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Abstract: This paper examines the formative period of the Delhi 
Sultanate from 1192 AD to 1266 AD, tracing its evolution from 
military conquest to institutionalized statehood amid persistent 
internal discord and external threats. The study analyzes how 
successive rulers—Qutb-ud-Din Aibak, Iltutmish, Razia Sultana, 
and Nasir al-Din Mahmud—navigated the challenges of 
consolidating Turkish authority over northern India while 
confronting the destabilizing power of the Turkish nobility 
(Chahalgani) and the existential Mongol threat from Central Asia. 
The research demonstrates that Iltutmish emerged as the 
Sultanate's true architect, implementing foundational reforms 
including the formalization of the iqta system, creation of a loyal 
slave nobility, and securing caliphal recognition, which 
transformed a precarious occupation into a recognized sovereign 
monarchy. However, his death exposed the inherent instability of 
a power structure reliant on militarized slave elites, triggering 
succession crises and the tragic reign of Razia Sultana, whose 
capable rule was ultimately overwhelmed by aristocratic 
opposition to centralizing authority. The period's most defining 
crisis emerged from 1241 AD onwards, as Mongol invasions 
systematically eroded the western frontier. Lahore fell, Sindh was 
surrendered, and the frontier receded to the Beas River—not 
solely due to Mongol military superiority, but through treasonous 
alliances between Mongol commanders and disaffected 
Sultanate nobles. The Sultanate's survival is largely attributable 
to Ghiyas-ud-Din Balban, who as Naib during Nasir al-Din 
Mahmud's passive reign combined military repositioning, internal 
suppression, and pragmatic diplomacy with Hulagu's Ilkhanate to 
stave off catastrophic defeat. This survival came at the cost of 
significant territorial concessions, establishing a precedent that 
centralizing monarchy was essential to overcome the dual 
threats of aristocratic insurrection and foreign invasion—a lesson 
that would define Balban's subsequent reign.  
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Introduction 

The subcontinent, divided by geography and politics, was composed of four distinct regions: the 

Himalayan states, the Indo-Gangetic plain, the states of the Deccan, and the Peninsular states in the 

south. During this era, kingdoms typically expanded their territories through military conquests against 

one another. In the 7th century AD, Arab traders arrived, engaging in commerce and fostering friendly 
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relations with coastal communities. Their relationship with the local population shifted, however, 

following the spread of Islam. In 712 AD, Muhammad Bin Qasim led a military invasion that successfully 

captured Sindh and Multan. This marked the first Arab victory in the region and initiated the early 

expansion of Islam. Subsequently, many Arabs migrated and settled across the subcontinent. Through 

the ongoing efforts of these Arab Muslims, the Muslim community grew, leading to the establishment of 

distinct Muslim administrations in various areas. Among these were the Ghaznavids and Ghurids, who 

launched intermittent invasions into northern India, gaining control over certain territories. A more 

permanent Islamic presence in the north began only with the arrival of the Ghurid ruler, Muhammad 

Ghori, and his decisive victory over Prithviraj Chauhan at the Battle of Tarain in 1192 AD the success of 

Muhammad Ghori’s campaigns paved the way for the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate in 1206 AD. 

His commander, Qutb-ud-Din Aibak, became its first Sultan. The Delhi Sultanate ushered in a significant 

period of profound political and cultural change across the Indian subcontinent, an era defined by the 

rule of successive dynasties, beginning with the Slave Dynasty (1206–1290 AD) (Thapar, 2002). 

Accession of Aibak 

The conflict between Mohammad Ghori and Prithviraj Chauhan arose from Ghori’s expansion into 

Punjab and the Gangetic Doab, which directly challenged Chauhan’s own ambitions in the region. 

Prithviraj had earlier consolidated power in Rajputana, seized Delhi, and sought to control Punjab and 

the Gangetic Doab. The immediate cause of war was the dispute over Tabarhinda (Bhattinda). In the 

First Battle of Tarain (1191 AD), Prithviraj defeated Ghori and captured Tabarhinda, though he failed to 

secure it strongly (Chandra, 2007). The following year, in the decisive Second Battle of Tarain (1192 AD), 

Ghori emerged victorious. Prithviraj attempted to flee but was captured near Saraswati. After being 

briefly reinstated as a ruler in Ajmer, he was later executed for alleged conspiracy. This led to Turkish 

control over Delhi and Ajmer. Subsequently, Ghori turned his attention to the Battle of Chandwar, 

where he defeated Jaichandra of Kanauj, further consolidating Turkish dominance in northern India. 

Having secured these victories, Ghori returned to Ghazni to address threats on his western frontier, 

leaving his trusted commander, Qutb-ud-din Aibak, as his viceroy in India. Aibak expanded Turkish 

authority by subduing Gujarat under Bhima II and conquering Bundelkhand from the Chandellas. 

Meanwhile, another of Ghori’s generals, Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji, overran Bihar (1197 AD) and 

Bengal (1202 AD), destroying the universities of Nalanda and Vikramshila, and later became viceroy of 

the region. In 1205 AD, Ghori returned to India to suppress a Khokhar rebellion but was assassinated on 

his journey back to Ghazni. Following his death, Qutb-ud-Din Aibak took power, founding the Slave 

Dynasty in 1206 (Thapar, 2002). 

Aibak’s Campaigns and Rivalries (1192-1206 AD)  

Aibak, a Turkic slave of Qipchaq origin from the Aral Sea region, was purchased by the Ḥanafī chief qazi 

of Nishapur, who educated him in the Quran, horsemanship, and archery. The exact origin and timing of 

his nickname, Aibak-i Shal ("Aibak of the broken finger"), remain unclear. He was later sold to Sultan 

Muḥammad Ghori in Ghazna, where he rose to become amir-i akhur (superintendent of the royal 

stables). In 1190 AD, while tending the sultan’s horses in Khurasan, he was briefly captured by forces of 

the Khwarazmian usurper Sulṭan Shah. His rapid advancement was closely tied to the major Ghorid 

expansions into northern India (Jackson, 1999). 

Following Muḥammad Ghori’s victory over the Chauhans at the Second Battle of Tarain in 1192 AD, 

Aibak was granted the iqṭa (revenue assignment) of Kuhram (Ramgarh) and Samana. He went on to 

capture Meerut and Delhi in 1192 AD, and Kol (modern Aligarh) in 1194 AD. He also suppressed a 

Chauhan revival led by Hariraja, the brother of Pṛithviraja, seizing Hansi and Ajmer. Eventually, he 
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shifted his operational headquarters from Kuhram to Delhi. In 1194 AD, Aibak commanded Muḥammad 

Ghori’s campaign against the Gahaḍavālas of Kannauj, delegating authority at their administrative 

center, Asni. The following year, he assisted in capturing the stronghold of Thangir (Tahangarh) near 

Bayana. This period marked the beginning of his rivalry with Baha-u-Din Ṭughrul; both sought control of 

Gwalior, which finally submitted to Aibak around 1200–1201 AD. In 1197 AD, he defeated the Chaulukya 

forces at Mount Abu and seized Nahrwāla (Anhilwāra, present-day Patan), though he did not retain the 

city. Budaun and Varanasi fell in 1198 AD, followed by Kannauj in 1199 AD and Malwa between 1199 AD 

and 1200 AD; his campaigns during this time may have reached the Sarayu River and Awadh (Ayodhya). 

Aibak’s most significant victory came in 1203 AD, when he defeated the Chandella dynasty based at 

Mahoba and captured the formidable fortress of Kalinjar. After the Ghorid defeat at Andkhud in 1204 

AD which sparked false rumors of the sultan’s death Aibak quelled a rebellion by the Khokkars and the 

tribes of the Salt Range in Punjab. At the time of Muḥammad Ghori’s assassination in 1206 AD, Aibak’s 

position in India was not yet solidified. Since 1192 AD, he had strengthened his influence by appointing 

loyal officers such as Ḥusam-u-Din Ughulbak to Kol and Awadh, and Iltutmish to Gwalior, Baran 

(Bulandshahr), and Budaun. Even the famed Khalaj conqueror of Bengal, Muḥammad Bakhtiyar, showed 

him deference. However, Aibak was not the only senior ghulām (slave commander) in India. Other 

Turkish leaders operated independently, and his rival Baha-u-Din Ṭughrul had declared himself sultan of 

Bayana around 1206 AD. On June 25, 1206 AD, Aibak moved from Delhi to Lahore, then the capital of 

Muslim India, where he received a formal patent of investiture from the new Ghorid sultan, Ghiyas-al-

Din Maḥmud, in Firuzkuh. This act signaled his continued recognition of Ghorid sovereignty during his 

time in Lahore (Kumar, 2007). 

Iltutmish and the Defence of Delhi: Founding a Sultanate Amid Mongol Onslaught 

Following the death of Qutb-ud-Din Aibak in 1210 AD, his possible son Aram Shah briefly assumed the 

throne in Lahore but was rejected by the powerful Turkish nobility in Delhi, who instead invited 

Shamsuddin Iltutmish, Aibak’s slave, son-in-law, and a capable governor, to become sultan in 1211AD. 

Iltutmish promptly defeated Aram Shah but then faced formidable challenges, including rival Turkish 

amirs like Tajuddin Yaldiz of Ghazni and Nasiruddin Qabacha in Punjab, rebellious Rajput chiefs seeking 

to reclaim forts like Ranthambhor and Gwalior, and the independent Khilji ruler of Bengal. Compounding 

these threats were the sweeping Mongol invasions of Central Asia under Genghis Khan, which destroyed 

the Khwarazmian empire by 1220 AD and reached India’s northwestern frontier when the fleeing 

Khwarazm prince Jalal-al-Din Mangbarni was defeated near the Indus in 1221 AD. Through cautious 

diplomacy, Iltutmish avoided granting Mangbarni refuge and maintained a non-confrontational stance 

toward Genghis Khan, who subsequently withdrew, thereby sparing the fledgling Delhi Sultanate from a 

direct Mongol assault and securing its survival during this critical period (Kumar, 2007). 

Iltutmish: Forging the Delhi Sultanate Through Conquest and Consolidation 

Confronting multifaceted challenges with courage and strategic acumen, Iltutmish first consolidated his 

power around Delhi and the Doab, subduing rival Turkish and Hindu leaders by 1234 AD to secure his 

base. With his core territories stable, he turned to external threats, deftly navigating the volatile 

northwest frontier. After prudently acknowledging the suzerainty of Yaldiz, he capitalized on shifting 

Central Asian politics, decisively defeating Yaldiz at Tarain when the latter advanced on Delhi, and 

eliminating him as a rival. He then ousted Qabacha from Lahore in 1217 AD. Simultaneously, Iltutmish 

moved to reclaim Bengal, where Ghiyasuddin had declared independence; after repeated campaigns led 

by his son Nasiruddin Mahmud and himself, Bengal was finally subjugated by 1230 AD and remained 

loyal. From 1226 onward, he launched a major campaign against resurgent Rajputs, capturing key forts 
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like Ranthambhor, Mandu, Jalor, and, after a year-long siege, Gwalior in 1231 AD, though campaigns 

against the Solankis, Guhilots, and Chandelas met with limited success. Through these efforts, Iltutmish 

not only preserved the sultanate from disintegration but restored and expanded Muhammad Ghori’s 

territories, appointing loyal administrators to strengthen central authority. Recognizing that the early 

Turkish state relied solely on military coercion and lacked popular allegiance, he implemented 

foundational reforms to transform the sultanate from a fragile occupation into a more institutionalized 

power, ensuring its resilience and enduring legacy (Kumar, 2007). 

Iltutmish: Architect of the Delhi Sultanate 

Recognizing the need to consolidate his contested authority, Iltutmish strategically countered noble 

opposition by creating the "Group of Forty" (Turkan-i-Chahalagni), appointing these loyalists to all 

critical posts to form a new, dependable nobility. To ensure stable and just governance, he implemented 

efficient judicial mechanisms, including a chain-and-bell system at the royal gate for nighttime 

grievances and designated officials for swift daytime redress. Administratively, he formalized and 

bureaucratized the iqta system; while muqtis collected revenue and provided military support, Iltutmish 

prevented feudal consolidation by regularly rotating these land grants among his nobles, including both 

free amirs and his slave officers (Bandagan-i-Shamsi), thereby curbing territorial autonomy. His 

diplomatic and military prowess consolidated Turkish power, extending the Delhi Sultanate's control 

over the Rajputs and Bengal. Ultimately, by securing a formal letter of investiture from the Caliph of 

Baghdad in 1229 AD, he transformed the Sultanate into a legally sovereign and hereditary monarchy, 

cementing his legacy as its true architect (Kumar, 2007). 

Razia Sultana and the Crisis of Succession: The Turkish Nobility's Struggle for Power 

Following Iltutmish's death, a decade of instability brought the Sultanate near collapse, as his sons failed 

to uphold his legacy. Though Iltutmish had designated his daughter Razia Sultana as successor, the 

nobility rejected her rule. They first installed her stepbrother, Rukh al-Din Firuz, but his incompetence 

and his mother's tyranny sparked a revolt in Delhi that ultimately placed Razia on the throne. Despite 

opposition from several provincial governors, Razia displayed skilled diplomacy, lifting their siege of 

Delhi and establishing a firm reign. She relieved Rajput attacks at Ranthambore, suppressed a revolt in 

Delhi, and boldly presided over court and led armies unveiled. To consolidate power, she promoted a 

new faction of nobles led by Malik Yaqut, an Abyssinian slave-commander. This move, however, 

alienated the entrenched Turkish nobility, the "Chahalgani" or "Forty," who resisted being ruled by a 

woman. Although Razia crushed a rebellion in Lahore, a campaign against the rebel governor Altuniyah 

of Bhatinda ended in treachery. Her troops mutinied, killed Malik Yaqut, and imprisoned her. To regain 

freedom, Razia married Altuniyah, but they were defeated in an attempt to retake Delhi and killed by 

villagers in 1240 AD. The nobility, now dominant, forced Iltutmish's descendants to cede real power to a 

Naib-al-Mulk (viceroy). They vigilantly guarded their collective authority, displaying a narrow racial 

intolerance toward powerful non-Turkish Muslims like Yaqut or Indian converts. However, this oligarchy 

struggled against both Islamic egalitarian ideals and the inherent tensions of controlling a monarchical 

system. A stable arrangement was finally achieved with Nasir al-Din Mahmud as Sultan and Balban as 

Naib (1246–1266 AD). During these two decades of prior turmoil, the central administration had 

weakened, empowering local tribes and Rajput chiefs while a Mongol threat loomed. Razia’s brief but 

capable rule demonstrated the potential for strong central authority, yet it was ultimately overwhelmed 

by the entrenched opposition of the Turkish nobility (Jackson, 1999). 

The Turbulent Interlude: Conspiracy and Conflict in the Delhi Sultanate (1240-1246) 

The reign of Sultan Muezzuddin Bahram Shah (1240-1242 AD) was marked by conspiracy and violence. 
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Wary of the growing influence of the Chahalgani nobles, Bahram Shah sought to curb their power. This 

tension erupted into open rebellion when his wazir, Nizam-ul-Mulk, secretly turned the Amirs against 

the king. Manipulating royal orders for executions, the wazir provoked the nobles to revolt, aiming to 

place a prince, Az-ud-Din, on the throne. When Bahram Shah discovered the plot, he attempted to 

negotiate through the revered saint Hazrat Khawaja Qutbuddin Bakhtiar Kaki. However, the nobles 

remained defiant, leading to a three-and-a-half-month military stalemate. The conflict concluded with 

the defeat of the nobles, but Bahram Shah was subsequently arrested, imprisoned, and killed in 1242 

AD. Following his imprisonment, Chahalgani prince Kashlu Khan attempted to seize the throne but was 

rejected by other nobles. Instead, they released Iltutmish’s grandson, Alauddin Masud, from prison and 

proclaimed him Sultan. His reign began under the shadow of noble politics, but Alauddin Masud soon 

abandoned governance for luxury and cruelty. His corruption and injustice unified the nobility against 

him. In a covert move, opposing nobles secretly invited Nasiruddin Mahmud, another grandson of 

Iltutmish, to Delhi. Upon his arrival, they deposed and imprisoned Alauddin Masud, placing Nasiruddin 

Mahmud on the throne in 1246 AD. Alauddin Masud was later killed in prison, having ruled for just four 

years and one month. This chaotic period underscored the destabilizing power of the Chahalgani nobles 

and the fragility of the sultanate’s authority (Nizami, 1974). 

Sultan Nasir al-Din Mahmud: The Pious Monarch and His Power Behind the Throne 

Sultan Nasir al-Din Mahmud ascended the throne of the Delhi Sultanate on June 10, 1246. Prior to his 

accession, he held the governorship of Badaun. His reign, which lasted until his death on February 18, 

1266 AD, is notable for the character of the Sultan himself and the formidable minister who effectively 

managed the state's affairs. Upon gaining power, Sultan Nasir al-Din appointed Ghiyas-ud-Din Balban, a 

beloved ghulam (slave) and son-in-law of the previous powerful minister, Nizam-ul-Mulk Junaidi, to the 

post of wazir (Prime Minister). This appointment proved decisive. Historians depict Nasir al-Din as a 

ruler of exceptional fairness, asceticism, and piety, who devoted his days and nights to religious 

worship. In a remarkable display of personal austerity, he is said to have drawn no personal funds from 

the royal treasury, with his queen supporting herself through her own handiwork. His profound trust in 

Balban was such that he is reported to have taken his minister into solitude, effectively entrusting him 

with the full burden of governance and military command. Consequently, while Nasir al-Din remained 

the symbolic and legitimate sovereign, the practical administration and defense of the Sultanate were 

orchestrated by Balban. During this twenty-year period, the internal challenges from Hindu kingdoms 

were managed with relative success. There were no major Hindu revolts; a minor uprising near Kannauj 

was easily suppressed, the strategic fort of Ranthambore was recaptured, and military pressure was 

maintained on the rulers of Gwalior and Malwa. The most significant internal threats came from within 

the Sultanate's own Turkish aristocracy, the elite corps known as "The Forty." (Jackson, 1999). While 

minor disputes between Balban, his cousin Sher Khan, and other chiefs had little lasting impact, a grave 

crisis emerged from a civil war triggered by the marriage of the Sultan's mother, Malikah-i-Jahan, to 

another member of The Forty, Qutlugh Khan. This alliance rebelled against the central authority, 

severely destabilizing the realm. It was this internal fragility that invited external catastrophe. The 

Mongols, who had already laid waste to Lahore and its surroundings, seized the opportunity to attack 

the critical frontier fortress of Multan. Paralyzed by Qutlugh Khan's rebellion, Sultan Nasir al-Din and 

Balban could not mobilize an effective counter-force. The local governor of Multan, Izz-al-Din, perhaps 

judging resistance futile, negotiated a compromise with the Mongol commander, Noyon Satin, 

accepting a Mongol overseer (intendant) and thereby submitting to their suzerainty. This marked a 

perilous low for Delhi's authority in the west. However, Mongol control remained incomplete and 
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indirect, as Sindh largely remained within the Sultanate's sphere of influence. Any further consolidation 

of Mongol power at Multan would have critically endangered the defense of the entire north Indian 

plain. The crisis was ultimately alleviated not by military victory, but by a diplomatic breakthrough, the 

details of which are unclear. The Mongol advance was temporarily halted, preserving a precarious status 

quo. When Sultan Nasir al-Din Mahmud died in 1266 AD, the transition of power was seamless. Ghiyas-

ud-Din Balban, who had been the de facto ruler for two decades, was unanimously proclaimed Sultan, 

formalizing the authority he had long held (Chandra, 2007). 

Relentless Mongol Incursions and the Erosion of the Western Frontier (1241-1265 AD) 

Throughout the mid-13th century, the greatest and most persistent threat to the Delhi Sultanate's 

survival was the onslaught of Mongol invasions from Central Asia. Following the elevation of Ögedei 

(Uktai) as the Great Khan in 1229 AD, Mongol expeditions began probing into the Indus River basin, 

reaching the gates of Lahore by 1241 AD. The city's defenses, already weakened by the political 

machinations of a Delhi minister which had led to the withdrawal of reinforcements, fell easily. The 

Mongols sacked Lahore, destroyed its fortifications, and withdrew, leaving the province so devastated 

and exposed that it was thereafter referred to simply as "the frontier" (Jackson, 1999). 

Delhi's inability to project power westward became glaringly obvious. By 1247, Lahore was formally 

reduced to a Mongol dependency. After a prolonged siege with no hope of relief from Delhi, its 

governor was forced to pay tribute and acknowledge Mongol overlordship. The situation in the southern 

Indus region was equally volatile. The key cities of Multan and Uch, under the governorship of Kabir 

Khan, became contested prizes. They suffered successive occupations first by Hasan Qarlugh, a 

displaced Khwarazmian commander, and then by the advancing Mongol armies. Balban, acting as Naib 

for Sultan Nasir al-Din, demonstrated strategic energy by rapidly re-garrisoning these cities whenever 

the Mongols temporarily withdrew (Lal, 1967).  

However, his newly appointed governor, Kishlu Khan, faced relentless pressure. After another Mongol 

invasion, Kishlu Khan was forced to cede Multan back to Hasan Qarlugh. To compound the chaos, Sher 

Khan of Bhatinda seized Uch and, backed by Balban, refused to return it to Kishlu Khan. This internal 

rivalry among the Sultanate's own frontier lords proved disastrous. In retaliation, Kishlu Khan allied with 

Balban’s political rival, Raihan, during Balban’s brief ouster from court in 1253 AD. Although Balban's 

subsequent return to power temporarily restored order in the region, Kishlu Khan’s loyalty had 

evaporated. By 1255 AD, in a move of monumental significance, he formally swore allegiance to Hulagu 

(Halaku) Khan, the Mongol viceroy of Iran, and surrendered the entire province of Sindh to the Mongol 

Empire. The western frontier contracted further due to the actions of disaffected Delhi princes (Wink, 

1997). 

Prince Jalal-ud-Din Masud, a younger brother of Sultan Nasir al-Din, dissatisfied with his position, 

traveled to the Mongol capital at Karakorum and submitted to the Great Khan Möngke (Mangu). In 

return, he received military backing to assert his claim as a Mongol vassal over the territories between 

the Indus and Sutlej rivers. Although this particular venture eventually faltered, it underscored how the 

Mongols could exploit internal dynastic disputes to erode Delhi's borders. Within a few years, the 

effective frontier receded eastward to the old bed of the Beas River, which Mongol patrols now crossed 

at will to raid the approaches to Delhi. The most acute crisis arrived in 1257 AD. Kishlu Khan, now a 

confirmed Mongol protégé from Sindh, joined forces with the rebel Qutlugh Khan (still active in the 

Sirmur hills) to mount a direct assault on Delhi itself. Their army marched up the Beas River, aided by 

sympathizers within Delhi's religious circles who had promised to open the city gates. Balban’s forces 

failed to intercept them at Samana, and the rebel army reached the capital. Only the last-minute 
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exposure and expulsion of their inside supporters saved Delhi (Nizami, 1974).  

Kishlu Khan retreated and then traveled to Hulagu’s court in Iraq to lobby for a full-scale Mongol 

invasion of the Sultanate. Hulagu, likely preoccupied with his campaigns in the Middle East, declined to 

authorize a total war but extended his protection to Kishlu Khan. He stationed Mongol forces in Sindh 

under Sali Bahadur with orders to dismantle the defenses of Multan but crucially forbade them from 

crossing the Delhi frontier. This Mongol restraint, reflecting a desire for stable borders, was reciprocated 

by Delhi. The special army raised to counter Sali Bahadur was disbanded. This mutual, tacit 

understanding signaled the Delhi government’s resignation to the loss of Sindh and the Punjab west of 

the Beas River a massive territorial concession. This policy of appeasement, even towards Mongol 

vassals, was further evident when Balban recalled the formidable Sher Khan from the Bhatinda frontier, 

where he was contesting Kishlu Khan for Uch and Multan, and reassigned him to campaigns in the 

interior (Kol and Gwalior). Balban then initiated diplomatic overtures to Hulagu, which were warmly 

received. In 1259, a Mongol goodwill mission was lavishly entertained in Delhi. While no formal treaty 

text survives, Balban clearly perceived a shift in the Mongol stance. Encouraged by their cooling support 

for Kishlu Khan, Balban’s forces successfully expelled Kishlu from Multan a few years later. Kishlu found 

refuge west of the Indus and made unsuccessful attempts to reclaim Upper Sindh, which remained 

under Delhi’s firm control from the start of Balban’s own sultanate. The reasons for the Mongol military 

withdrawal from Sindh proper—whether due to Balban’s pressure, the terms of an understanding, or 

strategic reassessments elsewhere in their empire remain unclear. Nevertheless, their supremacy over 

Western Punjab was unchallenged; Lahore would not be recovered until well into Balban’s reign as 

Sultan. Thus, the period from 1246 to 1266 was defined by a dual narrative: the pious but politically 

passive reign of Nasir al-Din Mahmud, and the relentless, savvy struggle by Ghiyas-ud-Din Balban to hold 

the Sultanate together against catastrophic internal treason and existential Mongol aggression, often at 

the cost of significant territory and prestige in the west (Parsad, 1966). 

Conclusion 

The period from 1192 AD to 1266 AD represents the turbulent genesis of the Delhi Sultanate, a phase 

defined by the arduous transition from plunder-based conquest to institutionalized statehood. The 

initial victories of Muhammad Ghori and his slave-commander Aibak established a territorial footprint, 

but it was under Iltutmish that the Sultanate evolved from a precarious cluster of military outposts into 

a recognized sovereign entity. His strategic genius lay in consolidating internally against rival Turkish 

amirs and resurgent Rajputs while navigating the catastrophic external threat posed by Genghis Khan’s 

Mongols through cautious diplomacy. Iltutmish’s reforms, particularly the formalization of 

the iqta system and the creation of a loyal slave nobility, provided an administrative skeleton, however 

fragile. Yet, the inherent instability of a power structure reliant on a militarized slave elite was brutally 

exposed after his death. The decade of succession crises and the tragic reign of Razia Sultana revealed 

the profound resistance of the Turkish aristocracy (Chahalgani) to any centralizing authority, whether 

female or royal, that threatened their oligarchic interests. This internal fractiousness directly crippled 

the Sultanate’s ability to defend its frontiers, inviting the period’s most defining crisis: the Mongol 

onslaught. The narrative from 1241 AD onwards is one of relentless territorial erosion—Lahore sacked, 

Sindh surrendered, Multan compromised and humiliating appeasement. The western frontier receded 

to the Beas River not solely due to Mongol military superiority, but because of treasonous alliances 

between Mongol commanders and disaffected Sultanate nobles like Kishlu Khan. The survival of the 

Sultanate through this existential threat is largely attributable to the political acumen and iron will of 

Ghiyas-ud-Din Balban. As Naib during Nasir al-Din Mahmud’s pious but passive reign, Balban managed a 
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holding action. He combined military repositioning, internal suppression of rebels like Qutlugh Khan, 

and pragmatic diplomacy with Hulagu’s Ilkhanate to stave off a final, decisive Mongol thrust on Delhi. 

This survival came at a steep price: the formal cession of western Punjab and the acceptance of a 

volatile, Mongol-dominated frontier. By 1266 AD, when Balban formally assumed the throne, the 

Sultanate was a geographically contracted but internally hardened state. The founding phase concluded 

having established a critical precedent: that a centralizing monarchy, backed by a loyal bureaucratic and 

military apparatus, was necessary to overcome the dual threats of aristocratic insurrection and foreign 

invasion. The stage was thus set for Balban’s own reign, which would focus on imposing absolute 

monarchy and a culture of fear to discipline the very nobility whose unchecked power had brought the 

Sultanate to the brink of annihilation.  

References 

Chandra, S. (2007). History of medieval India: 800–1700. (2nd ed.). Orient Blackswan. 

Jackson, P. (1999). The Delhi Sultanate: A political and military history. Cambridge University Press. 

Kumar, S. (2007). The emergence of the Delhi Sultanate, 1192–1286. Permanent Black. 

Lal, K. S. (1967). History of the Khaljis (A.D. 1290-1320). Asia Publishing House. 

Nizami, K. A. (1974). Some aspects of religion and politics in India during the thirteenth century. Idarah-i 

Adabiyat-i Delli. 

Prasad, I. (1966). History of medieval India: From 647 A.D. to the Mughal conquest. The Indian Press. 

Thapar, R. (2002). Early India: From the origins to AD 1300. University of California Press. 

Thapar, R. (2002). The Penguin history of early India: From the origins to AD 1300. Penguin Books. 

Wink, A. (1997). Al-Hind: The making of the Indo-Islamic world (Vol. 2, The slave kings and the Islamic 

conquest, 11th-13th centuries). E.J. Brill. 

 
 


