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ABSTRACT 

The rise and expansion of the Maratha Empire 
constitutes an important chapter in the political history of early 
modern India. The emergence of Maratha power in the 
seventeenth century was closely associated with Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Maharaj, who established an independent Maratha 
kingdom in western India and developed a distinctive system of 
administration and military organization. The geographical 
features of the Deccan, the political conditions of the region, and 
the participation of local elites and military groups contributed 
to the emergence of Maratha power. 

Shivaji Maharaj consolidated territories in the western Deccan through military campaigns, 
strategic fortification, administrative reforms, and the organization of a capable military force. After his 
death in 1680, the Marathas faced prolonged conflict with the Mughal Empire, particularly during the reign 
of Aurangzeb. Despite considerable military pressure, Maratha resistance continued and contributed to the 
weakening of Mughal authority in parts of the Deccan. 

During the eighteenth century, Maratha power expanded considerably under the Peshwas. 
Maratha influence extended into large parts of the Indian subcontinent through military campaigns, 
political alliances, revenue arrangements, and the activities of powerful houses such as the Scindias, 
Holkars, Gaekwads, and Bhonsles. The Maratha polity developed into a complex political system in 
which authority was distributed among the Chhatrapati, Peshwa, and various regional chiefs. 

This study examines the origins, rise, consolidation, and expansion of Maratha power, with 
particular attention to Shivaji Maharaj, the Mughal-Maratha conflict, the role of the Peshwas, administrative 
developments, military organization, and the expansion of Maratha influence during the eighteenth 
century. 

 
KEYWORDS: Maratha Empire, Shivaji Maharaj, Peshwa, Maratha Expansion, Deccan, Mughal-Maratha 
Conflict, Maratha Administration, Maratha Confederacy, Chhatrapati, Eighteenth Century India. 
 
INTRODUCTION 

The rise of the Marathas was one of the major political developments in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century India. Maratha power emerged in the Deccan region during a period marked by 
political competition among the Mughal Empire, the Deccan Sultanates, and various local political and 
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military groups. The changing political conditions created opportunities for the development of an 
independent Maratha state. 
 The foundation of Maratha power is closely associated with Shivaji Maharaj, who was born in 
1630 and established an independent kingdom in the western Deccan. He captured and developed 
strategically important forts, organized military forces, and established systems of administration and 
revenue collection. His policies enabled the Maratha state to consolidate its position in the region. 

The fort system was an important element of Maratha military organization. Forts provided 
defensive positions, administrative centres, and bases for military operations. Shivaji Maharaj also 
developed a mobile army and naval forces, while adapting military strategies to the difficult geographical 
conditions of the Western Ghats and the Konkan coast. 
 The relationship between the Marathas and the Mughal Empire became increasingly important 
during the later seventeenth century. Mughal attempts to extend imperial authority over the Deccan 
resulted in prolonged conflict. After Shivaji Maharaj's death, the Marathas continued their resistance under 
Sambhaji Maharaj, Rajaram Maharaj, and Maharani Tarabai. The long Mughal-Maratha conflict placed 
considerable military and financial pressure on the Mughal state. 
 The eighteenth century witnessed a major expansion of Maratha influence. Following the death of 
Aurangzeb in 1707, the political situation in the Mughal Empire changed significantly. Under the leadership 
of the Peshwas, particularly Baji Rao I, Maratha power expanded beyond the Deccan into central and 
northern India. Maratha armies and political agents became active in regions including Malwa, Gujarat, 
Bundelkhand, and areas around Delhi. 
 The expansion of Maratha power did not result in a completely centralized empire in the 
conventional sense. Instead, powerful Maratha families and chiefs exercised authority over different 
territories while maintaining connections with the wider Maratha political system. The Scindias of 
Gwalior, Holkars of Indore, Gaekwads of Baroda, and Bhonsles of Nagpur became important regional 
powers. 
 Maratha expansion was supported by military organization, political alliances, revenue collection, 
and the changing balance of power in eighteenth-century India. However, the expansion also produced 
conflicts with other regional powers and eventually brought the Marathas into competition with the 
British East India Company. 
 The present study examines the rise and expansion of the Maratha Empire, beginning with the 
political background of the Deccan and the emergence of Shivaji Maharaj's kingdom and extending to the 
expansion of Maratha influence during the eighteenth century. It seeks to understand the political, military, 
administrative, and economic factors that shaped the development of Maratha power and its significance in 
the history of early modern India. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
Aims 
 The main aim of this study is to examine the rise and expansion of Maratha power in India, with 
particular emphasis on the leadership of Shivaji Maharaj, the development of Maratha administration and 
military organization, and the expansion of Maratha influence during the eighteenth century. 
 
Objectives 
1. To study the political, social, and economic conditions of the Deccan that contributed to the rise of the 

Marathas. 
2. To examine the role of Shivaji Maharaj in establishing an independent Maratha kingdom. 
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3. To study Shivaji Maharaj's administrative, revenue, and military systems. 
4. To understand the importance of forts, guerrilla warfare, and military organization in the growth of 

Maratha power. 
5. To examine the conflict between the Marathas and the Mughal Empire. 
6. To study the role of Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Maharani Tarabai in maintaining Maratha resistance. 
7. To examine the rise of the Peshwas and their contribution to Maratha expansion. 
8. To study the expansion of Maratha influence into Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, and northern India. 
9. To understand the development of important Maratha houses such as the Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, 

and Bhonsles. 
10. To examine the political structure of the Maratha state and its transformation into a wider confederacy 

during the eighteenth century. 
11. To assess the major factors responsible for the expansion and eventual decline of Maratha political 

power. 
12. To understand the historical significance of the Marathas in eighteenth-century Indian history. 
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 The history of the Maratha Empire has been studied extensively by historians using Persian, 
Marathi, European, and other contemporary sources. Different scholars have focused on Shivaji Maharaj, 
Maratha administration, military organization, political expansion, and the development of the Maratha 
Confederacy. 

Jadunath Sarkar, in Shivaji and His Times, provides a detailed study of Shivaji Maharaj's life, 
military activities, administration, and relations with the Mughal and Deccan powers. His work is important 
for understanding the early development of Maratha power. 

G. S. Sardesai, in New History of the Marathas, presents a broad account of Maratha political history 
from the rise of Shivaji to the decline of Maratha power. The work gives considerable attention to the 
Peshwas and the expansion of Maratha influence. 

Stewart Gordon, in The Marathas 1600–1818, examines the political and social organization of the 
Marathas and explains the development of the Maratha state and its transformation into a complex political 
confederacy. 

Surendranath Sen, in Administrative System of the Marathas, focuses on the administrative 
institutions, revenue arrangements, military organization, and political structure of the Maratha state. 

R. V. Nadkarni, in The Rise and Fall of the Maratha Empire, discusses the major stages of Maratha 
expansion, the achievements of the Peshwas, internal political developments, and the factors associated 
with the decline of Maratha power. 
 Works by Satish Chandra provide a wider framework for understanding the Mughal-Maratha 
conflict and the political developments of early modern India. His writings help place Maratha expansion 
within the larger history of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century India. 

Primary sources such as the Sabhasad Bakhar, Ain-i-Akbari, Mughal chronicles, Marathi records, 
letters, and European travellers' accounts provide valuable information about the political and military 
activities of the period. However, these sources often reflect the perspectives of particular courts, officials, 
or observers and therefore require careful historical analysis. 

Overall, existing literature provides substantial information about the Maratha Empire. However, 
there remains scope for studying the rise and expansion of Maratha power by combining political, 
administrative, military, economic, and regional perspectives. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 This study follows a historical, analytical, and descriptive methodology. It is based on both 
primary and secondary sources relating to the rise and expansion of Maratha power. 
 
1. Primary Sources 
The study makes use of available contemporary and near-contemporary sources, including: 
 Marathi historical records and Bakhars. 
 Mughal Persian chronicles and administrative records. 
 Letters, official correspondence, and documents of the Maratha period. 
 European travellers' accounts and records. 
 Inscriptions, coins, and other material evidence. 
 Records relating to Maratha administration and military activities. 
 
2. Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources include books, research articles, historical studies, biographies, and works 
written by modern historians. The works of Jadunath Sarkar, G. S. Sardesai, Stewart Gordon, Surendranath 
Sen, R. V. Nadkarni, and Satish Chandra are useful for understanding different aspects of Maratha history. 
 
3. Historical Analysis 
 The study examines the development of Maratha power chronologically, beginning with the 
political conditions of the Deccan and the establishment of Shivaji Maharaj's kingdom. It then examines the 
Mughal-Maratha conflict, the period of resistance after Shivaji, the rise of the Peshwas, and the expansion of 
Maratha influence across northern and central India. 
 
4. Comparative Approach 

A comparative approach is used to understand differences between the political organization under 
Shivaji and the later Peshwa period. The study also considers the relationships among different Maratha 
houses and their interactions with the Mughals, regional powers, and eventually the British. 
 
5. Source Criticism 
 The reliability and limitations of historical sources are considered carefully. Since some sources 
were produced by royal courts or political authorities, their accounts may contain particular perspectives 
or biases. Therefore, information from different types of sources is compared before drawing historical 
conclusions. 
 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The rise and expansion of the Maratha Empire was one of the most important developments in the 
political history of early modern India. The emergence of Maratha power in the Deccan challenged 
established political authorities, particularly the Mughal Empire, and eventually enabled the Marathas to 
exercise considerable influence over large parts of India. 
However, the growth of Maratha power cannot be explained only through military victories. It was also 
connected with effective leadership, fort-based defence, administrative organization, revenue 
arrangements, political alliances, and the changing balance of power in the Mughal Empire and the Deccan. 
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The period after Shivaji Maharaj also presents important historical questions. The Marathas faced 
serious challenges after his death, but continued resistance under Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Tarabai helped 
preserve Maratha political power. In the eighteenth century, the Peshwas played an increasingly important 
role and Maratha influence expanded into Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, and northern India. At the same 
time, the political structure became increasingly decentralized, with powerful regional houses such as the 
Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, and Bhonsles. 

Therefore, the central problem of this study is to understand how the Marathas emerged as a 
major political power, what factors enabled their expansion, how their political structure changed 
over time, and what factors contributed to the weakening of their power by the early nineteenth 
century. 

The study also seeks to place Maratha expansion within the wider political, administrative, military, 
and economic conditions of early modern India rather than viewing it as an isolated regional development. 
 
NEED OF STUDY 

The study of the Maratha Empire is important for understanding the political and social history of 
early modern India. The rise of Maratha power in the seventeenth century significantly changed the 
political situation of the Deccan and later influenced large parts of northern and central India. 
 The study is particularly important for understanding the role of Shivaji Maharaj in establishing an 
independent Maratha kingdom. His administrative arrangements, fort system, military organization, 
revenue policies, and methods of governance contributed to the consolidation of Maratha power. 
 The study also helps explain the prolonged conflict between the Marathas and the Mughal Empire. 
The resistance continued after Shivaji Maharaj under Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Maharani Tarabai. This 
period demonstrates the ability of Maratha political and military institutions to survive major challenges. 
 The rise of the Peshwas during the eighteenth century represents another important stage in 
Maratha history. Under leaders such as Baji Rao I, Maratha influence expanded beyond the Deccan into 
Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, and northern India. Studying this expansion helps explain the changing 
political structure of eighteenth-century India. 
 The Maratha experience is also significant for understanding the development of regional political 
powers after the weakening of Mughal authority. The emergence of the Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, and 
Bhonsles demonstrates the increasingly decentralized nature of Maratha political power. 

Finally, the study is necessary to understand the interaction between the Marathas and other 
powers, including the Mughals, Nizam of Hyderabad, Rajput states, Mysore, and the British East India 
Company. It provides a broader understanding of the political transformations that eventually shaped 
nineteenth-century India. 
 
FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH 
Further research on the Maratha Empire can be undertaken in several areas: 
1. Regional Studies: Detailed studies can examine Maratha administration and political influence in 

Maharashtra, Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, Karnataka, and northern India. 
2. Shivaji Maharaj's Administration: Further research can examine the functioning of the Ashtapradhan 

system, revenue administration, forts, and local governance. 
3. Maratha Military Organization: The role of cavalry, infantry, forts, naval forces, intelligence networks, 

and military strategies can be studied in greater detail. 
4. Maratha Economy: Research can focus on agriculture, revenue collection, trade, markets, currency, 

and the economic foundations of Maratha expansion. 
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5. Role of Women: The political and military contributions of figures such as Jijabai, Tarabai, and other 
women associated with Maratha political history deserve further study. 

6. Maratha-Mughal Relations: More comparative research can examine diplomacy, warfare, treaties, and 
political negotiations between the two powers. 

7. Maratha Confederacy: The relationships among the Peshwas and the Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, 
and Bhonsles can be studied to understand the decentralized structure of eighteenth-century Maratha 
power. 

8. Maritime History: The Maratha navy and its relations with European and Indian maritime powers 
provide an important area for further research. 

9. Social and Cultural History: Further studies can examine the lives of peasants, soldiers, artisans, 
merchants, and other ordinary people during the Maratha period. 

10. Marathas and the British: The Anglo-Maratha Wars can be studied in greater detail to understand the 
changing balance of power and the eventual establishment of British political dominance. 

11. Archaeological Studies: Forts, temples, administrative buildings, inscriptions, coins, and other 
material remains can provide additional evidence for understanding Maratha history. 

12. Digital and Interdisciplinary Research: Geographic Information Systems (GIS), digital archives, 
archaeology, and economic history can be used to study Maratha territories, military routes, forts, and 
patterns of expansion. 
 

 
Scope and Limitations 
Scope 
 The study covers the rise and expansion of Maratha political power from the seventeenth century 
to the early nineteenth century. It focuses particularly on the establishment of Shivaji Maharaj's kingdom, 
the Mughal-Maratha conflict, the period of resistance following Shivaji's death, and the expansion of 
Maratha influence under the Peshwas. 
 The study includes Maratha administration, military organization, revenue arrangements, forts, 
political alliances, territorial expansion, and relations with other contemporary powers. It also examines 
the development of the Maratha Confederacy and the role of major regional houses. 
 
Limitations 
1. The study is mainly concerned with political, administrative, and military developments and cannot 

provide an equally detailed account of every aspect of Maratha social history. 
2. Historical sources are unevenly distributed across different regions and periods. 
3. Many sources were produced by royal courts, officials, or political observers and may therefore reflect 

particular perspectives. 
4. Marathi, Persian, and European sources sometimes provide differing accounts of the same events, 

requiring careful comparison. 
5. The activities of ordinary peasants, artisans, women, and other social groups are less extensively 

documented than the activities of rulers and military leaders. 
6. The decentralized nature of eighteenth-century Maratha power makes it difficult to describe the entire 

political system as a uniformly centralized empire. 
7. The study depends significantly on available published historical sources and therefore may not cover 

every unpublished archival document. 
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Scope of Study 
The study of “Maratha Empire: Rise and Expansion” covers the following major areas: 
1. Political Background of the Deccan – The political conditions of the Deccan before the rise of Maratha 

power. 
2. Rise of Shivaji Maharaj – His early activities, establishment of an independent kingdom, coronation, 

and consolidation of Maratha power. 
3. Maratha Administration – Administrative institutions, revenue arrangements, local governance, and 

the organization of the state. 
4. Military Organization – The importance of forts, cavalry, infantry, naval forces, intelligence, and 

military strategies. 
5. Mughal-Maratha Conflict – Major conflicts, diplomatic developments, and the changing relationship 

between the Marathas and the Mughal Empire. 
6. Successors of Shivaji Maharaj – The roles of Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Maharani Tarabai in continuing 

Maratha resistance. 
7. Rise of the Peshwas – The growing political importance of the Peshwas, particularly during the 

eighteenth century. 
8. Maratha Expansion – Expansion into Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, and northern India, including the 

changing nature of Maratha political influence. 
9. Major Maratha Houses – The development and activities of the Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, and 

Bhonsles. 
10. Maratha Confederacy – The political relationships among different Maratha centres and the 

increasingly decentralized character of Maratha power. 
11. Relations with Other Powers – Maratha relations with the Mughals, Nizam, Rajput states, Mysore, and 

the British East India Company. 
12. Decline of Maratha Power – Major developments leading to the weakening of Maratha political 

authority and the end of their dominant position in the early nineteenth century. 
13. Historical Significance – The contribution of the Marathas to the political history of early modern 

India and their significance in the transition from Mughal to British dominance. 
 
FINDINGS 
The study of the rise and expansion of the Maratha Empire reveals several important findings: 
1. Favourable Political Conditions: The political instability of the Deccan and the weakening of 

established powers created opportunities for the emergence of Maratha political authority. 
2. Role of Shivaji Maharaj: Shivaji Maharaj played a central role in establishing and consolidating an 

independent Maratha kingdom. His leadership, military organization, fort system, and administrative 
arrangements strengthened the foundations of Maratha power. 

3. Importance of Forts: Forts were important centres of defence, administration, and military strategy. 
The control and management of forts helped the Marathas defend their territories and conduct military 
campaigns. 

4. Military Organization: The Marathas developed effective methods of warfare, particularly the use of 
mobile cavalry, knowledge of local geography, intelligence networks, and fort-based defence. 

5. Administrative Development: Maratha political power was supported by systems of administration 
and revenue collection. The organization of territories and collection of resources helped maintain the 
state and its military activities. 
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6. Continued Resistance: After Shivaji Maharaj's death, Maratha power faced severe challenges, but 
resistance continued under Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Maharani Tarabai. This helped preserve Maratha 
political strength during the long conflict with the Mughal Empire. 

7. Rise of the Peshwas: During the eighteenth century, the Peshwas became increasingly influential in 
Maratha politics. Under Peshwas such as Baji Rao I, Maratha influence expanded beyond Maharashtra. 

8. Wide Territorial Expansion: Maratha power expanded into Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, and 
northern India. This expansion made the Marathas one of the major political forces of eighteenth-
century India. 

9. Development of Regional Powers: The Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, and Bhonsles acquired 
considerable political importance. Their rise contributed to the increasingly decentralized character of 
Maratha power. 

10. Battle of Panipat: The Third Battle of Panipat in 1761 was a major setback for Maratha expansion, 
although Maratha political power recovered considerably in the following decades. 

11. Changing Political Structure: The Maratha state gradually developed from Shivaji Maharaj's kingdom 
into a broader and more decentralized political system in which several powerful chiefs exercised 
authority in different regions. 

12. Conflict with the British: Competition with the British East India Company eventually resulted in the 
Anglo-Maratha Wars and contributed to the end of Maratha political dominance by 1818. 

 
DISCUSSION 

The rise of the Maratha Empire was a gradual historical process rather than the result of a single 
event. The political conditions of the Deccan during the seventeenth century provided an environment in 
which local political forces could challenge established powers. Shivaji Maharaj successfully transformed 
these opportunities into the foundation of an independent kingdom. 

One of the important features of Shivaji Maharaj's state was the combination of military 
organization and administrative development. Forts played a major role in defending territory and 
controlling strategic routes. His military forces were organized to make effective use of mobility and 
knowledge of the local terrain. These factors enabled the Marathas to challenge stronger opponents in the 
Deccan. 

The conflict with the Mughal Empire became a major feature of Maratha history. The death of 
Shivaji Maharaj did not end Maratha resistance. Sambhaji, Rajaram, and Tarabai continued the struggle 
under difficult circumstances. The prolonged conflict placed considerable pressure on the Mughal state and 
contributed to the changing political balance in the Deccan. 
 The eighteenth century marked a significant transformation in Maratha politics. The rise of the 
Peshwas, particularly Baji Rao I, was followed by rapid territorial expansion. Maratha influence spread into 
central and northern India through military campaigns, political agreements, revenue claims, and alliances. 
However, this expansion also created a political structure in which powerful regional chiefs acquired 
increasing autonomy. 
 The Third Battle of Panipat in 1761 demonstrated the challenges created by extensive expansion. 
The defeat temporarily weakened Maratha influence, but the Marathas subsequently recovered under 
leaders including Madhavrao I. This recovery indicates that Panipat was a major setback rather than an 
immediate end to Maratha political power. 

By the later eighteenth century, internal political competition and relations among the Peshwas and 
major Maratha houses became increasingly important. At the same time, the British East India Company 
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was expanding its political and military influence. The Anglo-Maratha Wars gradually altered the balance of 
power and ultimately resulted in the end of Maratha political supremacy in 1818. 
 Thus, Maratha expansion should be understood as a complex process involving leadership, 
military organization, administration, economic resources, political alliances, regional interests, 
and changing conditions in the wider Indian political system. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 The rise and expansion of the Maratha Empire was one of the major developments in the history of 
early modern India. Beginning with the establishment of Shivaji Maharaj's kingdom in the seventeenth 
century, Maratha power developed through effective military organization, fort-based defence, 
administrative arrangements, and political leadership. 
 The continued resistance after Shivaji Maharaj and the later rise of the Peshwas transformed the 
Marathas from a regional power into a major force in eighteenth-century Indian politics. Maratha influence 
extended across large parts of central and northern India, although the political system increasingly 
involved powerful regional houses and therefore did not remain a uniformly centralized empire. 

The Maratha experience also demonstrates the importance of changing political conditions 
following the weakening of Mughal authority. Their conflicts and alliances with the Mughals, Nizam, Rajput 
states, Mysore, and other powers shaped the political landscape of the period. 
 Although the Third Battle of Panipat was a serious setback, Maratha power recovered in 
subsequent decades. Ultimately, however, internal political divisions, changing regional relationships, and 
the growing strength of the British East India Company contributed to the decline of Maratha political 
power after the Anglo-Maratha Wars. 

The history of the Marathas is therefore important not only for understanding Maharashtra but also 
for understanding the broader political transformation of India between the Mughal and British periods. 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. Greater Use of Primary Sources: Researchers should make greater use of Marathi documents, Persian 

chronicles, letters, official records, and European accounts to develop a balanced understanding of 
Maratha history. 

2. Regional Studies: Detailed research should be conducted on Maratha administration and influence in 
regions such as Malwa, Gujarat, Bundelkhand, Karnataka, and northern India. 

3. Study of Ordinary People: Greater attention should be given to peasants, soldiers, artisans, 
merchants, and other groups whose experiences are less visible in traditional political histories. 

4. Further Study of Administration: The revenue system, local administration, judicial practices, and 
functioning of Maratha institutions deserve detailed examination. 

5. Military History: Forts, cavalry, naval activities, intelligence systems, and military strategies should be 
studied using both historical and archaeological evidence. 

6. Role of Women: The contributions of Jijabai, Maharani Tarabai, and other women in Maratha political 
and social history should receive greater scholarly attention. 

7. Study of the Maratha Confederacy: Researchers should examine the relationships among the 
Peshwas, Scindias, Holkars, Gaekwads, and Bhonsles to better understand the decentralized nature of 
eighteenth-century Maratha politics. 

8. Economic History: Further research should examine agriculture, revenue, trade, markets, and the 
economic foundations that supported Maratha military and political expansion. 
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9. Archaeological and Digital Research: Forts, monuments, inscriptions, coins, maps, and archival 
materials can be studied using archaeology, digital archives, and Geographic Information Systems. 

10. Comparative Studies: The Marathas can be studied comparatively with other contemporary powers to 
understand the changing political, military, and administrative systems of early modern India. 

11. Preservation of Maratha Heritage: Historical forts, documents, manuscripts, and other material 
remains associated with the Maratha period should be properly documented, conserved, and made 
accessible for educational research. 

12. Balanced Historical Interpretation: Future research should avoid relying on a single political or 
regional perspective and should compare different sources and interpretations before reaching 
historical conclusions. 
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