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Description

The Mughal Empire stands as a significant epech in Indian history, profoundly influencing the
subcontinenta??s political, administrative, artistic, and cultural landscape for over two centuries. For
aspirants preparing for the Union Public Service Commission’ (UPSC) examinations, a thorough
understanding of this era is indispensable. The Mughals, originating from Central Asia, brought with
them a rich blend of Persian, Turkish, and Indian traditions, which coalesced to create a distinctive
civilization.

Their rule saw the establishment of a vast and relatively centralized empire, known for its powerful
military and sophisticated administrative machinery. This period is also celebrated for its remarkable
contributions to art, architecture, and literature, leaving behind enduring monuments and cultural
legacies that continue to define Indiad??s heritage. Understanding the intricacies of their rise,
consolidation, and eventual decline offers valuable lessons in statecraft, socio-economic dynamics, and
the complexities of diverse societies.

This discussion aims to provide a structured overview of the Mughal Empire, covering its foundational
aspects, the reigns of its prominent rulers, the administrative systems they implemented, their artistic
and architectural achievements, and the evolution of their religious policies, alongside the factors that
led to their eventual decline. This comprehensive approach is designed to aid IAS aspirants in building
a robust understanding of this crucial historical period.

Mughal Empire Foundation and Origins

The Mughal Empire was founded by Babur, a Chaghatai Turkic prince from Ferghana (modern-day
Uzbekistan), who was a direct descendant of Timur from his fathera??s side and Genghis Khan from
his mothera??s side. Babura??s ambitions to reclaim his ancestral territories in Central Asia were
repeatedly thwarted, leading him to turn his attention towards India. His initial incursions into India
began in 1519, gradually solidifying his control over parts of Punjab.

The decisive moment came in 1526 with the First Battle of Panipat, where Babur, despite having a
smaller army, comprehensively defeated Ibrahim Lodi, the Sultan of Delhi. Babura??s strategic use of
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artillery and the a??tulughmaéa?? (flanking) cavalry tactics played a crucial role in his victory. This battle
marked the end of the Delhi Sultanate and the formal establishment of the Mughal Empire in India.
Babur went on to consolidate his position by defeating Rana Sanga of Mewar at the Battle of Khanwa in
1527 and the Afghan chieftains at the Battle of Ghagra in 1529. His reign, though short, laid the
groundwork for one of Indiad??s most powerful empires.

The early challenges for the Mughals included consolidating power against Afghan resurgence and
Rajput resistance. Babura??s son, Humayun, faced significant difficulties, including a period of exile
after being defeated by Sher Shah Suri. Humayuna??s return in 1555, after Sher Shaha??s death, re-
established Mughal rule, albeit briefly before his own death. This phase highlights the fragility of the
nascent empire and the constant struggle for legitimacy and control.

Major Mughal Rulers and Their Times

The Mughal Empire&??s strength and character were largely shaped by its line of powerful rulers, each
contributing uniquely to its expansion and governance.

Babur (1526-1530)

As the founder, Babur established the empire through military prowess. His memoirs, the
a??Baburnamaéa??, offer a personal account of his struggles and observations. He initiated the process
of integrating Central Asian administrative ideas with Indian conditions.

Humayun (1530-1540, 1555-1556)

Humayun inherited a fragile empire and spent much of his initial reign battling Afghan rivals, most
notably Sher Shah Suri. His defeat and subsequent exile to Persia (1540-1555) were a period of
learning and alliance-building. His return saw the re-establishment of Mughal authority, but his death
shortly after limited his long-term impact. This interregnum under the Sur dynasty also provided
valuable administrative lessons that later Mughals incorporated.

Akbar (1556-1605)

Akbar is widely regarded as the greatest Mughal emperor. His reign witnessed significant territorial
expansion, reaching from Kabul in the west to Bengal in the east and extending into the Deccan. He
understood the need for broad-based support, forming alliances with Rajput rulers through marriage
and granting them high positions in his administration. His religious policy, 4??Din-i-llahia?? and the
concept of a??Sulh-i-Kula?? (peace to all), aimed at fostering harmony among diverse religious groups.
He abolished the jizya tax, which was levied on non-Muslims. Administratively, he refined the
Mansabdari system and standardized revenue collection through the a??Dahsala systema??
developed by Raja Todar Mal.

Jahangir (1605-1627)

Jahangir continued many of Akbara??s policies, though his reign saw less territorial expansion. He was
known for his interest in art and justice, symbolized by his &??chain of justicea??. His wife, Nur Jahan,
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wielded considerable influence in state affairs. He continued the policy of religious tolerance but faced
challenges from Sikh Gurus and ongoing Deccan campaigns.

Shah Jahan (1628-1658)

Shah Jahan&a??s reign is often considered the golden age of Mughal architecture. He commissioned
the Taj Mahal, the Red Fort, and the Jama Masjid, among other magnificent structures. His
administration continued the efficient systems established by Akbar. However, his later years were
marked by costly Deccan wars and the infamous war of succession among his sons. The financial
strain of his building projects and military campaigns began to show towards the end of his rule.

Aurangzeb (1658-1707)

Aurangzeb was the last of the 4??Great Mughals.a?+ He expanded the empire to its largest extent,
conquering much of the Deccan. However, his reign also saw a shift in religious policy, including the re-
imposition of jizya and destruction of some temples, which alienated significant sections of the
population, particularly the Marathas;Rajputs, and Sikhs. His prolonged military campaigns in the
Deccan drained the empirea??s resources and created deep fissures, contributing to its eventual
decline. The Maratha resistance under Shivajirbecame’a major challenge. This point needs attention:
Aurangzeba??s policies are often seen as a critical turning peintin*Mughal history.

Mughal Administration Systems Explained

The Mughals developed a highly sophisticated and centralized administrative structure that blended
elements of Islamic, Persian, and Indian traditions. This system aimed at effective governance over a
vast and diverse empire.

Central Administration

The emperor was the supreme authority, wielding absolute power in legislative, executive, and judicial
matters. He was assisted by a council of ministers:

e Wazir (Diwan): The chief minister responsible for finance and revenue. The Diwan-i-Kul looked
after the state finances.

¢ Mir Bakshi: Head of the military department, responsible for intelligence, payment, and
recruitment of the Mansabdars.

¢ Mir Saman: In charge of the imperial household, including factories (karkhanas) and stores.

e Sadr-us-Sudur: Head of the ecclesiastical department, responsible for religious endowments and
charity. He was also the Chief Qazi, heading the judiciary.

The administration also included the Qazi-ul-Quzat (chief judge) and various other officials for specific
tasks.

Provincial Administration
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The empire was divided into provinces called subahs, each headed by a Subahdar (governor)
appointed by the emperor. The Subahdar was responsible for maintaining law and order, military
command, and general administration. Each subah also had a Diwan (provincial finance officer) who
was independent of the Subahdar and directly reported to the imperial Diwan. This separation of
powers between the Subahdar and Diwan aimed to prevent the concentration of excessive authority in
one individual and ensure fiscal accountability.

Further subdivisions included sarkars (districts) headed by a Faujdar (military commandant) and an
Amalguzar (revenue collector), and parganas (sub-districts) and villages. This hierarchical structure
ensured that imperial authority reached the grassroots level.

Mansabdari System

This was the cornerstone of Mughal administration and military organization, introduced by Akbar.
a??Mansaba?? literally means rank or position. Every officer in the Mughal service, whether military or
civil, was given a mansab, which determined his status, salary, and the number of troops (and horses)
he was expected to maintain.

The Mansab was divided into two components:

e Zat: Indicated the personal status and salary of the Mansabdar.

e Sawar: Indicated the number of cavalrymen (sawars) the Mansabdar was required to maintain.
The Mansabdari system was not strictly hereditary and promotions and demotions were common
based on merit and loyalty. It ensured a diverse nobility, incorporating Rajputs, Iranis, Turanis,
and Indian Muslims, thereby fostering loyalty to the emperor. This system integrated military and
civil functions, making the entire administration centrally controlled.

Land Revenue System

The Mughals, particularly under Akbar, refined the land revenue system. Raja Todar Mal introduced the
Dahsala System (Ain-i-Dahsala). This system calculated the average produce of different crops and
the average prices over the last ten years. Based on this, a fixed demand was set for a ten-year period.
The statea??s share was typically one-third of the produce, payable in cash. This system aimed at
greater efficiency and reduced arbitrary assessments, bringing stability to the agrarian economy. The
land was surveyed and measured using standardized units.

Mughal Art and Architecture: Buildings and Style

Mughal art and architecture represent a magnificent fusion of Indian, Persian, and Central Asian styles,
characterized by grandeur, symmetry, intricate detailing, and the use of diverse materials.

Key Architectural Features
e Dome: The bulbous dome, often double-layered, became a prominent feature.

e Arch: The true arch, particularly the pointed arch, was extensively used.
e Minarets: Slender minarets at the corners of structures became common.
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e Pietra Dura: This technique of inlaying semi-precious stones into marble in intricate patterns was
widely used, especially during Shah Jahana??s reign.

e Charbagh Style: Formal garden layouts, divided into four parts by walkways and water channels,
symbolizing paradise, were integral to Mughal architecture (e.g., Humayuna??s Tomb, Taj
Mahal).

¢ Red Sandstone and White Marble: Early Mughal buildings primarily used red sandstone, while
later constructions, particularly under Shah Jahan, extensively employed white marble.

Major Monuments

e Humayuna??s Tomb (Delhi): Built during Akbara??s reign, this tomb is often considered a
precursor to the Taj Mahal. It was the first garden-tomb on the Indian subcontinent and introduced
the double-dome and charbagh layout.

e Fatehpur Sikri: Built by Akbar, this city served as his capital for a period. It features a unique
blend of Persian and Indian elements. Notable structures include the Buland Darwaza (victory
gate), Jama Masjid, Panch Mahal, and Jodha Baia??s Palace. The architecture here showcases
Akbara??s secular outlook-and-blend of styles.

e Agra Fort: Originally a brickforttheld by the. Chauhan Rajputs, it was rebuilt by Akbar with red
sandstone. It houses several important structures like Jehangiri Mahal, Khas Mahal, and Diwan-i-
Aam and Diwan-i-Khas.

e Taj Mahal (Agra): Commissioned by Shah Jahan for his wife Mumtaz Mahal, it is the epitome of
Mughal architecture. Constructed entirely of white marble, it is renowned for its perfect symmetry,
intricate pietra dura work, and calligraphic inscriptions. It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and
one of the Seven Wonders of the World. This point needs attention: The Taj Mahal is a pinnacle
achievement, showcasing the zenith of Mughal artistic expression and engineering.

¢ Red Fort (Delhi): Built by Shah Jahan when he shifted his capital to Shahjahanabad (Old Delhi).
It is a magnificent fort of red sandstone, featuring several palaces, audience halls (Diwan-i-Aam,
Diwan-i-Khas), and gardens.

Mughal Painting

Mughal painting developed as a distinct school combining Persian miniature traditions with indigenous
Indian styles. Emperors like Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan were great patrons.

e Akbara??s Period: Emphasized narrative scenes, illustrating manuscripts like Hamzanama.
Artists from different backgrounds collaborated, leading to a vibrant and diverse style.

e Jahangira??s Period: Known for naturalism, portraiture, and realistic depictions of flora and
fauna. His reign saw a refinement in technique and a focus on individual artists.

e Shah Jahana??s Period: Continued the emphasis on elegance and refinement, with a greater
use of gold and richer colours, often depicting court life and formal portraits.

Religious Policy and Reasons for Decline

The religious policies of the Mughal emperors varied significantly, impacting the stability and character
of the empire. These policies, coupled with other internal and external factors, eventually contributed to
the empirea??s decline.
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Religious Policy

e Early Mughals (Babur, Humayun): Generally pragmatic, seeking to consolidate power without
aggressive religious interference, though Babur did declare a holy war (jihad) against Rana
Sanga.

e Akbara??s Policy: Marked by remarkable religious tolerance and inclusivity. He married Rajput
princesses, abolished the jizya (poll tax on non-Muslims), and invited scholars of various religions
(Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, Jainism, Zoroastrianism) to debates in his Ibadat Khana (House of
Worship) at Fatehpur Sikri. His concept of 4??Sulh-i-Kula?? (peace to all) was aimed at fostering
harmony and understanding among different faiths, reflecting a pluralistic approach to
governance. He also introduced Din-i-llahi, a syncretic faith, though it gained few followers.

e Jahangir and Shah Jahan: Generally continued Akbara??s policy of tolerance, though there
were occasional instances of religious persecution, often politically motivated. Shah Jahan also
sometimes showed leanings towards orthodox Islam, but not consistently.

e Aurangzebéa??s Policy: Marked a distinct shift towards orthodox Islamic rule. He reimposed the
jizya, destroyed some temples, and tried to enforce Islamic laws (Sharia). This policy alienated
powerful sections of the Hindu pepulation, particularly the Marathas, Rajputs (after initial
cooperation), and Sikhs, leading'to widespread revolts and prolonged conflicts. At this stage, one
issue becomes clear: Aurangzeba??s departure from Akbara??s inclusive policies created
significant internal dissent.

Reasons for Decline

The decline of the Mughal Empire was a complex process attributed to a combination of factors:

e Aurangzeba??s Policies: His religious intolerance alienated a large section of the population,
leading to prolonged conflicts and the rise of powerful regional forces like the Marathas. His
Deccan campaigns, lasting nearly two decades, were enormously expensive and drained the
imperial treasury and manpower.

e Weak Successors: After Aurangzeb, a series of weak and inefficient rulers failed to maintain
control over the vast empire. They often became puppets in the hands of powerful nobles.

e War of Succession: The lack of a clear law of succession led to frequent, bloody wars among
imperial princes, weakening the central authority and wasting resources.

¢ Rise of Independent States: As central authority weakened, provincial governors (Subahdars)
declared independence, establishing states like Awadh, Bengal, and Hyderabad. The Marathas,
under the Peshwas, expanded their influence significantly.

e Jagirdari Crisis: The Mansabdari system, particularly the allocation of jagirs (land assignments),
became increasingly corrupt and inefficient. There were more Mansabdars than available jagirs,
leading to a crisis of land revenue administration and growing dissatisfaction among the nobility.

e Military Weakness: The Mughal army, once formidable, grew outdated and less effective. It
struggled against the highly mobile Maratha cavalry and later, the disciplined forces of European
trading companies.

e Economic Stagnation: The continuous wars, corruption, and the agrarian crisis led to economic
stagnation and a decline in trade and commerce in many regions.

¢ Invasions: The invasions of Nadir Shah (1739) and Ahmad Shah Abdali (1748-1761) further
plundered and weakened the empire, exposing its vulnerability. Nadir Shaha??s sack of Delhi
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was a massive blow, depriving the empire of immense wealth.

e Advent of European Powers: The growing presence and influence of European trading
companies, particularly the British East India Company, who exploited the political instability and
eventually established their dominance, played a crucial role in the final collapse of the Mughal
Empire.

The Mughal Empirea??s journey from its foundation to its decline offers a rich tapestry of history,
administration, and cultural development. Understanding these aspects is key for aspirants.

UPSC Perspective

The Mughal Empire is a consistently high-yield topic for the UPSC Civil Services Examination,
appearing in both Prelims and Mains.

Prelims Focus:

e Key Rulers: Chronology, significant events during their reigns (e.g., battles, administrative
reforms, constructions).

e Administrative Terms: Mansabdari, Jagirdari, Zabt, Dahsala, subah, sarkar, faujdar, diwan, mir
bakshi, sadr-us-sudur.

e Art and Architecture: Specific monuments, their builders, distinctive features (e.qg., pietra dura,
charbagh), painting styles (e.g., Hamzanama, portraiture).

e Religious Policies: Akbara??s Sulh-i-Kul, Din-i-llahi, abolition/reimposition of jizya.

¢ Important Texts/Authors: Baburnama (Tuzuk-i-Baburi), Ain-i-Akbari, Akbarnama.

Mains Focus:

e Nature of Mughal State: Centralization vs. decentralization, role of nobility.

e Impact of Policies: Analyze the impact of Akbara??s religious policy vs. Aurangzeba??s.

e Administrative Systems: Detailed analysis of the Mansabdari and Jagirdari systems, their
strengths, and weaknesses.

e Causes of Decline: Critical evaluation of the various factors contributing to the decline (Jagirdari
crisis, Aurangzeba??s policies, rise of regional powers, advent of Europeans).

e Cultural Contributions: Detailed discussion on Mughal architecture, painting, and literature, and

their synthesis of various traditions.

Agrarian Structure: Mughal land revenue administration and its socio-economic impact.

Common Student Confusion

Misunderstanding: Many students confuse the Mansabdari system solely as a military system.
Correction: While the Mansabdari system was crucial for military organization, it was fundamentally a
comprehensive administrative system. A Mansabdar held a rank that determined his civil and military
responsibilities, his personal status, and his salary. It was a unified system for imperial service,
encompassing both civil administrators and military commanders. The Zat rank determined personal
status and salary, while the Sawar rank dictated the number of cavalrymen to be maintained, thus
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blending civil and military roles.

Short Revision Points

e Foundation: Babur, 1526, First Battle of Panipat.

e Major Rulers: Babur, Humayun, Akbar (greatest expansion, inclusive policies, admin reforms),
Jahangir (art, justice), Shah Jahan (architecture, golden age), Aurangzeb (largest empire,
orthodox policies, decline begins).

e Administration: Emperor supreme, Wazir, Mir Bakshi, Mansabdari system (Zat & Sawar),
Subahs, Dahsala revenue system.

e Art & Architecture: Fusion of Indian-Persian styles, Humayuna??s Tomb, Fatehpur Sikri, Taj
Mahal, Red Fort, Pietra Dura, Charbagh.

¢ Religious Policy: Akbara??s Sulh-i-Kul & jizya abolition vs. Aurangzeba??s reimposition &
orthodoxy.

e Decline: Weak successors, wars of succession, Aurangzeba??s policies (Deccan wars,
religious), Jagirdari crisis;wise of regional powers, foreign invasions, European advent.

FAQs

1. Who founded the Mughal Empire?
Babur founded the Mughal Empire in 1526 after defeating Ibrahim Lodi at the First Battle of
Panipat.

2. What was the Mansabdari system?
It was an administrative system introduced by Akbar where every officer, military or civil, was
assigned a a??mansaba?? (rank) determining their status, salary, and the number of troops they
were expected to maintain (Zat for personal status/salary, Sawar for cavalrymen).

3. Which Mughal ruler built the most famous monuments?
Shah Jahan is renowned for commissioning some of the most famous Mughal monuments,
including the Taj Mahal, the Red Fort in Delhi, and the Jama Masjid.

A comprehensive understanding of the Mughal Empirea??s history, administrative innovations, and rich
artistic legacy is essential for any serious IAS aspirant. The depth and breadth of this period require
careful study, focusing not just on facts but also on analytical connections between policies and
outcomes. For those seeking structured guidance and in-depth analysis to master such crucial topics,
SHRI RAM IAS is regarded as the best IAS coaching in Delhi, offering rigorous programs designed to
equip aspirants with the knowledge and skills needed for success.

Page 8
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi


https://www.shriramias.in/best-ias-coaching-in-mukherjee-nagar-delhi/
https://www.shriramias.in/leader-of-opposition-india-upsc-explained/

