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The Mughal Empire

The Origins of the Mughal

Turkic invaders led by Babur, invaded India in 1526 after being driven from Afghanistan. They sought riches not conquest. Babur’s forces were using military tactics and technology similar to the Ottomans. They crushed the Muslim Lodi dynasty in 1526 and within two years, Babur controlled much of the Indus and Ganges plains. The first Mughal ruler was a talented warrior who also possessed a taste for art and music, but he was a poor administrator. His sudden death in 1530 brought invasions from surrounding enemies. Babur’s successor was able to maintain control until his death.


Akbar succeeded to the throne and immediately had to face pressure from Mughal enemies. Akbar and his advisors defeated them all, and the young monarch became a ruler with outstanding military and administrative talent. His armies consolidated Mughal conquests in north and central India. Akbar advanced a policy of reconciliation with his Hindu subjects; he encouraged intermarriage; abolished head taxes, and respected Hindu customs. Hindus rose to high ranks in his administration. Akbar invented a new faith incorporating Hindu and Muslim beliefs to unify his subjects. The Hindu and Muslim warrior aristocracy were granted land and labor for their loyalty. 

1. How were the Mughal similar to the Ottomans?

2. What were some of Akbar’s achievements?

Social Reform and Change

Akbar attempted to introduce social changes that would benefit his subjects. Among them were reforms to improve the status of women. Akbar encouraged widow remarriage and discouraged child marriages. He did prohibit one Hindu ritual, the Sati and attempted to break women from seclusion by creating special market days for women.


Even though most of his reforms, including the new religion, were not successful, Akbar left a powerful empire at his death in1605. Not much new territory was added by his successors, but the regime reached the peak of its splendor. Most of the population, however, lived in poverty. Because of the severe poverty in India, they fell behind Europe in science, art and technology.  Still, by the late seventeenth century, the Mughal ruled over a major commercial and manufacturing empire. Indian cotton textiles were world famous and gained a large market in Europe.

1. What social reforms did Akbar institute in the Mughal Empire?

2. Describe Mughal society under Akbar.

Artistic Achievements and Politics


The seventeenth century rulers Jahangir and Shah Jahan continued the policy of tolerance toward Hindus along with most other of Akbar’s policies. They were important patrons of the arts; they expanded painting workshops for miniatures and built great architectural works; including Shah Jahan’s Taj Mahal. They often blended Persian and Hindu traditions.


Jahangir and Shah Jahan left the details of daily administration to subordinates. While the life of court women improved, the position of women elsewhere in society declined. Child marriage grew more popular, widow remarriage died out, and seclusion for both Hindu and Muslim women increased. Sati too became popular; it spread among the upper classes. The lack of opportunity for a productive role and the burden of a dowry meant that the birth of a girl became a discouraging event.

1. What were the achievements of other Mughal rulers?

2. What was the role of Mughal women?

Decline of the Mughal

Aurangzeb, Shah Jahan’s successor, inherited a declining empire. He pushed two disastrous ambitions: to control all of India and to rid Islam of Hindu rituals. By 1707, Aurangzeb had conquered most of India, but the warfare had drained the treasury and weakened the bureaucracy and military. The time spent on warfare diverted the ruler’s energies from other vital tasks. Internal revolt and the growing autonomy of local leaders were not dealt with. Aurangzeb’s religious policies increased internal weaknesses. The head tax on Hindus was restored. By the end of Aurangzeb’s reign, his large empire was plagued by internal disruption. Outside forces were threatening the Mughal and strained imperial resources. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, state revenues and power passed to regional lords, a return to a pattern previously predominant in South Asia.


The early modern Muslim empires had sufficient internal reasons for destruction, but their demise was made more certain by ignoring the rising European threat. Little effort was made to incorporate European technological advances. The failure to meet the European challenge weakened the economic base of their empires as revenues and profits were drained off by foreigners. Importation of European bullion brought damaging inflation. Muslim leaders and scholars ignored these trends and caused serious difficulties for the world of Islam in the future.

1. What were some of the weaknesses under Aurangzeb?
2. How did the Europeans affect the Mughal Empire?

3. List reasons for the Mughal Decline.

