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Mughal Empire Decline Causes UPSC Explained

Description

The Mughal Empire, which onCe commanded-vast swathes of the Indian subcontinent, represented a
period of significant cultural, administrative,’and‘economic transformation. Its establishment by Babur in
the 16th century marked the beginning of a powerful imperial’'structure that peaked under rulers like
Akbar and Shah Jahan. For over a century and a half, it maintained a strong central authority,
sophisticated governance, and a vibrant cultural synthesis.

However, the 18th century witnessed a dramatic reversal of fortunes for this formidable empire. What
began as internal strains and administrative challenges gradually escalated into a terminal decline,
leading to its fragmentation and eventual collapse. Understanding the multifaceted reasons behind this
decline is crucial for comprehending the subsequent political landscape of India and the eventual rise of
colonial powers.

Early Mughal Power and Signs of Trouble

The foundations of Mughal power were laid by strong rulers who established an efficient administrative
system, a robust economy, and a loyal military. The reigns of Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan are
often considered the zenith of Mughal authority, characterized by territorial expansion, architectural
grandeur, and a generally stable polity. However, even during these periods, certain elements were
present that would later contribute to the empirea??s downfall, though they were then successfully
managed by capable emperors.

One could observe the strains of continuous military campaigns and the associated financial burdens,
which began to accumulate over time. While the empirea??s wealth initially sustained these endeavors,
the Deccan campaigns, particularly under Aurangzeb, strained resources considerably. The sheer size
of the empire also presented challenges in maintaining uniform control over distant provinces. Though
the Mansabdari system was designed for administrative efficiency, its inherent flaws, such as the
potential for corruption and the increasing number of mansabdars requiring jagirs, started to emerge
even before they became critical. This point needs attention: early signs were often masked by the
strength of the central authority.
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Internal Weaknesses Behind Mughal Decline

The decline was not a sudden event but a protracted process fueled by several critical internal
weaknesses that eroded the empirea??s foundations.

Aurangzeba??s Policies

Aurangzeba??s long reign (1658-1707) is often identified as a period when many of these internal
stresses became acute. His extensive and costly military campaigns, especially in the Deccan against
the Marathas, drained the imperial treasury and led to a severe financial crisis. His religious policies,
often perceived as less tolerant than his predecessors, alienated sections of the population, particularly
the Rajputs and Marathas, who had previously been allies or integrated elements within the Mughal
system. This led to rebellions and prolonged conflicts, diverting resources and manpower. The
continuous warfare meant that the empire was constantly spending without sufficient revenue
generation from newly conquered, often rebellious, territories.

Weak Successors and Court Factions

Following Aurangzeba??s death, a succession of weak and ineffective rulers ascended the throne.
These Later Mughals (from Bahadur Shah | onwards) lacked the administrative acumen, military
prowess, and strong leadership needed to govern such a vast and complex empire. Their reigns were
marked by constant internecine struggles for power among different factions of nobles, known as the
a??lrania??, a??Turania??, a??Afghania??, and a??Hindustania?? groups. These court conspiracies
and battles for influence paralyzed the central administration, making effective governance impossible
and exposing the empire to internal and external threats. Now this becomes important: the personal
weaknesses of rulers were directly exploited by an ambitious nobility.

Jagirdari and Mansabdari Crises

The Jagirdari system, where nobles were assigned jagirs (revenue assignments) in lieu of cash
salaries, and the Mansabdari system, which graded nobles based on their rank and military contingent,
were pillars of Mughal administration. However, by the late 17th and early 18th centuries, both systems
faced severe crises. The number of mansabdars increased rapidly, outstripping the available jagirs.
This led to a scarcity of jagirs and prolonged delays in assignments, forcing mansabdars to extract
maximum revenue from their jagirs without investing in their development. This over-exploitation often
oppressed the peasantry and led to agrarian revolts. The crisis was also exacerbated by the decline in
the productivity of jagirs and the tendency of jagirdars to keep their land for short periods, neglecting
long-term development. This undermined the very administrative structure that held the empire
together.

Economic and Administrative Decay

Beyond the jagirdari crisis, the empire suffered from broader economic decline. Continuous warfare and
luxurious lifestyles of the nobility depleted the treasury. Corruption became widespread at all levels of
administration. The breakdown of law and order disrupted trade routes and agricultural production,
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further diminishing state revenue. The administrative machinery, once highly centralized and efficient,
became decentralized and ineffective as provincial governors asserted greater autonomy.

External Pressures and Invasions

While internal weaknesses festered, external pressures provided the final blows to the crumbling
empire.

Rise of Regional Powers

As the central authority weakened, powerful regional kingdoms and autonomous states began to
emerge, challenging Mughal supremacy. The Marathas, under Shivaji and his successors, developed
into a formidable power, expanding their influence and territories, particularly in the Deccan and central
India. The Sikhs in Punjab, the Jats in the Agra-Mathura region, and the independent states of Awadh,
Bengal, and Hyderabad all asserted their independence. These regional powers not only ceased
paying revenue to Delhi but alSeyengaged in conflicts with the Mughals, further draining resources and
fragmenting the empire.

Foreign Invasions

Two devastating foreign invasions dealt irreparable damage to the already weakened empire. In 1739,
Nadir Shah of Persia invaded India, sacked Delhi, and carried away immense wealth, including the
Peacock Throne and the Koh-i-Noor diamond. This invasion exposed the military weakness of the
Mughals and the hollowness of their power. The subsequent invasions by Ahmed Shah Abdali, Nadir
Shaha??s general, between 1748 and 1767, further destabilized the empire. Abdalia??s repeated raids
not only plundered northern India but also weakened Mughal control over Punjab, opening the door for
the rise of Sikh power and the eventual British influence in the region. These invasions were symbolic
of the empirea??s inability to protect its own capital and territory.

Later Mughal Rulers and Shifting Power Centers

The period after Aurangzeb is dominated by the struggles of incompetent Later Mughal rulers and the
gradual shift of effective power away from Delhi. Bahadur Shah I, Jahandar Shah, Farrukhsiyar,
Muhammad Shah a??Rangilaa??, and Alamgir Il were monarchs in name only. Real power often
resided with powerful nobles like the Sayyid Brothers or with emerging regional potentates.

The political capital remained Delhi, but the economic and military centers of power dispersed. Awadh,
under Saadat Ali Khan, and Bengal, under Murshid Quli Khan, became virtually independent. The
Nizams of Hyderabad carved out their own state in the Deccan. The Marathas established a
confederacy that controlled vast areas, becoming the dominant indigenous power. This decentralization
meant that even if a strong ruler had emerged in Delhi, uniting these disparate power centers would
have been an immense, if not impossible, task. The empirea??s territory shrunk to a small dominion
around Delhi, a mere shadow of its former self.

How Different Factors Combined to Break the Empire
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The decline of the Mughal Empire was a complex interplay of the factors mentioned. No single cause
can be identified as solely responsible; rather, it was a cumulative effect. Aurangzeba??s protracted
Deccan campaigns and policies created deep internal fissures, draining resources and alienating key
groups. This left the empire vulnerable, making the weaknesses of his successors and the court
factions far more destructive than they might have been otherwise. The administrative breakdown,
particularly the Jagirdari crisis, directly impacted the statea??s ability to collect revenue and maintain
order.

Simultaneously, the void left by a weak center allowed ambitious provincial governors and emergent
regional powers like the Marathas and Sikhs to assert independence. These internal challenges were
then brutally exploited by external invaders like Nadir Shah and Abdali, who inflicted severe blows, both
financially and psychologically. The constant warfare, internal dissent, and external aggressions
created a vicious cycle that ultimately led to the empirea??s fragmentation. The empirea??s inability to
adapt to changing military technologies and economic realities also contributed to its decay, as it fell
behind emerging powers, including the European trading companies.

UPSC Perspective

For UPSC aspirants, understanding the decline’ of the/Mughal,Empire involves both factual recall and
analytical depth.

Prelims focus:

The Prelims examination often tests knowledge of specific details related to the decline. This includes
identifying key Later Mughal rulers in chronological order, such as Bahadur Shah I, Jahandar Shah,
Farrukhsiyar, and Muhammad Shah 4??Rangilad??. Important battles like the Battle of Karnal (Nadir
Shah&??s invasion) and the Third Battle of Panipat (Abdali vs. Marathas) are frequently asked. Specific
rebellions, such as those by the Marathas, Sikhs, Jats, and Rajputs, and their leaders, are also
relevant. Questions may also cover the specific policies of Aurangzeb that contributed to the decline or
the foreign invaders like Nadir Shah and Ahmed Shah Abdali, along with their impact.

Mains focus:

The Mains examination requires a deeper analytical approach. Aspirants need to explain the economic
causes of decline, focusing on the Jagirdari crisis, agrarian distress, and depletion of the treasury.
Administrative causes involve analyzing the Mansabdari systema??s flaws, the breakdown of central
authority, and the rise of autonomous regional states. Social causes relate to the alienation of certain
communities and the fracturing of political loyalty. Long-term impacts on Indian polity and society
include the emergence of regional powers, the vacuum created that allowed European intervention, and
the socio-economic conditions that shaped later colonial rule. A comparative analysis with the decline of
other empires, both Indian and global, can also enrich an answer, highlighting unigue and common
factors.

Common Student Confusion

Page 4
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi


https://www.shriramias.in/india-eu-fta-upsc-explained/
https://www.shriramias.in/ias-vs-ips-differences-for-upsc-exams/
https://www.shriramias.in/regulating-act-1773-for-upsc-explained/

SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

Students frequently encounter specific points of confusion when studying the Mughal decline.

1. Mixing up the causes of decline with the causes of the rise of regional powers:

Students sometimes struggle to differentiate between the internal weaknesses of the Mughals that led
to the decline and the consequences of that decline, which included the rise of regional powers. The
misunderstanding is that regional powers caused the decline.

Correction: The rise of regional powers (Marathas, Sikhs, Jats, Awadh, Bengal, Hyderabad) was
largely a symptom and an accelerator of Mughal decline, not its fundamental root cause. The internal
administrative, financial, and political weaknesses of the central Mughal authority created the vacuum
and opportunity for these regional powers to emerge and assert independence. The weakness of the
core allowed the periphery to grow strong.

2. Over-simplifying Aurangzeba??s role in the decline:

Many students attribute the entire decline solely to Aurangzeba??s policies, particularly his religious
zeal and Deccan campaigns. This is an over-simplification.

Correction: While Aurangzeba??s policies certainly played a significant role by creating severe stress
on the administration, financesS,*and social fabric of the empire, the decline was a cumulative process.
Underlying issues like the inherent flaws in the Jagirdari system, the decadent lifestyles of later nobility,
technological stagnation, and the emergenceof European trading powers were independent factors
that contributed to the eventual collapse. Aurangzeba??s reign might have intensified existing
problems, but he was not the sole cause.

3. Confusing the timing of different foreign invasions and their impact:

Students might merge the impact of Nadir Shaha??s invasion with Abdalia??s raids or not clearly
understand their distinct contributions to the decline.

Correction: Nadir Shaha??s invasion (1739) was a single, devastating blow that plundered immense
wealth and exposed the empirea??s military and political fragility. It created a power vacuum and
demoralized the Mughals. Ahmed Shah Abdalia??s repeated invasions (from 1748 onwards) further
weakened Mughal control, especially in the Northwest, and actively engaged with and weakened
emerging powers like the Marathas (Battle of Panipat, 1761), indirectly clearing the way for British
expansion. Both were destructive, but their timing and specific impacts differed.

Short Revision Points

e Aurangzeba??s policies, particularly Deccan campaigns and religious stance, created long-term
stress on the empire.

o Weak and inefficient successors could not control ambitious nobles or manage the vast empire.

e The Jagirdari and Mansabdari crises crippled the administrative and financial systems.

e The rise of powerful regional states like the Marathas, Sikhs, and Jats challenged central
authority.

e Devastating foreign invasions by Nadir Shah (1739) and Ahmed Shah Abdali (multiple times)
exposed Mughal weakness and plundered wealth.

e Economic decline, depletion of the treasury, and technological lag contributed to the empirea??s
inability to adapt.

FAQS
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1. Who were the important Later Mughal emperors?
The important Later Mughal emperors include Bahadur Shah |, Jahandar Shah, Farrukhsiyar,
Muhammad Shah 4??Rangilada??, Ahmed Shah Bahadur, Alamgir Il, and Shah Alam II.

2. What was the Jagirdari crisis and how did it affect the empire?

The Jagirdari crisis refers to the severe shortage of jagirs (revenue-yielding lands) relative to the
increasing number of mansabdars (nobles). This led to delayed assignments, over-exploitation of
peasants by jagirdars, and a decline in agricultural productivity, critically weakening the empirea??s
financial and administrative stability.

3. How did the rise of regional states contribute to Mughal decline?

The rise of regional states like the Marathas, Sikhs, and independent provincial governors (Awadh,
Bengal, Hyderabad) fragmented the empire. They withheld revenue, engaged in conflicts with the
Mughals, and diminished the central authoritya??s territorial control and resources, accelerating the
overall decline.

Understanding the causes behind the decline of the Mughal Empire provides crucial insights into the
subsequent course of Indianthistony. It highlights how a complex interplay of internal decay and external
pressures can lead to the collapse of even a-mighty empire. For those preparing for the Civil Services
Examination, a comprehensive grasp of these factors/s indispensable. SHRI RAM IAS is consistently
regarded as the best IAS coaching in Delhi, guiding aspirants through such intricate historical analyses
for a deeper understanding of the subject.
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