almost completely ruralized. This view of urban decline has been supported
by R.S. Sharma who has convincingly reasserted his theory of urban decay with
the help of enormous archaeological data painstakingly collected. This theory
of decay of towns is further corroborated by the evidence of sluggish trade. The
near complete disappearance of gold and silver currencies and the almost total
absence of foreign coins in the Indian coin-hoards of the period are indicators
that the foreign trade was at a very low scale. Moreover, the fact that not even
the coins of various regional dynasties are found in the coin-hoards of other
regions suggests that inland commerce was not widespread. All this scenario
changed almost immediately with the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate.
The archaeological and numismatic evidence corroborate the literary evidence
of growth of towns and increase in commerce. This led Mohammad Habib to
postulate a theory of ‘Urban Revolution’.

In this Unit besides the theoretical generality such as approaches to the problem
of urbanisation, we have mainly focussed on the description pertaining to the
urban landscape and life. It should be understood here that in this kind of problem-
oriented study our approach would mainly be decided by the type of questions we
attempt to answer. You would thus find that the details of town life and society
as well as their layout given by us have emanated mainly from the way we have
tackled the question of urbanisation in Medieval India.

15.2 APPROACHES TO STUDY THE MEDIEVAL
TOWNS

Urbanisation has been seen by scholars both in terms of the physical growth of
a town as well as a particular way of life. Of late, much work along both these
lines of enquiry has been done in the West. Unlike this, however, the study of
urban history in India is still in the developing stage. In the following Sections,
we offer a brief account of the main theoretical development and the major lines
of enquiry followed to date.

Before discussing the evidence of increase in number and size of towns, we must
first understand what we mean by town. There are two simple definitions of a
town: (a) the usual modern definition of a settlement of 5000 or above, and (b)
a settlement where an overwhelming majority of population (say above 70%)
is engaged in occupations other than agriculture. The two definitions are not
mutually exclusive but the later covers towns of smaller size also.

Thus, town in contrast to a village, is now, by consensus, seem to possess two
basic features: dense concentration of population within a defined and also limited
space, and a predominantly non-cultivating character of this population. A town
thus has a definite man-space ratio and an essentially heterogenous occupational
pattern.

For the emergence of towns, in medieval India, several explanations have been
put forward. The causative factors inherent in these explanations postulate the
emergence of mainly four types of urban centres:

1) administrative
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i1) religious
ii1) military/strategic
iv) market

The administrative towns obviously functioned primarily as seats of governance.
For the Mughal Empire, towns like Delhi and Lahore, come under this category.
The religious centres were pre-eminent pilgrim attractions, for example, Varanasi
and Mathura. The military or strategic towns developed essentially as military
cantonment, and, in due course of time attracted civilian population also. The
towns like Attock and Asirgarh fit this description. Finally, there were urban
centres as the focus of large-scale commercial activities or were predominantly
production centres. Sometimes both these activities together characterised an
urban centre. We have, for the Mughal Empire, towns like Patna and Ahmadabad
falling under this category.

Here two things should be noted. An average town in the Mughal Empire was
in fact an extension of the village in the sense of social unities and attitudes.
This rural-urban continuum is thus a notable feature of urbanisation during the
Mughal period. Moreover, given the diversity of urban economies in the Mughal
Empire, the stereo type of an Indian town would be a misnomer. Thus, the other
important thing to note is that the character of two apparently similar cities (at
least functionally) would often be different. The emergence of an urban centre,
therefore, was dependent on a variety of factors relating to its geographical
location and historical situation.

15.3 GROWTH OF TOWNS DURING THE 13™®-15*
CENTURIES

While the archaeological evidence available for earlier period is not forthcoming
from the 13™-14™ centuries owing to the much less attention paid to medieval
archaeology, the literary evidences testify growth of urban centres. Some major
towns mentioned in the contemporary sources are Delhi (the capital), Multan,
Anhilwara (Patan), Cambay, Kara, Lakhnauti and Daulatabad (Deogiri). Lahore
was a big town but decayed after the Mongol invasion in the 13™ century.
However, in the 14™ century it flourished again. While not even a guesstimate of
the population of any town is available in our sources there are reliable indications
to assume that at least some of these were cities big enough by contemporary
standards. Ibn Battuta, who visited Delhi in 1330, describes it as of enormous
extent and population, the largest city in the Islamic East in spite of the fact
that Muhammad Tughlaq had shifted much of its population to Daulatabad. He
describes the latter too, as large enough to rival Delhi in size. Some new towns
were established during the period, such as Jhain (Chhain) in Eastern Rajasthan
that was named ‘Shahr Nau’ during Alauddin Khalji’s reign (1296-1316).

Factors for Urban Expansion

The strength of the invader, of course, lay in combination and not in dispersal in
an unfamiliar land and, thus, in initial stages, it was but natural for the members of
the ruling class to prefer to stay at their igtza headquarters along with their cavalry.
These igta headquarters having the concentration of cavalry, its hangers-on and
the retinue and household of the mugti thus emerged in the early phase as camp
cities. Most of the 13™ century towns are infact defined as igta headquarters in
our sources; for example, Hansi, Kara, Anhilwara, etc. These towns were to be
fed and provided for. In the beginning, the troops had to go for realising kharaj by



plundering the surrounding villages; but gradually by the 14™ century, as pointed
out by Moreland, cash nexus developed. The revenue was realised in cash from
the peasants who were thus forced to sell their produce at the side of the field.
The merchants catered to the needs of towns giving rise to what we will discuss
below as ‘induced trade’.

The ruling class coming from a different cultural milieu had needs of leisure and
comforts of a different type; they wanted songs in Persian and dances of a different
style, books, silk to wear and arcuate light architecture (not the stone edifices).
Out of the resources that were indeed enormous by contemporary standards
at its command, the new rulers naturally wanted to get luxuries and comforts
of their taste which encouraged immigration from Islamic culture area. These
immigrants were not only soldiers, but craftsman, artisans, singers, musicians,
dancers, poets, physicians, astrologers and servicemen as described by Isami.
The immigrant master-craftsman most probably introduced new techniques and
articles of technology (You have already studied about this in detail in Unit 14).
In due course, Indian artisans must have learnt the new crafts.

Check Your Progress-1

1) Enumerate the factors responsible for rise of towns during the medieval
period.

2) Mark the following statements true (v') or false (x).
a) The pre-1200 coin-hoards do not usually contain foreign coins. ()
b) Lahore remained a big town during the Delhi Sultanate. ()
c) Ibn Battuta provides population estimates for Delhi. ()

154 URBAN MANUFACTURES DURING THE
SULTANATE PERIOD

It seems that the urban craft production received a twofold impetus with the
establishment of the Delhi Sultanate. First, the Sultanate ruling class remained
town-centered and spent the enormous resources it appropriated in the form of land
revenue mainly in towns, either on buying services or procuring manufacturers.
Even the money spent on the service sector partly went to help the urban craft
sector through multiplier effect. While the nobility created demand for high-priced
skill-intensive luxury items, its hangers-on in all likelihood created a mass market
for ordinary artisanal product.

The second factor that contributed to urban manufacturers was the introduction of
anumber of technological devices that reached India with the invaders. (You have
learnt about them in detail in Unit 14). In the luxury sector, silk weaving expanded
and carpet-weaving came from Persia. The other notable urban manufacture was
papermaking. Perhaps a major sector of urban employment was building industry.
Barani says that Alauddin Khalji employed 70,000 craftsmen for his buildings.

One may well be justified in saying that there was considerably more masonary
per acre of occupied space in the towns of 1400 than in those of 1200.
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Organization of Production

It is indeed important to know how production was organized. Whether the
town artisans carried out production under the ‘domestic system’, that is, they
owned their tools, raw material and the end product and also sold their product
themselves; in other words, whether they were self-employed or while tools
were of their own and they worked at their homes, raw material was provided
to them by the merchants, that is whether they worked under the ‘putting-out
system’. The contemporary sources shed little light on these aspects. One can,
however, legitimately assume that since the tools of production even after the
introduction of new devices were still simple and mainly of wood and little of
iron should have remained cheap. The artisan was thus master of his own tools,
though varied forms of labour organization seem to be prevalent. Certain artisans
hawked or hired out their services such as cotton-carder who with a bow-string on
his shoulder, went door to door selling his services as is evident from the account
given in Khair-ul Majalis. Spinning was done usually by women staying at their
homes. The weavers too usually worked at their own looms at home weaving
cloth for sale, out of the yarn bought or spun by themselves. They also worked
on wages to weave yarn supplied to them by customers. But if the raw material
was expensive such as silk or gold of silver thread, etc. and the products were
luxury items, the craftsmen were to work in karkhanas under supervision. We
have definite information about the Sultans and high nobles maintaining these
karkhanas where the production was to cater to their own needs and contrary to
D.D. Kosambi’s assumption was not for market. Shahabuddin al-Umari records
in his Masalik-ul Absar that in Muhammad Tughlaq’s karkhanas at Delhi, four
thousand silk workers worked as embroiderers. According to Afif, Firuz Tughlaq’s
karkhanas produced cloth and carpets in a big way. While there is no suggestion
in our sources, we may only conjecture that perhaps merchants also maintained
karkhanas where production was for sale.

Check Your Progress-2

1) Discuss the factors that contributed to the expansion of urban manufactures
during the 13%-14" centuries.

15.5 URBAN LANDSCAPE UNDER THE MUGHALS

Even while accepting the caveat about medieval towns as stated in the preceding
Section, it is possible to identify some common features of Mughal towns. We
discuss them below:




Physical Configuration

Most of the towns had some sort of a fortification wall with one or more gates.
The main population of the city lived within these walls. With the expansion of
towns at times the cities outgrew their walls. The example of a typical Mughal
town can be found in the description of Agra by John Jourdain at the beginning
of'the 17" century: “The citie is 12 courses long by the river side, which is above
16 miles; and at the narrowest place it is three miles broad. It is walled, but the
suburbs are joined to the walls, that were if not for the gates you could not know
when you were within the walls or without”. Generally, the nobles or princes
would build their mansions or gardens outside the gates of the town. Thus, in
many cities like Delhi, Agra, Patna, Ahmadabad and Allahabad these settlements
developed as suburbs.

In planned towns markets were properly laid. In others shops could be found
on both sides of the main roads; with shopkeepers living behind these shops
or on the first floor of the shops. Most of the towns could boast of a number of
markets. Many of these markets specialised in a particular commodity. Names
of various areas suggest their speciality for example in Agra — Loha Gali (iron
objects), cheenitole (sugar mart), ghallamandi (grain market), dal mandi (market
for pulses), sabunkatra (soap market), and nil para (indigo market). In Delhi
Jjauhri bazar (jewellery market), sabzimandi (vegetable mart), churiwala (bangles
market), etc; Paharganj was a wholesale market for grain.

The residential areas of towns called mohalla were often identified by the
professional groups that resided there. A few names like mahalla kunjrah,
mochiwara (shoemakers), mahalla zargaran (goldsmiths), kucha rangrezan
(dyers) are notable instances. Such caste or professional names for different wards
of the Mughal towns can be found in almost all the towns. In some cases these
mohallas or wards were known by the names of influential men who resided there.

Another important feature of the town was the presence of sarais which were
halting places for merchants or travellers. Even the smallest towns had one.
The larger towns like, Delhi, Agra, Patna, Lahore or Ahmadabad had sarais
by the dozens. Generally, nobles, royal ladies, big merchants or the state itself
took up the job of constructing these sarais. The travellers were provided with
amenities including storage space to stock merchandise. These were managed by
the families of bhatiyaras who specialised as keepers of sarais. The foreigners
visiting the towns were supposed to inform the city administration about their
arrival and departure.

On the whole, most of the towns lacked any detailed town planning. Except
the major street, other lanes and bylanes were congested and muddy. The city
had its own administrative machinery and regulations to run the day-to-day
administration.

156 COMPOSITION OF POPULATION (URBAN
CLASSES)

The urban population was not a homogenous one. In our sources we come across
various categories of people residing in towns. These can be classified into four
broad groups:

1) Nobles and their retainers, officials of the state and troops;

i1) Persons engaged in merchantile activities (merchants, sarrafs, brokers, etc.);
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iii) People involved with religious establishments, musicians, painters, poets,
physicians, etc.; and

iv) Artisans, menials and workmen of sundry sorts.

The composition of different categories of people in different towns depended on
the nature of towns, i.e., administrative centres, or commercial centres. In case
of imperial headquarters, perhaps the biggest group was that of the retainers and
troops of the king and nobles. Bernier (1658) estimated the total strength of Shah
Jahan’s great camp around 3-4 lakhs.

The situation in other administrative headquarters was also the same. The
provincial governors, high nobles and other administrative officers all had their
contingents, official hangers-on, servants, slaves and their families.

As most of the big towns were commercial centres of importance, the mercantile
community of the towns was quite important. At Ahmadabad it was estimated
that there were around 84 castes and sub-castes of Hindu merchants alone. In
1640 there were 600 brokers in Patna. Our sources mention that in big towns
all the roads were lined with shops for miles. The number of grocers in Patna, a
moderate town, was around 200. In a comparatively smaller town Jodhpur more
than 600 shops were owned by Mahajans.

Another important group in town comprised of people associated with the
professions of medicine, learning, literature, art and music. Generally, the religious
and charitable grants were given in the vicinity of towns. Besides, a large number
of poets, musicians, physicians also made their abode in towns because here
money could be earned or patronage of the king and nobles was available.

Artisans, workmen and labourers formed one of the biggest groups in towns
having large commercial activities. We have already discussed the large number
of crafts practised in India during this period in Unit 14. The people working as
artisans in various crafts may be divided in many groups:

1) The individual artisans working at their own places and selling their wares.

1) Artisans working in the karkhanas of the kings and nobles, and in large-scale
building construction undertaken by the kings and nobles.

iii)) There was a large workforce of semi-skilled and unskilled workmen who
would assist artisans or work in such large-scale enterprises as shipbuilding,
diamond-mining, saltpeter and salt-making.

iv) A number of workmen were employed as domestic help and daily wage
labourers.

15.7 URBAN DEMOGRAPHY

The Tabaqat-i Akbari (c. 1593) says that during Akbar’s period there were
around 120 big cities and 3200 gasbas (small towns). In the 17th century, with
the increasing trade and commerce this number would have grown further. In the
absence of records, it is not possible to find out the population of different urban
centres. Irfan Habib estimates that around 15 per cent of the total population in
Mughal India lived in towns.

As for the size of the individual towns is concerned, scattered references are
provided by some European travellers. Sometimes an estimate is provided while
at other places the size of Indian towns is compared with European towns. But
these figures are available for only a few towns.



For a few important towns we provide the figures below:

Towns Year of Estimate Population
1609 5,00,000
Agra 1629-43 6,66,000
1666 8,00,000
Delhi 1659-66 5,00,000
Lah 1581 and 4,00,000
anore 1615 7,00,000
1,00,000
Ahmadabad 1613 2.00.000
Surat 1663 1,000,00
u 1700 2,00,000
Patna 1631 2,00,000
Dacca c. 1630 2,00,000

Source: Tapan Raychaudhuri and Irfan Habib, (1982) The Cambridge Economic
History of India, (New Delhi: Oxford University Press), Vol.1, p. 171

The above estimates show that the big towns in India would have compared
favourably with the towns of contemporary Europe.

15.8 URBAN LIFE: STANDARD OF LIVING

It is an interesting fact that our sources for the study of the Mughal Empire abound
with descriptions of urban life.

Standard of living in a Medieval city shows striking contrast. While the upper
strata led a life-style akin to the royalty, the urban poor found it difficult to achieve
the bare subsistence level. Commenting on the life-style of the common populace
at Goa, Linschoten (1580-1590) says that they “are so miserable that for a penny
they would endure to be whipped and they eat so little that it seemeth they live
by the air; they are likewise most of them small and weak of limbs.” Similar
observation was made by De Laet as well. He comments that “the condition of
the common people in those regions is exceedingly miserable; wages are low;
workmen get one regular meal a day; the houses are wretched and practically
unfurnished, and people have not sufficient covering to keep warm in winter.”

Bernier, however, comments that rich merchants had a tendency to look indignant
for “lest that they should be used as filled sponges”. But Barbosa applauds the
rich dress style of Muslim merchants of Calicut. Similarly, Pietro della Valle
commented on the splendour of Surat merchants. The Hindu nobles followed the
Muslim counterparts in their dresses. The Brahmans put filak on their forehead
and Rajput wore earrings.

Lower strata for most part were scantily clothed. Salbanke comments about the
common populace between Agra and Lahore that “the Plebeian sort is so poor
that the greatest part of them go naked”. Similar observations are given by the
European travellers for the South. Barbosa remarks about the common masses of
the Vijaynagar Empire that they “go quite naked with the exception of a piece of
cloth about their middle”. Linschoten (1580-1590) mentions that common people
of Goa, “live very poorly; go naked”. Babur remarks that “peasants and people
of low standing go about naked. They tie lunguta, a decency cloth, which hangs
two spans below the navel...another cloth is passed between the thighs and made
fast behind”. “Women also tie on a cloth (/ung), one half of which goes around
the waist; the other is thrown over the head. In winter men wear quilted gowns
of cotton... and quilted caps.” In the South most of the people went barefoot.
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The Ain-i Akbari and other contemporary European travellers’ (Pelsaert, Pietro
della Valle, etc.) accounts show that an average monthly wage of the urban
workers ranged between Rs. 3 to 4.

Shireen Moosvi (1987) has shown that the purchasing power of an unskilled
worker was significantly higher in 1595 than in 1867-1871-2. An unskilled
worker during Akbar’s reign was able to purchase much more wheat, inferior
foodgrains, ghi, sugar, etc. than his successors did in 1867. Thus, he could have
afforded better food-stuff than his counterparts did in the latter half of the 19®
century. However, his purchasing power was poor in terms of clothing. The fall
in the purchasing power of skilled workers in terms of foodgrains seems even
more marked than it was in the case of unskilled wages in the later half of the
19" century. Thus, the urban wages were much higher in ¢. 1600 than in 1867.

Middle classes, specially the petty revenue officials, lower rank mansabdars and
the physicians appear to be fairly prosperous. However, intellectuals were, in
general, poor and depended for their livelihood solely upon their patrons.

The nobles and other upper classes in Mughal India led a luxurious life-style.
We are told that an amir’s son spent 1 lakh rupees in a day in Chandni Chowk
to buy the necessities. Moreland comments that “spending not hoarding was
the dominant feature of the time”. Shireen Moosvi has analysed the pattern of
consumption of the ‘Royalty’ and the nobles which clearly reflects the nature of
the life-style the ‘Royalty’ and the Mughal nobles.

Head of Expenditure Imperial Household Noble
(in per cent) (in per cent)

Harem 18.68 14.25
Kitchen 7.28 7.04
Wardrobe 8.93 7.32
Building 8.01 6.57
Encampment Material 5.53 4.54
Utensils 7.97 6.54
Trappings of Animals 1.41 1.16
Books and Paintings 3.60 2.96
Ornaments and Gems 23.65 19.40
Hunting Animals and Pets 6.94 5.69
Miscellaneous 1.33 1.09

Cash Grants 6.67 -

Foot Retainers - 8.43
Arsenal and Armour - 9.67
Beasts of Burden - 2.65
Display Animals - 2.69

This clearly shows that a Mughal noble spent almost 75 per cent on luxury
and comforts. The luxurious life-style of the Mughal nobles resulted in their
impoverishment. Bernier states that “... Omrahs: on the contrary most of them
are deeply in debt; they are ruined by the costly presents made to the king and
by their large establishment.” “This, in turn, pressed them to extract more from
the peasants than the required dues”.

However, nobles appear to help the development of craft production. Shireen
Moosvi has calculated that 63.26 per cent of the nobles’ salaries were spent to
support the craft sector. The average estimated expenses on craft production
amounted to 37.38 per cent of the jama. Thus, the investments on craft production



were rather large. But, this was more for personal consumption than for the market. Towns, Cities and Growth
. . . o o R f
Therefore, in spite of large investments it failed to generate a “home-market”. of Urban Centres

Check Your Progress-3

1) Write a note on sarais in fifty words.

2) Discuss the composition of medieval towns.

3) Compare the standard of living of urban workers with their 19" century
counterparts.

4) Tick mark against the true (v') and false statements (X):
1)  Bhatiyaras were among the chief custodians of the sarais. ()

i1) The Tabaqat-i Akbari mentions that during Akbar’s reign there were
120 big cities and 3200 gasbas. ()

ii1) Irfan Habib estimates that 12 per cent of the population resided in the
towns in Medieval period. ()

15.9 SUMMARY

In this Unit you have studied that with the coming of the Turks trade and commerce
increased. We see increase in the number of coin-hoards after 1200, and the
emergence of large number of new towns. You have also read how manufacturing
activities were organised at urban level.

During the medieval period urban centres and urban life were fairly well
developed. In India, urban centres represented the fine blend of urban-rural mix
for the obvious reason that most of the towns were extension of village. Urban
population was quite heterogenous. On the one hand we find royalty and upper
strata leading luxurious life; on the other, the urban poor barely attained the
subsistence level. But, interestingly, if one compares the purchasing power of the
urban unskilled and skilled workers they look certainly better off in terms of their
capacity to buy food, stuff compared to their counterparts during the 19" century,

15.10  KEYWORDS

Domestic Production Production in which tools as well as raw materials
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Putting-out system Production in which the tools were owned by the
artisans but the raw material or cash was supplied
by the merchants

15.11 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress-1

1) See Sections 15.2, 15.3
2) @Y Ox (Y
Check Your Progress 2

1) See Section 15.4
2) See Section 15.4

Check Your Progress 3

1) See Section 15.5
2) See Section 15.6
3) See Section 15.8
4 @Y ®Y (o) x
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15.13 INSTRUCTIONAL VIDEO RECOMMENDATIONS

Urban Economy and Technology during the Delhi Sultanate
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YDgmSS54u-c

Urban Economy in Mughal India
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FOZaH2L6b0I



