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Queen of the World

The female power of the Mughal Empire

By Swapna Liddle

RITING THE BIOGRAPHY
W ofa historical figure separated

by over four centuriesisachal-
lenge. Itiseven more difficult when the
subjectis NurJahan, the powerful wife
of Mughal Emperor Jahangir, whom she
married when shewas 31,and a widow.
The fact that she proceeded toactasa‘co-
sovereign’' foranumber of yearsduring
Jahangir’s reignis widely acknowledged.
There isalsono doubt about her person-
alaccomplishments, including her skill
atshooting witha firearm—an unusual
talent forawomaninthatage. Her life
lendsitselftoa detailed biography.

Yet, itisnot surprising that historians
have,inthe words of RubyLal, ‘offered
only bullet-point synopses of Nur’s life:
sheissued orders, coins were struck in her
name, she designed clothes and gardens.’

Afterall, she herselfleftnowritings
behind apart from a few extant formal
written orders and occasional poetry.
Some details about her and her family
come throughin the writingsofher
contemporaries, notably in the diary
ofJahangir himself, but certainly not
enough to flesh out the woman, her
personality,and her life.

Lalovercomesthese challenges
innovatively. For one, she uses the
biography asan opportunity to discuss
aspectsof the wider world in which
Nur Jahan lived. Thus, she describes the
political background of Safavid Iran (the
homeland of NurJahan’sfamily)and
Mughal India, the latter in particular de-
tail for obviousreasons. A general reader
may not be able to make sense of many
of the developmentsin NurJahan’slife
without grasping the fundamentals of
Mughal kingship, the imperial bureau-
cracy (the mansabdarisystem),and
important policiessuch as Akbar’s sulh-i-
kul. Details of the family and its structure
are equally important—traditions of
succession to the throne, for example,
and the harem and its hierarchy and
politics. These descriptions help make
thisbiography a window to Mughal
history atlarge.

In trying to reconstruct something
ofthelife NurJahan might haveled,
especially in the period before she
entered Jahangir’s zenana, the biogra-
pherfacesgreat difficulties onaccount
ofthe paucity of direct information. To
fillthese gaps, Lal uses texts that tell us
about the social background of
NurJahan’s family, offering us some
idea of the kind of upbringing ayoung
daughter of Iranian emigrés in India
might have had. The stories she was told
asachild, her education,and the code of
conductthatwould have been expected
ofherasa girlareall extrapolated from
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historical studies of literary material and
prevalentsocial norms.

Thisisa technique that undoubtedly
doesmuch to ‘bring history alive’fora
general readership,as we getinsights
intothe Mughal-eraway oflife, language,
food,socialandreligious customs. It does
nevertheless haveitslimitations. Nur
Jahan spent the years after her first mar-
riage in Bengal. The birth of herdaughter
during that sojournisdescribed thus:
[NJew traditions from Bengal would
accompany Ladli’s birth. Womenin the
mansion and from the neighbourhood
wouldlighta fire with strawstaken
from thatching and make an offering to
Shashthi, the goddess of children...” And
ofLadli’s childhood,itis said, she would
listen to ‘songsin Bengali, her twin first
language along with Persian-Hindavi.
Her parents would teach her tospeak in
both tongueswith gentility and restraint.’
Onewondersat thevalidity of such
extrapolationsand whetherat this point
the book might be moving from history
toamore creative genre.

The details of the latter part of Nur
Jahan'slife are less problematic. What
the author effectively doesis to analyse
the events of NurJahan’s life: the death
ofher first husband, hermarriage to
Jahangir, her rapid rise toa defactojoint
ruler, herastute political manouevres
tosustain herown power and of those
close toher,and ultimately herinability
tohold on toauthority withoutamale
sovereign through whom she could act.

Empressis the story of the life of a
remarkable womanand her times, put
acrossina narrative thatissympathetic
without being sentimental. Itisan
example of the closest we can probably
gettorecreating the lives of elusive
female figuresinour history. m
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