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Mughal Empire History for UPSC Explained

Description

The Mughal Empire stands as one of the mast;significant periods in Indian history, leaving an indelible
mark on the subcontinenta??s administrative, cultural, and,socio-economic landscape. Understanding
this era is crucial for aspirants preparing for the UPSC Civil Services Examination, as it forms a
substantial part of the Modern Indian History syllabus. The vastness of its reach and the depth of its
influence require a structured approach to study, focusing on key rulers, their policies, and the eventual
factors contributing to its decline.

This period, spanning from the early 16th century to the mid-19th century, witnessed the rise of a
powerful imperial structure that shaped political dynamics, fostered a unique syncretic culture, and
established administrative frameworks that influenced subsequent Indian states. For UPSC preparation,
studying the Mughals is not merely about memorizing dates and names; it involves comprehending the
underlying causes and effects that led to the empirea??s establishment, flourishing, and ultimate
disintegration.

The examination often tests an aspiranta??s ability to analyze the continuity and change throughout
this period, from the arrival of Babur to the last vestiges of Mughal power. A clear understanding of the
administrative policies, economic structures, religious outlook, and cultural contributions is essential, as
these themes frequently appear in both the Prelims and Mains papers.

Introduction to the Mughal Empire

The Mughal Empire was an early modern empire that controlled much of the Indian subcontinent
between the 16th and 19th centuries. Originating from Central Asia, with Turkic-Mongol roots, its
founders were descendants of both Timur and Genghis Khan. The empire effectively began with
Babura??s victory in 1526, expanding significantly under Akbar and reaching its territorial zenith under
Aurangzeb.

The Mughals established a highly centralized administration, an extensive revenue system, and a
powerful military. Their reign saw a notable flourishing of art, architecture, literature, and culture,

Page 1
SHRI RAM IAS - Best IAS Coaching in Delhi


https://www.shriramias.in/mughal-empire-history-art-admin-for-ias/
https://www.shriramias.in/regulating-act-1773-for-upsc-explained/
https://www.shriramias.in/india-eu-fta-upsc-explained/
https://www.shriramias.in/gst-rates-revised-2025/
https://www.shriramias.in/greenhouse-gas-protocol-for-upsc-explained/

SHRI RAM IAS
8882939805, 9958635276

creating a distinct Indo-Islamic synthesis. This era also marked a period of relative political stability for
large parts of India, which fostered economic prosperity and trade. The empirea??s impact was not
confined to politics and culture; it also influenced social structures and land relations that continued to
evolve even after its decline.

Establishment and Early Rulers: Babur to Humayun

The foundation of the Mughal Empire in India was laid by Zahir-ud-din Muhammad Babur, a Chagatai
Turkic prince from Fergana (modern Uzbekistan). His ambitions, coupled with political instability in
India, paved the way for his invasion.

Babur (1526-1530)

Babura??s entry into India was marked by significant military engagements. The First Battle of
Panipat in 1526 was a decisive victory against the Delhi Sultanate ruler, Ibrahim Lodi. Babura??s use
of artillery and superior battleitactics played a crucial role. Following Panipat, he had to consolidate his
hold against various Rajput confederacies, notably defeating Rana Sanga at the Battle of Khanwa in
1527. These victories firmly established'the/Mughal presence. Babura??s memoirs, the Baburnama,
provide insights into his campaigns, observations,"and challenges. His reign was largely spent in
consolidating his new empire, which was still relatively nascent at'the time of his death.

Humayun (1530-1540 and 1555-1556)

Babura??s son, Humayun, inherited an empire that was still fragmented and faced considerable
opposition. His reign was characterized by instability and challenges from Afghan chiefs, primarily Sher
Shah Suri. Humayun was defeated by Sher Shah at the Battle of Chausa (1539) and the Battle of
Kannauj (1540), leading to his exile from India for about 15 years. This interregnum saw the rise of the
Sur Empire under Sher Shah, which introduced important administrative reforms like the construction of
the Grand Trunk Road and a standardized currency (the rupiya).

During his exile, Humayun sought refuge in Persia. He eventually returned to India in 1555, capitalizing
on the decline of the Sur Empire after Sher Shaha??s death. He recaptured Delhi and Agra, but his
restored reign was short-lived, as he died in 1556. His experiences, including exile and eventual
restoration, shaped the early trajectory of the Mughal dynasty. This phase shows how vulnerable the
early Mughal state was to strong regional challenges.

The Golden Age of Mughals: Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan

This period is often regarded as the high point of Mughal rule, characterized by territorial expansion,
administrative consolidation, cultural flourishing, and economic prosperity.

Akbar (1556-1605)

Akbar ascended the throne at a young age and, with the guidance of his regent Bairam Khan,
overcame initial challenges including the Second Battle of Panipat (1556) against Hemu. Akbara??s
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reign was transformative. He systematically expanded the empire through military campaigns, bringing
much of North India and parts of the Deccan under Mughal control.

His administrative innovations were significant:

¢ Mansabdari System: This was a graded military and administrative hierarchy where every officer
(mansabdar) held a rank (mansab) comprising zat (personal status and salary) and sawar
(number of cavalrymen required to maintain). It ensured efficient administration and loyalty.

e Land Revenue System (Zabt/Todar Mala??s Bandobast): Based on a systematic survey of
crop yields and prices, it fixed revenue in cash, ensuring a steady income for the state and
attempting to provide relief to peasants.

¢ Religious Policy (Sulh-i-Kul): Akbar promoted a policy of religious tolerance, engaging in
discussions with scholars of various faiths in the Ibadat Khana. His concept of Sulh-i-Kul
(universal peace) aimed at harmony among different religious groups. This was a pragmatic
approach for a multi-religious empire. He abolished the Jizya (poll tax on non-Muslims) and
pilgrimage tax.

e Cultural Patronage: Fatehpur Sikri, Agra Fort, and many other architectural marvels were built.
Mughal painting flourished, and-Sanskrit literature was translated.

Akbara??s rule provided the solid foundations upon which thejlater Mughal emperors built.

Jahangir (1605-1627)

Jahangir, Akbara??s son, continued many of his fathera??s policies, though with a different emphasis.
He was known for his keen interest in art, particularly painting, and his court became a hub for exquisite
miniature paintings. Architectural endeavors also continued.

His reign saw the consolidation of Mughal rule in Bengal and parts of the Deccan. However, he faced
rebellions, including one from his son Khusrau, supported by Guru Arjan Dev, which led to tensions with
the Sikhs. The influence of his wife, Nur Jahan, a capable administrator, grew significantly during his
later years, effectively managing state affairs. This period saw a continuation of diplomatic relations with
European trading companies, marking the beginning of significant European presence in India.

Shah Jahan (1628-1658)

Shah Jahana??s reign is remembered as the pinnacle of Mughal architecture and artistic grandeur. The
Taj Mahal, built in memory of his wife Mumtaz Mahal, stands as a testament to Mughal architectural
brilliance. Other notable constructions include the Red Fort, Jama Masjid in Delhi, and parts of the
Lahore Fort. The court culture reached new levels of opulence and sophistication.

While culturally rich, Shah Jahana??s reign also saw aggressive Deccan policies and expensive
military campaigns, which put a strain on the state treasury. His focus on grand projects and court
extravagance, while creating lasting symbols of Mughal power, also meant increased taxation and
resource allocation towards non-productive ventures. A critical observation here is the increasing
financial pressure on the state.
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Aurangzeba??s Reign and Seeds of Decline

Aurangzeb Alamgir (1658-1707) was the last of the 4??Great Mughals,&?+ under whom the empire
reached its maximum territorial extent but also saw the emergence of internal stresses that would
contribute to its eventual downfall.

Aurangzeb was a prolific military campaigner, consolidating Mughal authority in the Northeast and
attempting to annex the entire Deccan plateau. His long Deccan campaigns against the Marathas and
Deccan Sultanates were ultimately very costly in terms of men, resources, and treasury. This prolonged
engagement diverted resources from other parts of the empire and created long-term instability.

His religious policies differed significantly from Akbara??s. Aurangzeb reimposed the Jizya, destroyed
some temples, and was less tolerant of non-Muslim practices. While his motivations are debated, these
policies alienated significant sections of the population, including Rajputs, Jats, Satnamis, and Sikhs,
leading to various rebellions and weakening imperial authority. The rise of the Marathas under Shivaji
Maharaj posed a formidable challenge to Mughal power in the Deccan.

Aurangzeba??s reign marked a turning point."While militarily powerful, the empire was overstretched,
and its resources were drained. The increased centralization and the imposition of specific religious
policies led to growing discontent and the rise of regional resistance movements, sowing the seeds for
the empirea??s eventual decline. This point needs attention: the*over-extension and alienation created
conditions ripe for future fragmentation.

Later Mughals and the Empirea??s Downfall

Following Aurangzeba??s death in 1707, the Mughal Empire entered a phase of rapid decline. This
period, from 1707 to 1857, is referred to as the era of the 4??Later Mughals.&?

Weak Successors

Aurangzeba??s successors were generally weak and ineffective rulers, often caught in power struggles
within the court. This led to a rapid succession of emperors, each ruling for short periods, unable to
control the powerful nobles or address the growing challenges facing the empire. The absence of
strong central leadership was a critical factor.

Rise of Regional Powers

As central authority weakened, various regional powers asserted their independence.

e Marathas: Under leaders like Bajirao I, the Marathas expanded their influence across central and
western India, becoming a dominant force.

e Sikhs: In Punjab, the Sikh misls (confederacies) grew powerful, eventually leading to the
formation of the Sikh Empire under Ranjit Singh.

¢ Jats, Rohillas, and Afghans: These groups carved out their own semi-independent states in
different regions.
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e Nawabs of Awadh, Bengal, and Hyderabad: These provincial governors effectively became
independent rulers, merely maintaining a nominal allegiance to the Mughal emperor.

External Invasions

The internal decay was further exacerbated by devastating external invasions.

e Nadir Shaha??s Invasion (1739): The Persian ruler Nadir Shah invaded India, sacked Delhi,
and carried away immense wealth, including the Kohinoor diamond and the Peacock Throne. This
invasion exposed the military weakness of the Mughals and severely crippled their prestige and
finances.

e Ahmad Shah Abdalia??s Invasions (1748-1767): The Afghan ruler Abdali launched multiple
invasions, culminating in the Third Battle of Panipat (1761), where he defeated the Marathas.
While this did not restore Mughal power, it further destabilized North India, creating a power
vacuum.

European Powers and British-Dominance

The decline of the Mughals coincided with the.rise of Etiropean trading companies, particularly the
British East India Company. As the Mughal grip loosened, these companies transitioned from trading
entities to political and military powers. The Battle of Plassey (1757) and the Battle of Buxar (1764)
established British supremacy in Bengal, setting the stage for their eventual dominion over the entire
subcontinent. The last Mughal emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar, was exiled by the British after the Revolt
of 1857, formally ending the empire.

UPSC Perspective

Studying the Mughal Empire is indispensable for the UPSC examination due to its profound influence
on Indian history, administration, and culture.

Prelims Focus

For the Prelims, the emphasis is on factual recall and chronological understanding:

e Key rulers: Babur, Humayun, Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan, Aurangzeb.

e Chronological order: Sequence of rulers and major events.

¢ Significant battles: First and Second Battles of Panipat, Battle of Khanwa, Battle of Chausa,
Battle of Kannauj, Third Battle of Panipat.

e Major architectural works: Taj Mahal, Red Fort, Fatehpur Sikri, Jama Masjid. Identify the patron
and location.

e Administrative terms: Mansab, Jagir, Zat, Sawar, Zabt, Dahsala, Jizya, Diwan, Mir Bakhshi,
Sadr-us-Sudur. Understanding their functions is key.

e Cultural aspects: Key artists, writers, and specific features of Mughal miniature paintings.

Mains Focus
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The Mains examination requires a deeper analytical understanding:

e Causes of establishment and decline: Discuss the factors like Babura??s military superiority
and Akbara??s administrative genius for establishment, and Aurangzeba??s policies, weak
successors, Jagirdari crisis, rise of regional powers, and foreign invasions for decline.

e Administrative policies: Detailed analysis of the Mansabdari system, land revenue
administration (e.g., Todar Mala??s reforms), and provincial administration. Their efficiency,
strengths, and weaknesses.

e Socio-economic impact: Analyze the impact of Mughal rule on trade, urbanization, agriculture,
position of peasantry, and the growth of commercial economy.

e Cultural contributions: Evaluate Mughal contributions to architecture (e.g., blend of Persian and
Indian styles), painting, literature (Persian, Hindi, Urdu), music, and the overall syncretic culture.
Examine the evolution of religious policy from Akbar to Aurangzeb and its impact.

Common Student Confusion

Aspirants often encounter specific-areas of confusion when studying the Mughal period. Addressing
these can lead to a clearer understanding.

Distinguishing between early and later Mughals

Students often find it challenging to clearly differentiate the early Mughals (Babur to Aurangzeb) from
the later Mughals. The key distinction lies in the nature of their rule and the empirea??s status. The
early Mughals, particularly from Akbar to Aurangzeb, represented a period of strong, centralized
imperial authority, territorial expansion, and relative stability, despite internal rebellions. The later
Mughals, starting with Bahadur Shah | (1707), presided over a rapidly declining empire where the
central authority weakened significantly, leading to the rise of independent regional states and external
invasions. The shift is from an empire actively expanding and consolidating to one struggling to
maintain its existence.

Understanding the complex reasons behind the empirea??s decline

Many students tend to oversimplify the causes of Mughal decline, often attributing it solely to
Aurangzeba??s religious policies. This is a partial truth. The decline was multi-faceted. While
Aurangzeba??s long Deccan campaigns drained resources and his religious policies alienated certain
sections, other factors were equally critical. These included the Jagirdari crisis (shortage of jagirs and
inefficient jagirdari system), weak and incompetent later Mughal emperors, factionalism among nobles,
the rise of powerful regional states (Marathas, Sikhs, Jats), and finally, foreign invasions (Nadir Shah,
Abdali) and the growing influence of European trading companies. It was a cumulative effect of internal
weaknesses and external pressures.

Confusing Mansabdari system details

The Mansabdari system, while crucial, can be confusing. Students often mix up its various components.
It was a unified administrative and military system. A mansabdar held a mansab (rank), which specified
both his personal status (zat) and the number of cavalrymen (sawar) he was required to maintain. The
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zat rank determined the officiala??s position in the imperial hierarchy and his personal salary. The
sawar rank indicated the number of horses and horsemen he had to maintain for the army. A
mansabdar with 5000 zat and 5000 sawar was senior and more powerful than one with 5000 zat and
2000 sawar. The system was designed to ensure military efficiency and administrative control but also
led to problems like corruption and a shortage of good horses over time.

Short Revision Points

e Founded by Babur in 1526 after the First Battle of Panipat.

e Akbara??s reign (1556-1605) is known for vast expansion, administrative reforms (Mansabdari,
Zabt), and a policy of religious tolerance (Sulh-i-Kul).

e Aurangzeba??s policies (1658-1707), including the Deccan campaigns and re-imposition of Jizya,
contributed significantly to the later decline by straining resources and alienating populations.

e The decline, starting after 1707, was marked by weak later Mughal rulers, the rise of powerful
regional states, devastating external invasions, and the growing influence of European powers.

FAQs

1. Who founded the Mughal Empire in India?
Zahir-ud-din Muhammad Babur founded the Mughal Empire in India in 1526.

2. What were the main reasons for the Mughal Empiread??s decline?
The main reasons include weak later Mughal rulers, Aurangzeba??s Deccan policies and
religious intolerance, the Jagirdari crisis, the rise of regional powers (Marathas, Sikhs), and
external invasions by Nadir Shah and Ahmad Shah Abdali.

3. Which Mughal ruler built the Taj Mahal?
Emperor Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal in Agra.

Understanding the Mughal Empire in detail is not just an academic exercise but a strategic step for
UPSC aspirants. A thorough grasp of its rise and fall, administrative innovations, and cultural legacy
allows for a more nuanced analysis of subsequent historical developments. For structured and deep
learning, consistent guidance is essential. SHRI RAM IAS is regarded as the best IAS coaching in Delhi
, providing comprehensive programs to help aspirants master such critical topics for the Civil Services
Examination.
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