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ABSTRACT

Nur Jahan remains one of the most
remarkable and influential women in Indian
history. Shebornin 1577 during a caravan journey
from Tehran to India, she rose to become the de
facto ruler of the Mughal Empire after marrying
Emperor Jahangir as hiseighteenth and final wife.
Rai sed among noble familieswith diverse cultural
and religious backgrounds, she was initially
married to Sher Afgan, a Turkish adventurer, with
whom she had a daughter. Following his death in
a political conflict in Bengal, Nur Jahan caught
Jahangir’s attention at a bazaar and became his
wife in 1611. As the emperor increasingly
succumbed to alcohol and opium addiction, Nur
Jahan filled the resulting power vacuum. She
established a powerful political alliance that
included her father, her brother, and her stepson—
Shah Jahan. Her influence extended across court
politics, finance, military and matrimonial
strategies, and she played a pivotal rolein shaping
religiouspolicies, artistic expression, architectural
design, foreign trade, horticulture, and the
expansion into Kashmir. After Jahangir’s death,
she was pushed out of power by her own allies
and spent her final years in seclusion with her
daughter in Lahore. This compelling account of
her life not only challenges the narratives that
depict her as manipulative and power-hungry but
also explores the complex routes through which
women in Islamic and Hindu soci eties could ascend
to power.
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INTRODUCTION

“The Mughal Empire was an empire that at its greatest territorial extent ruled parts of what is todays
Afghanistan, Pakistan and most of the Indian Subcontinent, then known as Hindustan, between 1526 and
1707. Theempirewasfounded by the Timurid leader Babur in 1526, when hedefeated Ibrahim Lodi, thelast
of the Delhi Sultans at the First Battle of Panipat. “Mughal” is the Persian word for “Mongol”. The religion of
theMugha swasldam.Theterritory waslargely conquered by theAfghan Sher Shah Suri during thetime of
Humayun, the second Mughd ruler, but under Akbar it grew cons derably, and continued to grow until theend
of Aurangzeb’s rule. Jahangir, the son of Akbar, ruled the empire between 1605-1627. Shah Jahan, the son of
Jahangir, began his rule in October 1627. He. “succeeded to the throne”, where he “inherited a vast and rich
empire” in India; and “at mid-century this was perhaps the greatest empire in the world”. Shah Jahan
commissioned thefamous Tg) Mahal (between 1630-1653), inAgra.The Mughal sfaced stiff competition
fromthe Marathas, and after Aurangzeb died in 1707, the empire started to declinein actual power, giving
way totherise of the Hindu Maratha Empire. The Mugha showever managed to mai ntain sometrappings of
power inthelndiafor another 150 years. In 1739 it was defeated by an army from Persialed by Nadir Shah.
In 1756 an army of Ahmed Shah Abdali took Delhi again. The British Empirefinally dissolveditin 1857,
immediately prior to which it existed only at the sufferance of the British East India Company.”

Nur Jahan, renowned for her power and beauty, wasthemost influential wife of Mugha Emperor
Jahangir. Asthe emperor succumbed to the effects of a cohol and opium, she effectively assumed control of
the empire’s administration. Her period of influence, spanning from 1611 to 1627, is considered a golden era
inMughal history, during which she significantly shaped developmentsin art, religion, and emerging trade
relationswith Europe. Thiscompdl ling narrativeof her lifereconsiderstraditiona portrayal sof Nur Jahan as
merely power-driven or manipulative. Instead, it exploresthe avenuesthrough whichwomenin Idamicand
Hindu societiescould attain politica power, offering avividingght intothelifewithintheroya harem (mahd).
Throughout her marriage, Nur Jahan was the de facto ruler of the empire, while Jahangir—refined yet indulgent,
much like France’s Louis XV retreated into the luxuries of court life and gradually declined into alcoholism.
Rulinginhisname, shemanaged state affairswith remarkableskill and influence.

“The name Nur Jahan, meaning “Light of the World,” stands out as one of the most captivating and
celebrated femaefiguresinmedieva Indian history. For fifteen years, sheheld adominant positionwithinthe
Mugha Empire, winning the heart of Emperor Nuruddin Jahangir and emerging asaformidableand charismatic
presenceat court. Her legacy not only survivesin historical recordsbut hasasofound aplaceinfolklore, with
her memory cherished both in Indiaand abroad. Interestingly, Nur Jahan wasnot her birth nameit wasan
affectionatetitlegranted by Jahangir, which eventua ly became morewel I-known than her origina name.

Her family traced itslineage back to Persia. Her grandfather, KhwajaMuhammad Sharif, wasanative
of Tehran. According to the author of Raihanat-ul-Adab, since Sharif wasraisedin Yazd, he becameknown
as “Yazdi.” He was reputed for his honesty, intelligence, and refined character, earning admiration for his
talents and eloquence.”?

Indiawasfortunateto have Nur Jahan asaruler withremarkableintelligence and administrative skills.
Shehad akeen eyefor recognizing talent and fostering artistic growth during her time. Her influence extended
beyond palitics she shaped thetastes and aesthetics of theMughal court, leaving alegacy that continuesto be
admired today. Her politica significancewasacknowledged by Emperor Jahangir himself, who permitted
coinsto beminted in her name an exceptional honor inan erawhen most women were confined to the zanana
(women’s quarters).

Alongside Razia Sultan, Nur Jahan was among the rarewomen in Indian history to abandon purdah
and engagedirectly intheharsh political arenatraditionally dominated by men. Though bornin 1577 and of
Persian origin, shedefied the norms of her timeand wielded power with strategic finesse. Yet, history has
often painted her in anegativelight asacunning, power-driven figurewho emascul ated her husband and took
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control of the empire. Emperor Jahangir himself once remarked that he had “sold” his empire to his wife in
exchange for “a cup of wine and a bowl of soup.” Accusations of favoritism, bribery, and political scheming
havefurther clouded her reputation though these weretraitsequally found in maerulersof the period.

Despitethese criticisms, her substantial contributionsto the Mughal court ranging from cuisineand
fashion to cultural trends are often dismissed as mere “feminine” embellishments, rather than being acknowledged
assgnificant dementsof South Asian palitical and cultura history.

“Nur Jahan’s story is, at its core, one of ambition, political acumen, military strategy, and resilience
within the royal court. Similar to other remarkable women of medieval India—such as Raziyya Sultan, Rani
Durgavati, and Chand Bibi—nher rise to power was facilitated by a male relative who recognized her exceptional
capabilitiesand leadership potentid. Like many women who managed to wield political influenceinmae-
dominated societies, Nur Jahan was adept at navigating the intricate structures of authority, knowing both
how to exploit opportunities and when to retreat within the bounds of socially accepted conduct.What truly
set Nur Jahan apart from her contemporarieswas not only her talent but a so thefavorable circumstances of
her life. Her second marriageto Emperor Jahangir, themost powerful ruler of Indiaat thetime, positioned her
at thevery heart of imperia power. Shelived during an eraof profound cultura exchange and growing global
influence, as European presence on the Indian subcontinent began to increase and thetrade of luxury goods
flourished.Her bond with Jahangir was unique—marked by a deep personal connection that greatly influenced
theadminigrativedecis onsand culturd advancementsattributedto her name. Beyond her palitica and economic
influence, Nur Jahan possessed awiderange of talents. She made notable contributionsto various aspects of
Indianlife, including art, architecture, literature, reigiousaffairs, travel, and landscape design. The breadth of
her influenceon Indian cultureremainsextraordinary, rarely matched evenin modern times. Asmany writers
of her era noted, there was virtually no field that Nur Jahan touched and did not leave her mark upon.”

Nur Jahan stands out asone of themost influential women of her era. Asthefavored wifeof theMughd
Emperor Jahangir, shefound herself in arare position that allowed her to apply her talentsin governance,
politics, economics, and cultural affairswith remarkable success. By thetime of their marriage, Nur Jahanwas
already a widow—her first husband had fallen out of favor with the emperor—and she was neither young nor
the only woman in Jahangir’s harem, which included several wives and concubines who had borne him children.

Despite these circumstances, withinlessthan adecade, she had effectively assumed theauthority and
responsibilities typically reserved for the emperor himself. From that point until Jahangir’s death in 1627, Nur
Jahan held near-total control over the empire’s administration. Her rise was largely enabled by Jahangir’s
increasing dependency on opium and alcohol, aswell as hisdeep affection and admirationfor her, which
elevated her above all others in his zanana (the women’s quarters of the court). It was this combination of
personal influenceand politica necessity that positioned her asthetrue power behind thethrone.

Dueto the custom that forbade women from appearing openly beforemenintheroya court, Nur Jahan
exercised power indirectly, acting through anetwork of trusted malefigures. Nonetheless, it was shewho
made the final decisions on official decrees and appointments issued in Emperor Jahangir’s name. She oversaw
promotionsand dismissa swithin theimperia administration and played apivotd rolein shgping court policies.

Nur Jahantook aparticular interestinimproving thelivesof women, often grantingland and providing
dowries for orphaned girls. Her authority was further solidified when coins were minted bearing her name—
aremarkablefesat for any woman of that time. Shelevied taxeson goodstransported through Mughd territory
and actively engaged in trade with European merchantsimporting luxury items.

Her influence over both domestic and internationa commerce made her patronagehighly desirableand
frequently rewarded. She even owned shipsthat carried both pilgrimsand trade goodsto Mecca, which
hel ped expand her economic reach. With her growing wealth and extensive business network, her agents
were present throughout theempire. Under her influence, Agra, theMughal capital, flourishedinto abustling
hub of tradeand cultural exchange.
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Nur Jahan also exercised control over the emperor’s extensive zanana (women’s quarters), which
housed hundreds if not thousands of individuals. This included Jahangir’s other wives, concubines, attendants,
daves, femaeguards, entertainers, artisans, rel atives, spies, eunuchs, and the numerous children bornto the
women of theharem. Within thisintricate and diverse community, Nur Jahan held considerableinfluence,
especidly inshaping itsaesthetic and culturd life.

Sheplayed amgor rolein defining trendsin beauty, fashion, cuisine, and thearts. Knownfor her extravagant
tagtes, Nur Jahan invested heavily inluxury goodsexperimenting with perfumes, hair ails, intricatejewelry, fine
silks, brocades, imported porcelain, and exotic dishes. Court fashion evolved under her guidance, merging
Persian elegance with practical adjustments suitable for India’s climate, such as lighter fabrics for the heat.

Comingfromaliterary lineage, Nur Jahan was a so apoet and actively encouraged writing among the
women of the court. She hosted poetry competitions and extended patronage to talented femal e poets,
including thosefrom outsidethe pa ace. One notabl e example was the renowned Persian poet M ehri, whose
work Nur Jahan supported and promoted withinthe courtly circles.

“Nur Jahan’s rise to power can be attributed not only to her intelligence and compelling personality but
alsototheparticular character of Emperor Jahangir. Asher second husband and companion for over athird
of her adult life, Jahangir wasaman of deeply conflicting traitsthat often clashed within him. Historianshave
long observed that Jahangir’s personality was filled with contradictions—he could be ruthlessly cruel one
moment and astonishingly fair and gentlethe next.He was described asboth weak and charming, meticulous
and disciplined yet dsoimpulsveandwhims cdl. Scholarsand observersdikehave noted thisdudity, portraying
himasacurioushblend of brutality and compassion, of intolerance mixed with understanding, and of emotiona
volatility tempered by empathy.Although it’s accurate to view Jahangir as a ruler marked by inconsistency—
his reign alternating between harsh punishments and a genuine desire for justice—there was a deeper coherence
to hisoutlook. The seemingly contradictory elementsof hisnaturewere grounded in apersona worldview
that, whilecomplex and unconventiona, haditsowninterna logic. Within hismind, thisvision gppeared both
clear and rational, even if it seemed puzzling or inconsistent to others.”

Nur Jahan reached the peak of her authority while supported by acircle of devoted allies, many of
whomweremembersof her ownfamily. Although contemporary accountsoften viewed thistransfer of influence
with skepticism or disapproval, Nur Jahan exercised her expanding power consistently and effectively. Under
her leadership, theMugha Empirewitnessed aperiod marked by stability, peace, and remarkabl e prosperity.

Though writing long after her time, historian Alexander Dow accurately captured the extraordinary
nature of Nur Jahan’s achievements. He remarked that her capabilities were exceptional, allowing her to
assume absol ute authority in an empire wherewomen weretraditionally excluded from governance. Whileit
was not uncommon for women to exert influence from within the confines of the haram (royal women’s
quarters), their power typically remained subtle and unseen—comparable to the hidden force of a magnet.
Nur Jahan, however, defied convention. She emerged publicly, breaking through the establi shed norms, and
rose to power not merely due to Emperor Jahangir’s weaknesses, but largely because of her own intelligence
and politica ill.

She had access to numerous avenues of power. Every royal decree (farman) and administrative
appointment required her approval, and she ensured that her title, “Nur Jahan, the Queen Begum,” was
affixed alongside the emperor’s signature. She personally oversaw promotions and dismissals in the royal
administration, making her the true authority behind many state decisions. The emperor’s commands held no
weight unlessthey had been confirmed by her, often leading to confusion about the actual source of imperial
directives. Nur Jahan a so oversaw the distribution of land grantsto women, especially championing the
welfareof orphan girlsby arranging marriagesfor them and providing generous dowries.Sheregularly gppeared
at thejharoka (pal ace bal cony) to hear appeal's and petitions from nobles and citizens, offering fair and
compassionate judgments. Coins were minted in her name some even bearing the twelve zodiac signs
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underscoring her unprecedented status. Sheimposed trade duties on merchants passing through Mughal
territories, particularly near Sikandra, and maintained commercial relationshi pswith European traderswho
imported luxury items.

Her respons hilitiesextended to screening foreign vistorsand managing diplomatic rd ationswithinfluential
women abroad. Beyond politics and trade, Nur Jahan also devoted attention to architectural patronage—
funding the construction of caravanserais (rest houses), gardens, pal aces, and tombs, with theintent, asthe
Dutch travel er Pelsaert observed, of leaving behind alasting legacy.

“Nur Jahan stood out as a woman of exceptional talent and intellect. Gaining considerable influence
over her husband, Emperor Jahangir, she effectively became co-sovereign of the Mughal Empire. As Jahangir’s
hedl th deteriorated due to chronic asthmaand an increasing dependence on a cohol and opium, hegradually
withdrew from the day-to-day affairsof governance. By theyear 1620, hisability to manage state matters had
significantly declined, leaving apower vacuum that Nur Jahan confidently filled with remarkable political
ingght, boldness, and Strategi ¢ thinking.Her influenceat court expanded rapidly, and sheemerged asadominant,
capable, and highly respected |eader in arel atively short span. With growing power camegreater ambition,
and Nur Jahan began taking amore active and decisiverolein shaping imperial policiesand administration.
Her sharp judgment and |eadership abilitiesrightfully earned her the status of aqueenin both title and
responsibility.In a historic first for India, Jahangir authorized the minting of coins bearing Nur Jahan’s name—
asymbol of her unique status and influence. These coinsfeatured thetwelve zodiac sgnsand circulated as
legal tender during her tenure. Her name a so appeared on theimperia seal, marking an unprecedented
moment in Indian history whereawoman wiel ded such direct authority.One of the most famous examples of
her legacy istheissuance of agrand gold coinvaued at 1,000 muhars. Thisintricately designed coinisnow
regarded asacultural treasure of global importance. Whilethe creator of thefollowing couplet remains
unknown, the verse beautifully encapsulates the significance of Nur Jahan’s influence:Following the reign of
Shah Jahangir, who mourned deeply the passing of Emperor Jahan,Gold reached its peak of splendor when
adorned with the name of Queen Nur Jahan.

This poetic tribute reflects how deeply her presence and power were felt during her era—her name
itself elevating the value and beauty of the empire’s wealth.””

CONCLUSION

Nur Jahan proved to be an exceptional administrator and acompetent |eader. She emerged as one of
themost influentia and powerful womenin Indian history. Despite hol ding significant authority, sheexercised
her influence with integrity and never abused her position. Shedid not seize power unlawfully, nor did she
reduce Emperor Jahangir to afigurehead. Rather, she supported hisreignwhileskillfully managingthe affairs
of theempire. TheMugha erawasindeed fortunateto witnesssuch acapabl eruler. Theyearsof her prominence,
from 1611 to 1627, are cons dered agolden period in the history of theMugha Empire.
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