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Abstract 
In this study, an attempt has been made to explore the historical significance and legacy of the 

token currency introduced by Muhammad bin Tughluq during his reign as Sultan of Delhi from 

1325-1351. An audacious economic reform, the token currency aimed to ease the strain on the 

state treasury due to expansive military campaigns and territorial expansion. Notwithstanding, the 

revolutionary system underpinned by copper and brass coins, intended to supplant traditional 

precious metals, failed due to the lack of public trust and widespread counterfeiting. Despite its 

failure, this experiment represented an integral part of a broader socio-economic and cultural 

evolution. Tughluq's reign witnessed numerous reforms and ambitious projects like the shifting of 

the capital to Daulatabad and extensive irrigation projects, laying the foundation for the 

development in the Deccan region. Lessons from this experiment, such as the necessity of public 

trust, a robust infrastructure, and strong security measures, continue to be relevant for 

contemporary monetary practices and reforms, particularly in light of debates surrounding the 

digitization of money and the advent of crypto currencies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Muhammad bin Tughluq, who reigned as the Sultan of Delhi from 1325 to 1351 

AD, is an intriguing figure in the annals of Indian history. Noted for his ambitious yet 

controversial policies, he is particularly known for the introduction of token currency, a 

landmark move in India's economic history. The Sultan's audacious experiment with token 

currency, made from base metals like copper and brass, was an attempt to strengthen the 

fiscal conditions of his empire, which had been strained due to expansive imperial 

ambitions and extensive military campaigns. His regime, which spanned from the Gangetic 

plains in the north to the Deccan plateau in the south, necessitated vast financial resources 

that Tughluq hoped to secure through this monetary reform. 

The introduction of token currency by Tughluq was a departure from traditional 

numismatic practices and was seen as a significant economic innovation. It was influenced 

by various factors, including political aspirations, economic necessity, and social 

motivations. Notably, the Sultan sought to maintain the circulation of coins while retaining 

precious metals within the treasury, control inflation, and stabilize prices in the face of 

economic instability. The token currency also symbolized his power and authority, 

emphasizing his image as an innovative ruler. 

However, this grand experiment did not pan out as expected. The token currency 

lacked public acceptance, led to widespread counterfeiting, and eventually resulted in 

economic turmoil, marking a tumultuous period in the Sultanate's history. Yet, despite its 

failure, this episode provides valuable insights into the complexities of monetary reforms, 

the importance of public trust in economic policies, and the role of the state in managing 

economic affairs. This paper seeks to understand the historical significance and legacy of 
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Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency, its enduring impact on the monetary system and 

policies in India, and its relevance for contemporary monetary practices and reforms. 

 

Research Objectives 

The objectives of this study are to analyse the historical context and motivations 

behind Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency, assess its design and implementation, 

evaluate its impact on the economy and society of Medieval India, and understand its 

historical significance and legacy for monetary systems. 

 

Methodology 

The research methodology for this study is primarily historical in nature. It involves 

a comprehensive analysis of historical documents, primary sources, and scholarly literature 

related to Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency. Descriptive methods are employed to 

provide a detailed account of the historical context, design, and implementation of the 

currency. Analytical techniques are utilised to evaluate its impact on the economy and 

society of Medieval India. The study relies on rigorous historical research methods, 

including critical interpretation and synthesis of historical evidence to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of the controversial token currency. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Muhammad bin Tughluq, the Sultan of Delhi from 1325 to 1351 AD, is widely 

known for his controversial economic policies, particularly his introduction of token 

currency (Spies, 1941). His reign represented a tumultuous period in India's history, and 

his monetary reforms were a significant part of the challenges the Sultanate faced. 

Historically, the context of this period was marked by expansive imperial ambitions, 

coupled with economic instability and frequent military campaigns (Ahluwalia, 1966). 

Tughluq's empire spanned from the fertile Gangetic plains in the north to the Deccan 

plateau in the south, with Rajasthan and central India witnessing substantial territorial 

penetration by the Sultanate. The constant warfare and territorial expansion necessitated 

substantial financial resources, which Tughluq attempted to manage by introducing token 

currency (Ahluwalia, 1966). 

The economic reasons behind the introduction of token currency were twofold. First, 

Tughluq's military campaigns had strained the state treasury, resulting in a shortage of 

precious metals like gold and silver, typically used in coinage (Spies, 1941). By 

introducing bronze coins, which could be exchanged for gold and silver coins at the royal 

treasury, Tughluq aimed to alleviate the fiscal crisis by maintaining the circulation of coins 

while retaining precious metals within the treasury (Latif, 1980). Second, the introduction 

of token currency can also be viewed as an attempt to control inflation and stabilize prices 

in the face of economic instability (Spies, 1941). The decision was also underpinned by 

social motivations. The currency reform was reflective of Tughluq's larger ambitions to 

position himself as an innovative ruler, a patron of learning, and an upholder of justice 

(Latif, 1980). The token currency symbolized his power and authority, demonstrating his 

ability to shape the economic life of his subjects. The Sultan's vision of a well-regulated 

state economy, in which the currency was directly controlled by the ruler, was a part of this 

image (Sultana & Ahmad, 2015). it's crucial to consider the cosmopolitan nature of 

Tughluq's empire. The intellectual and cultural life of this period was marked by a blend of 

Persian and Sanskrit cosmopolis, reflective in his rule (Eaton, 2018). The adoption of token 
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currency, mirroring practices in Persia and China, was likely an attempt to align his 

administration with international norms of governance and commerce (Eaton, 2018). 

Tughluq's introduction of token currency was influenced by a variety of political, 

economic, and social factors. Though the move eventually failed, leading to widespread 

counterfeiting and further economic distress, it underscored the complexities and ambitions 

of Tughluq's rule. Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency represented an innovative, yet 

controversial, experiment in economic history. The Sultan of Delhi implemented this 

initiative to bolster the state's economic capacity, which was strained due to several 

ambitious administrative and military ventures (Ali, 1941). The Sultan's coinage strategy 

encompassed distinct aspects: physical design, denominations, and distribution 

mechanisms. Physically, the token currency was made of base metals like brass and 

copper, instead of traditional precious metals like gold and silver (Siddiqi & Ahmad, 

1971). This was a significant departure from standard numismatic practice in the Islamic 

world at the time, thereby representing a radical innovation in currency design. Each coin 

was imprinted with Islamic inscriptions, denoting the Sultan's authority and the faith 

underpinning the state's legitimacy. 

In terms of denominations, the token currency mirrored the existing value of gold 

and silver coins in circulation, a decision aimed at easing the transition and facilitating 

acceptance among the populace. However, the Sultan's efforts were ultimately hampered 

by the population's ingrained preference for precious metals, reflecting the strength of 

traditional economic beliefs (Bilgrami, 1998). Distribution of the token currency was a 

challenging endeavor. The government initially monopolized the mintage, aiming to 

control the currency's circulation. However, the absence of requisite technology and the 

difficulty in enforcing this monopoly led to widespread counterfeiting (Siddiqi & Ahmad, 

1971). The Sultan's bold attempt to reconfigure the economy was met with strong 

resistance. Various sections of society, including merchants, hoarded traditional gold and 

silver coins, leading to a scarcity of these metals and subsequent economic turbulence. 

Even the lower classes, the intended beneficiaries of this policy, showed reluctance in 

accepting these coins due to their inherent distrust of the new metal currency (Ali, 1941). 

While Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency introduced an innovative approach, 

its design, implementation, and acceptance were fraught with difficulties. The initiative's 

ultimate failure highlights the importance of gradual change, public trust, and effective 

anti-counterfeiting measures in implementing monetary reforms. The impact and 

consequences of the token currency on the economy and society of Medieval India, 

introduced by Muhammad bin Tughluq, were far-reaching. The controversial experiment 

with token currency represented a significant shift in the economic history of India, one 

that had implications for trade, commerce, taxation, inflation, and the general populace. As 

a means of remedying the financial shortfall in his treasury, Muhammad bin Tughluq, the 

Sultan of Delhi from 1325 to 1351, introduced a token currency made from copper and 

brass, replacing gold and silver coins (Kiran, 2008). This move was designed to give the 

state greater control over the economy, enhance revenues, and stimulate economic activity. 

However, the outcome was not as anticipated. 

In the short-term, the introduction of token currency led to a surge in economic 

activity. As the currency was devalued, prices rose, increasing trade and commerce, and 

initially driving economic growth. However, this early success was short-lived. The token 

currency lacked intrinsic value, which coupled with the absence of a regulatory body to 

control the flow of money, led to widespread counterfeiting, devaluing the currency further 
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and causing hyperinflation. As prices spiralled out of control, trade and commerce were 

severely affected, leading to a contraction in economic activity (Kiran, 2008). 

Taxation also underwent significant changes. The state collected taxes in token 

currency, which theoretically allowed it to accumulate wealth quickly. However, the 

depreciation of the token currency led to a loss in real revenue. Moreover, as the Sultan 

continued to enforce strict tax collection, the populace found it increasingly difficult to pay 

their taxes, resulting in widespread discontent (Kiran, 2008). The introduction of the token 

currency had profound societal implications. It disproportionately impacted the lower 

strata of society, intensifying class disparities. The affluent, who had access to gold and 

silver, were better positioned to protect their wealth, while the poor, reliant on the token 

currency, bore the brunt of the inflation (Gul & Khan, 2020). Moreover, the subsequent 

economic turmoil led to social unrest, resulting in the displacement of people, and 

significant shifts in urban-rural demographics (Al-'Umari & ibn Yahya, 1971). 

Over the long term, the token currency debacle eroded public trust in the monetary 

system and the ruling authorities. It demonstrated the importance of a secure and reliable 

currency for an economy's stability. Notably, the token currency fiasco serves as a 

reminder of the perils of currency manipulation without adequate regulatory oversight and 

public acceptance. The severe economic and societal consequences prompted future rulers 

to ensure the intrinsic value of their currency, thus promoting financial stability in the 

region (Kiran, 2008). Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency experiment was a 

significant turning point in Medieval India's economic history. Although intended as an 

economic stimulus and revenue enhancement strategy, it resulted in economic instability, 

societal unrest, and profound changes in the class-structure. Thus, the token currency 

experience underscores the necessity of robust monetary policy, underscoring the vital role 

that trust, regulatory control, and public acceptance play in an economy's success (Gul & 

Khan, 2020; Al-'Umari & ibn Yahya, 1971). 

The token currency, struck in brass and copper, was an economic experiment 

inspired by the Chinese system of paper currency (Grewal, 2016). This fiat money system, 

backed not by precious metal but by the Sultan's decree, was revolutionary for its time. 

Tughluq hoped to boost the economy and free the state from the constraints of the limited 

gold and silver reserves. However, the outcome was not as envisioned. The primary issues 

arose from the lack of public trust in this new currency. People were skeptical about 

exchanging their gold and silver coins for base metal tokens. The larger problem was 

counterfeiting; the state could not prevent the production of fake coins, given that copper 

and brass were widely accessible materials (Grewal, 2016). The collapse of the token 

currency system resulted in significant economic distress and loss of faith in the Sultanate's 

administration. 

In retrospect, Tughluq's experiment illustrates the importance of public trust and 

feasibility in monetary reforms. It echoes the sentiments expressed by modern economists 

who argue for a cautious approach towards radical economic transformations. This 

historical event underscores the necessity of a robust infrastructure to prevent fraudulent 

practices and maintain a stable monetary system. However, it is important to consider the 

broader context of Tughluq's reign when evaluating this historical episode. He was a 

visionary ruler, undertaking numerous reforms and projects. His initiatives, such as shifting 

the capital to Daulatabad and the extensive irrigation projects in areas now part of 

Maharashtra, demonstrated his commitment to administrative and infrastructural 

development (Ranade, 2005). Moreover, despite the failure of the token currency, Tughluq 
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was able to maintain economic stability through the state control of grain trade and 

revenues from new agricultural lands. 

The legacy of Tughluq's token currency is more than a failed economic experiment. 

It provides valuable insights for understanding the dynamics of monetary policies. The 

issue of counterfeit currency, for example, continues to be relevant in contemporary times. 

Today, the fight against counterfeit currency requires the use of complex technological 

measures, emphasizing the importance of adequate infrastructure for implementing 

monetary reforms. Furthermore, this historical episode also informs the debates 

surrounding the digitization of money and the advent of cryptocurrencies. The lessons 

from Tughluq's token currency reinforce the need for public trust, robust infrastructure, and 

security measures in driving successful monetary transitions. Education and intellectual 

pursuits were also fostered during Tughluq's reign, laying the foundation for the cultural 

development in the Deccan region under the subsequent Bahmani Sultanate (Khan, 1941). 

Tughluq's patronage attracted scholars like Skaikh Burhanu'd-Din Gharib, who later 

migrated to the Deccan (Khan, 1992). The historical significance and legacy of 

Muhammad bin Tughluq's token currency extend beyond its immediate economic impact. 

While it represents a cautionary tale for ambitious monetary reforms, it also forms an 

integral part of a broader socio-economic and cultural evolution during his reign. These 

enduring impacts and the lessons learned continue to be relevant for contemporary 

monetary practices and reforms. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Muhammad bin Tughluq's attempt to introduce token currency represented a 

significant, albeit unsuccessful, chapter in the economic history of Medieval India. While 

the move aimed to alleviate financial pressure on the state and stimulate economic activity, 

it led to unexpected consequences, including widespread counterfeiting, inflation, and 

societal discontent. This experiment underscored the vital role of public trust, regulatory 

control, and acceptance in monetary reforms. Notwithstanding the failure of the token 

currency, Tughluq's reign is significant for various other administrative and infrastructural 

developments. Lessons gleaned from the token currency episode continue to resonate in 

contemporary debates on digital money and cryptocurrencies, emphasizing the importance 

of gradual reform, robust infrastructure, and public trust. As we navigate an increasingly 

digital financial landscape, the legacy of Tughluq's token currency offers valuable insights 

into the challenges and complexities of monetary reform. 
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