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Abstract:The history of the Mughal Empire (1526—1707) is often narrated through the political
actions of emperors and their male nobility, while the contributions of royal women remain
overshadowed. However, Mughal royal women, from Maham Anaga and Hamida Banu to Nur
Jahan, Mumtaz Mahal, and Jahanara Begum, shaped the socio-political framework of the empire
through administrative authority, mediation in dynastic conflicts, architectural patronage, and
cultural diplomacy. Sources such as the Akbarnama, Baburnama, Tuzuk-I Jahangiri, and European
travel accounts reveal that women held jagirs, affixed seals (uzuk) on imperial documents,
interceded in political disputes, and acted as patrons of mosques, caravanserais, and educational
institutions. Yet, mainstream historiography reduces them to symbols of beauty, seclusion, or
romance, neglecting their tangible role in governance and diplomacy. This paper seeks to
reconstruct the socio-political agency of Mughal royal women, highlighting unexplored dimensions
of their influence and re-situating them as active political agents rather than passive figures
confined to the harem. It will reflect how the women of Mughal world came out of the veil and
turned into torch bearers, breaching the boundaries of Harem to show their acumen in
administration and governance along with their keen interest in society and culture.
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Introduction

The Mughal Empire, one of early modern South Asia’s most influential dynasties, is often

studied through emperors, administration, and military conquests. Yet, the political and
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social roles of royal Mughal women remain underexplored. Far from being passive
inhabitants of the harem, these women shaped governance, mediated disputes, exercised
economic authority, and contributed to cultural and architectural patronage.Traditional
historians like K. S. Lal describe the harem as a secluded, luxurious space, emphasizing
sensuality. In contrast, contemporary Persian chroniclers, such as Abul Fazl and Badauni,
depict the harem as a site of political negotiation, education, and cultural influence. For
instance, Abul Fazl notes Hamida Banu Begum’s role in dynastic reconciliations, while
Jahangir’s Tuzuk records the administrative authority exercised by his consort, Nur Jahan.
The political agency of women can be traced to Babur, who granted parganas to women—a
practice expanded under Akbar and Jahangir. Maham Anaga, Akbar’s foster mother, served
as de facto regent during his minority, overseeing political affairs and founding a madrasa.
Such examples show women shaped imperial politics both through kinship networks and
direct governance.

Under Jahangir, Nur Jahan became the most visible female political actor, wielding
her own seal to validate state documents and influencing key decisions. Yet, historiography
often marginalizes contemporaries like Mumtaz Mahal, who mediated noble relations and
Shah Jahan’s decisions, and Jahanara Begum, entrusted with Surat’s revenues and patronage
of major constructions like Chandni Chowk.European travelers also noted royal women’s
public roles. William Foster’s accounts describe women appearing unveiled at Mina Bazaar,
challenging assumptions of strict purdah, while Rumer Godden highlights the authority
granted to women over the imperial seal. These accounts demonstrate that women’s
influence was recognized both inside and outside the court.Despite such evidence,
mainstream scholarship frequently side-lines these women. While works like Harbans
Mukhia’s The Mughals of India focus on imperial structures, economic patronage and
legitimacy throwing light on hierarchy and structure of Mughal Harem, the administrative
autonomy of women remains underexplored.

This study seeks to fill that gap by analysing Persian chronicles, memoirs, and travel
accounts to reconstruct royal Mughal women’s multifaceted roles. It argues that the harem
functioned not merely as a domestic space but as an institution where power, negotiation,

and political strategy were deeply embedded.

The Mughal Harem : Structure and Hierarchy
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The Mughal Harem served as the exclusive residence of the women of the Mughal emperors
in the Indian subcontinent. The term “harem” originated in the Near East, signifying a
“forbidden place” or sacred sanctuary, derived from the Arabic words harim (sacred
place/female family) and haram (forbidden/sacred). Contrary to popular notions of the
harem as a purely domestic space, it functioned as a center of political influence, cultural
refinement, and social authority. It played a vital role in the upbringing of heirs,
consolidating alliances through strategic marriages, and cultivating etiquette, art, and
literature. The harem significantly shaped imperial policies and courtly affairs.Ceremonial
events, particularly royal marriages, were celebrated with grandeur inside the harem. The
1633 marriage of Dara Shikoh to Nadira Begum was marked by elaborate festivities,
symbolizing the harem as a site of cultural and political display. Despite strict enforcement
of purdah, exceptions existed: Nur Jahan and Jahanara occasionally appeared in public
gatherings, highlighting women’s potential visibility in state matters.

The Mughal harem was hierarchically organized, with distinctions among wives
(khawatindar), mistresses (ghunchachi), and concubines (sarart), as documented in Babur’s
memoirs. Concubines such as Zuhra Begi Agacha, though not legally wedded, could still
gain prominence and bear royal children, underscoring that influence depended more on
motherhood than marital legitimacy. This hierarchy was fluid, and concubines or consorts
could rival chief wives. Its administration was structured under female officers, divided into
high (Mahim Banu), middle (Paristaran-i-hudur), and low ranks, including officials like the
mahaldar (chief officer), tehwildar (accountant), and begis (guards).! These officials
maintained discipline and security, often earning imperial commendation.

The number of harem inmates varied. Babur and Humayun maintained relatively
modest harems, limited by their itinerant lifestyles, with Babur adhering to the legally
permitted number of wives. Edward Terry said emperors expanded the harem without
restriction, as sovereignty freed them from such limits.?Over time, the Mughal harem
retained its role in shaping political, cultural, and social life. Royal women such as Nur
Jahan and Jahanara became political actors, Bega Begum and Mumtaz Mahal served as
cultural patrons, while Gulbadan Begum and Zebunnissa excelled in literature.

Thus, the Mughal harem was far more than a domestic enclosure: it was a locus of

political authority, cultural sophistication, and social influence.

The Mughal Royal Women : Symbol of power
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The Mughals traced their descent from two of history’s most formidable conquerors,
Genghis Khan and Timur. Their Timurid claim was reinforced through a myth of divine
origin, wherein Queen Alan Quwwa was miraculously impregnated by a divine light. Abul
Fazal supported this legend, asserting the divine ancestry of the Mughals. According to him,
kingship was a gift of God, “a single eye of favour and benevolence—not mother to some
and stepmother to others.” He argued that only divine sanction made an emperor worthy of
exalted dignity.asymbolic representations of women appeared even in early Mughal
accounts. During the Battle of Khanwa, Babur invoked Allah’s help and described victory as
a beautiful woman and fortune as veiled. Such metaphors show how women, both as
symbolic figures of justice and as active participants in court, were central to Mughal
sovereignty.

Royal women also wielded personal and political influence. Jahangir records that
after the death of his first wife, Shah Begam, he abandoned pleasures and even food for
days. The Mughal harem, often portrayed as a secluded space, was epitomized in
Aurangzeb’s remark: “Men should wear simple clothes, it is women who should decorate
themselves.” Yet emperors also celebrated women’s skills. Jahangir praised Nur Jahan’s
talents in hunting, noting her shots of a bird and even a tiger.*

Reverence for mothers shaped Mughal kingship. Buzurgdasht prescribes paying
obeisance to one’s mother, and Coryat recounts Akbar carrying his mother’s palanquin
across the Ravi River, declaring he never denied her so long as the demand aligned with
law, “and the king was law himself.” Father Monserrate noted Akbar’s welcome of
Gulbadan on her return from Mecca. Jahangir addressed his mother as “Hazarat,” a title for
emperors, while Babur knelt to greet his sister. Such gestures underline the extraordinary
reverence queen mothers commanded.

Within the harem hierarchy, royal wives and princesses were styled Begum, while
women of lesser rank were Aghacha. Though Babur’s Afghan wife was beloved, she lacked
the Begum title. Yet Aghacha and officials like the Mahaldar held responsibility. Aurangzeb
entrusted his Mahaldar Aia Beg with shroud funds, while Jahangir praised Asmat Banu
Begum, Nur Jahan’s mother, as Qalb Banu.Thus, Mughal royal women were not passive
symbols of dignity but key figures shaping policy and courtly life. Bearing exalted titles—
Mariam Makani, Mariam Uz Zamani, Bilqis Makani, Nur Jahan, and Padshah Begum—they

embodied the Mughal conception of power.
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Diplomacy and agency of Royal Mughal Women

Mughal women played a significant role as diplomatic agents, with marriage frequently
serving as an instrument of political alliance and territorial consolidation. Marriage
diplomacy existed from the early Timurid period but reached its peak under Akbar,
positioning royal women as vital actors in shaping imperial strategies. Their involvement
was not merely symbolic; they exercised real influence over negotiations and alliances,
often acting as intermediaries between rulers and rival factions.

Babur’s Baburnama records early examples of dynastic women engaging in
diplomacy. Zuhra Begi Agacha, a concubine of Umar Shaikh (Babur’s father), secretly
negotiated with Shaibani Khan, offering marriage in exchange for territory for her son.
Though the attempt failed and Babur condemned it, the episode reflects the political
potential of Mughal lineage women even before empire consolidation .°_ Babur himself
arranged marriages for both security and advancement. His union with Masuma Sultan
Begam, daughter of Ahmad Mirza, combined personal and political motives. Similarly, his
alliance with the Yusufzai Afghans, facilitated by obtaining the daughter of Malik Shah
Mansur along with tribal tribute, demonstrates the instrumental role of women in forging
alliances .’

Under Akbar, the diplomatic role of royal women expanded further. His marriage to a
Rajput princess, sister of Raja Bhagwan Das in 1572, had significant political implications.
Akbar entrusted her with mourning rituals for fallen Rajput warriors, involving her directly
in public diplomacy. Rajput alliances illustrate Akbar’s negotiations through women,
balancing affection with political calculation. In 1581, Akbar’s half-sister Bakht-un-Nisa
mediated reconciliation between the emperor and his rebellious brother Mirza Hakim .®
In the later Mughal period, women’s active diplomacy continued. De Laet notes that lavish
gifts to the emperor and female kin secured imperial favour, while Tavernier records secret
gifts presented to Shah Jahan and his daughter Jahanara Begam for governorship
appointments .’ In 1654, Prithvichand of Garhwal offered gifts to Jahanara in gratitude for
her intercession between him and Shahjahan .'° Women also exercised battlefield authority:
Jani Begam, wife of Prince Azam, rallied troops at Bijapur when the prince felt dispirited,
and Zeb-un-Nisa, daughter of Aurangzeb, was known for martial skills and often

participated in wars .'' Nadira Begam, wife of Dara Shikoh, secured Rajput loyalty of a
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warrior Sarup Singh using maternal symbolism by giving him water with which she washed
her breasts.

Thus, Mughal royal women, though often instrumentalized through marital
diplomacy, consistently acted as agents of negotiation, alliance-building, and political
consolidation, demonstrating that their influence extended far beyond the confines of the

harem.

Women’s Role in Family Politics and Administration

The contribution of Mughal women to the administrative realm is often neglected. While
political power formally rested with the emperor, the influence exercised by his wives,
mothers, and daughters in courtly affairs remains a subject of importance.

Babur, for instance, praised his grandmother Aisan Daulat Begam as wise and
acknowledged that most of his affairs were conducted through her counsel.'® His wife,
Qutlug Nigar Khanum, accompanied him during his throneless years (fatrat), offering him
guidance throughout. Akbar also relied upon the advice of Maham Anaga in matters of state,
and between 1560-62, her leadership in the so-called “petticoat government” controlled key
state affairs. The authority of Nur Jahan is well known; her powerful junta group dominated
court politics and exerted enormous influence over Jahangir. Similarly, Jahangir granted a
garden in Agra to Ruqaiya Sultan, and Akbar entrusted Prince Khurram to her care,
signifying her role in maternal politics."> Mumtaz Mahal also enjoyed strong political
presence, as Shah Jahan consulted her on both personal and political matters. K. S. Lal notes
that Shah Jahan spent midday hours in the harem, attending to petitions of charity presented
by Mumtaz Mahal. Jahanara Begam likewise intervened in state affairs from 1631 onward,
when she acquired the title Padshah Begam.

Royal women were entrusted with significant administrative authority, appointing
their own nazirs and vakils to manage jagirs and finances.'* Akbar esteemed them highly,
granting them royal seals (uzuk).'’ Jahanara, for instance, was given the revenues of the
sarkar of Doraha to finance the upkeep of the port of Surat. Coins and farmans were issued
in the name of Nur Jahan, who also maintained links with foreign travellers. Their control
over jagirs, trade posts, and coinage underscores their awareness of the nexus between
commerce and governance.

Royal women also influenced politics through kinship and mediation. Gulbadan

Begam, as a child, received gifts from nobles, reflecting her symbolic importance. Foster
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mothers like Jiji Anaga and Maham Anaga wielded power as their sons, called koka, rose to
prominence. Jahangir recalled how his father marched to Gujarat in Jiji Anaga’s company.
Ladli Begam, daughter of Nur Jahan, was married to Prince Shahryar to strengthen his claim
to the throne in 1621. Informal relations similarly shaped politics—Shah Jahan forgave a
vizier’s delay because he was married to Mumtaz Mahal’s sister.Royal women were central
in succession politics. Hamida Banu and Gulbadan interceded for Prince Salim before
Akbar, who was pacified through their mediation.'® Salima Sultan Begam often negotiated
between reigning and aspiring kings, while Jahanara actively participated in the war of
succession. Even Aurangzeb employed mediation by his son’s mother to settle
disputes.These instances demonstrate the extensive influence of royal women in Mughal
administration and politics. Their mediation resolved conflicts, their control of revenue
sustained imperial power, and their presence shaped succession disputes—placing them

firmly at the axis of empire.

Social and Cultural Influence of Royal Mughal Women

The Mughal harem functioned as a centre of cultural and social activity , providing royal
women with a platform to assert their influence.Events such as the Mina Bazaar allowed
women to participate actively by managing stalls and displaying their interests through
which they got recognition in public world, while significant imperial ceremonies, like the
lunar and solar weighing of the emperor, were held in the queen mother’s chamber.'’ Their
architectural patronage is equally noteworthy. Haji Begam constructed Humayun’s mosque
and tomb; Maham Anaga established a school at Delhi attached to the Khair-ul-Manzil
Masjid. Salima Sultan Begam commissioned her own burial site. The Zenana Masjid at
Lahore and the grand Begam Shahi Mosque were constructed under Mariam-uz-Zamani,
whose fortification at Fatehpur blended Indo-Islamic aesthetics. Nur Jahan left an indelible
mark through the tomb of her father Itimad-ud-Daula and the introduction of pietra dura
stonework, alongside gardens in Lahore.'® Similarly, the township of Mumtazabad and the
Taj Mahal epitomise the cultural memory of Mumtaz Mahal, while Jahanara Begam
commissioned urban spaces such as Chandni Chowk in Delhi and the Begami Dallan at
Ajmer Sharif. Numerous sarais also owed their construction to royal women.Their literary
contributions equally enriched Mughal culture. Gulbadan Begam authored the Humayun-

nama, an invaluable source for Humayun’s reign. Nur Jahan excelled in calligraphy.
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Jahanara’s Risala-i-Sahibiyah narrated her spiritual journey, while her Munis al-Arwah
offered a biography of a Sufi saint. Zeb-un-Nissa’s Diwan-i-Makhfi reflects the poetic
engagement of Mughal women, standing in stark contrast to prescriptive texts like Akhlaqg-i-
Nasiri, which reinforced restrictive gender roles .

Royal women also demonstrated social presence through charity. Following
Jahanara’s severe burns in 1644, the emperor distributed alms worth seven lakhs, reflecting
both imperial affection and her social significance.'” Their patronage extended to creative
arts such as zardozi and chikankari, and innovations in luxury clothing. Thus, Mughal
women were central to shaping the socio-cultural sphere, leaving enduring legacies in

architecture, literature, philanthropy and arts.

Conclusion

The study of royal Mughal women demonstrates that the harem was far more than a
secluded domestic sphere; it was an institution deeply integrated into the political,
diplomatic, and socio-cultural fabric of the empire. Figures such as Maham Anaga, Ruqaiya
Sultan Begum, Nur Jahan, Mumtaz Mahal, and Jahanara Begum reveal the diverse ways in
which royal women influenced governance, family politics, cultural patronage, and courtly
negotiations. Their interventions ranged from handling petitions, mediating between
factions, interceding for nobles, to commissioning architecture and literary works that
symbolized both personal devotion and imperial authority.

By analysing these roles, it becomes clear that women’s influence in the Mughal
court was not marginal but systemic, shaping policy decisions, determining kinship
alliances, and even influencing succession struggles. Diplomatic intercessions, such as those
by Mumtaz Mahal and Jahanara Begum, underscore their agency in statecraft, while their
patronage of mosques, madrasas, gardens, and sarais reflects an enduring contribution to the
cultural and social landscape of Mughal India.

Equally significant is the way these women articulated power through kinship,
charity, and symbolic representation, blending personal identity with imperial authority.
This challenges the conventional image of Mughal royal women as passive figures and
highlights their position as active participants in empire-building.In conclusion, the socio-
political contributions of Mughal royal women demonstrate a nuanced form of power—
rooted in influence, negotiation, and cultural assertion—that calls for a re-evaluation of

gendered spaces within pre-modern South Asian history.
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