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Abstract

The historical discourse surrounding the Mughal Empire has long been dominated by the narratives of
emperors, military conquests, and administrative achievements, often neglecting the significant contributions
of women within the imperial framework. Ira Mukhoty, in her seminal work Daughters of the Sun, seeks to
address this imbalance by foregrounding the lives, struggles, and achievements of Mughal empresses,
queens, and begums. This research paper undertakes a comprehensive study of the major characters presented

in the book, analyzing their roles within the socio-political and cultural context of the Mughal Empire.

The paper explores how these women, despite being confined within the institutional boundaries of the
zenana, exercised agency, negotiated power, and influenced imperial policies. Through a close examination
of key figures such as Khanzada Begum, Gulbadan Begum, Noor Jahan, Jahanara Begum, and Zeb-un-Nisa,
the study reveals the multidimensional identities of Mughal women as diplomats, historians, patrons, and
intellectuals. It further investigates how Mukhoty reconstructs these narratives using historical sources and

literary techniques, thereby challenging patriarchal historiography.

The findings suggest that Mughal women were not passive observers but active participants in shaping the
empire’s political, economic, and cultural trajectories. By highlighting their contributions, this paper
underscores the need to re-evaluate traditional historical narratives and adopt a more inclusive perspective

that recognizes the agency and influence of women in history.
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1. Introduction

The study of Mughal history has often been shaped by dominant narratives that prioritize the achievements
of powerful male figures—emperors like Babur, Akbar, and Aurangzeb. These emperors are celebrated for
their military conquests, administrative reforms, and the vast expansion of the Mughal Empire. However, the
contributions of women, particularly those within the imperial household, have largely been neglected in
traditional historical accounts. Daughters of the Sun by Ira Mukhoty seeks to correct this imbalance by
foregrounding the lives, struggles, and achievements of the Mughal empresses, queens, and begums,
individuals who, despite being confined within the institutionalized boundaries of the zenana, had significant

influence in shaping the empire’s politics, culture, and governance.

Historically, the zenana (the women’s quarters) has been portrayed as a space of seclusion, where women
were largely excluded from the public and political spheres. However, Mukhoty’s work challenges this
simplistic view by emphasizing that, while these women were indeed confined to specific social roles, they
were not passive or powerless. Instead, many of them exercised considerable agency, influencing state
policies, engaging in diplomatic negotiations, patronizing the arts, and contributing to the empire’s
intellectual life. By focusing on these women's stories, Mukhoty reimagines Mughal history through a

gendered lens, offering a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of the period.

This paper, therefore, aims to engage with Mukhoty’s work by closely analyzing the major female figures
presented in Daughters of the Sun—including Khanzada Begum, Gulbadan Begum, Noor Jahan, Jahanara
Begum, and Zeb-un-Nisa—through the socio-political and cultural context of their time. The paper will
explore how these women, despite the restrictions of their environment, carved out spaces for themselves
where they could wield significant power and influence. Their contributions to governance, diplomacy,
culture, and the arts are crucial to understanding the broader historical narrative of the Mughal Empire, which

has often been told from a male-dominated perspective.
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By examining the lives of these women, the study will challenge the existing historiographical framework
that largely ignores their roles in favor of celebrating the empire’s male rulers. Furthermore, it will highlight
the necessity of reframing historical narratives in a way that accounts for the contributions of all

individuals—regardless of gender—who played a part in shaping the course of history.

2. Historical Context and Representation of Women
2.1 Position of Women in the Mughal Empire

The position of women within the Mughal Empire was complex, shaped by a combination of cultural,
religious, and societal norms. On one hand, Mughal women—particularly those in the royal family—were
expected to adhere to strict codes of conduct that emphasized modesty, piety, and seclusion. The practice of
purdah, or veiling, was widespread, and royal women were generally kept within the private spaces of the
zenana. These norms were designed to maintain the purity of the royal family and shield the women from

public scrutiny.

However, this seclusion did not equate to a lack of influence. Within the confines of the zenana, many Mughal
women became powerful figures in their own right. They had access to education, resources, and networks
that allowed them to wield considerable influence over court politics, imperial decisions, and even military
matters. Royal women were often consulted on issues of governance and diplomacy, and some were even

involved in managing the empire’s finances and resources.

Women such as Noor Jahan and Jahanara Begum played crucial roles in diplomacy, acting as intermediaries
between the emperor and various stakeholders, both within the empire and abroad. They were also patrons
of the arts and architecture, commissioning major projects that contributed to the cultural development of the
Mughal Empire. Additionally, some Mughal women, like Gulbadan Begum, engaged in historical writing,
preserving the legacy of the Mughal dynasty from a female perspective. This broad scope of activities
demonstrates that while women in the Mughal Empire were largely confined to the private sphere, their

actions were integral to the functioning of the empire.

Mukhoty’s work sheds light on the dual nature of the zenana: a space that restricted women’s physical
mobility, but also provided them with an arena for exerting power and influence. By examining the roles of

these women, Daughters of the Sun reveals the often-overlooked contributions of women to the political,

Copyright@ijaer.org Page 521



IJAER/ November-December 2024/\olume-13/Issue-6 ISSN: 2278-9677

cultural, and economic success of the Mughal Empire. It challenges the traditional portrayal of the zenana as
merely a site of subjugation and highlights how these women used their positions to influence the course of

history.
2.2 Rewriting History through a Gendered Lens

Traditional historical accounts of the Mughal Empire have largely focused on male figures, particularly the
emperors, who are seen as the primary agents of political and military power. This male-dominated narrative
has shaped the way history is taught and understood, often overlooking the significant roles that women
played in shaping the empire’s trajectory. Mukhoty’s Daughters of the Sun challenges this patriarchal
historiography by foregrounding the experiences of Mughal women and highlighting their agency in a period

dominated by male rulers.

Mukhoty’s approach is notable for its use of diverse sources, including historical records, memoirs, and
literary works, to reconstruct the lives of these women. She draws on historical documents, many of which
were written by the women themselves or by those close to them, to provide a more nuanced and gender-
inclusive account of Mughal history. By including the voices of women, Mukhoty provides a more
comprehensive understanding of the Mughal Empire that goes beyond the traditional focus on male rulers.

In addition to historical sources, Mukhoty also employs literary techniques, such as storytelling and character
analysis, to bring the lives of these women to life. By weaving together historical facts with narrative
elements, she humanizes these figures, making them more relatable and accessible to readers. This method
allows readers to connect with the characters on a deeper level, understanding not only their political and

cultural roles but also their personal struggles, aspirations, and emotions.

Through this gendered lens, Daughters of the Sun not only challenges the dominant narratives of history but
also provides new insights into the complexities of gender roles within the Mughal Empire. It emphasizes
the importance of rethinking historical narratives and making space for the voices of those who have

traditionally been marginalized in the telling of history.
3. Detailed Analysis of Major Characters

3.1 Khanzada Begum: Diplomacy, Sacrifice, and Political Wisdom
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Khanzada Begum emerges as a symbol of resilience and political intelligence in Daughters of the Sun. As
the sister of Babur, she played a crucial role in maintaining alliances and ensuring the survival of the Mughal
lineage during turbulent times. Her willingness to endure personal hardships for the greater good of the

empire reflects her strength and dedication.

Mukhoty portrays Khanzada Begum as a figure who transcends traditional gender roles, actively participating
in diplomatic negotiations and influencing political decisions. Her life illustrates the sacrifices made by

women in positions of power and highlights their contributions to the consolidation of the Mughal Empire.

3.2 Gulbadan Begum: Memory, Narrative, and Historical Consciousness

Gulbadan Begum occupies a unique position as a chronicler of Mughal history. Her memoir, the Humayun-
nama, provides a rare glimpse into the personal lives of the Mughal rulers from a female perspective.
Mukhoty emphasizes her role as a historian who preserves the legacy of her family and offers an alternative

narrative to official court histories.

Through Gulbadan Begum’s character, the book underscores the importance of storytelling and memory in
shaping historical consciousness. Her writings not only document events but also reflect the emotional and

cultural dimensions of the Mughal court, making her an invaluable source for understanding the period.

3.3 Noor Jahan: Authority, Ambition, and Sovereignty

Noor Jahan stands out as one of the most powerful women in Mughal history, known for her exceptional
administrative and political abilities. As the wife of Emperor Jahangir, she exercised unprecedented
authority, issuing imperial orders and influencing state policies. Her ability to navigate the complexities of

court politics demonstrates her intelligence and strategic acumen.

Mukhoty presents Noor Jahan as a figure who redefined the role of women in governance, challenging the
limitations imposed by patriarchal norms. Her leadership and vision contributed to the stability of the empire,

making her a central figure in the study of Mughal politics and gender dynamics.

3.4 Jahanara Begum: Spirituality, Patronage, and Economic Power
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Jahanara Begum, the daughter of Shah Jahan, is depicted as a woman of immense influence and cultural
sophistication. She played a significant role in promoting trade, architecture, and the arts, contributing to the
economic and cultural prosperity of the empire. Her involvement in the development of Shahjahanabad

highlights her administrative capabilities and vision.

Mukhoty also explores Jahanara’s spiritual inclinations, portraying her as a follower of Sufism who sought
to balance material power with spiritual fulfillment. Her character reflects the diverse roles that Mughal

women could assume, combining political authority with cultural and religious engagement.

3.5 Zeb-un-Nisa: Intellectual Freedom and Tragic Confinement

Zeb-un-Nisa represents the intellectual and artistic dimensions of Mughal women. Known for her poetry and
scholarship, she was a highly educated and accomplished individual. However, her life was marked by

conflict with her father, Aurangzeb, leading to her eventual imprisonment.

Mukhoty uses her story to highlight the tension between intellectual freedom and political authority. Zeb-
un-Nisa’s character embodies the struggles faced by women who sought to assert their individuality in a

restrictive environment, making her a poignant figure in the narrative.

4. Thematic Exploration through Characters
4.1 Power, Agency, and Resistance

One of the central themes explored in Daughters of the Sun is the agency of Mughal women. Despite the
restrictive social and political structures that confined them, the women portrayed in the book were active
participants in the empire’s political, economic, and cultural life. Their stories challenge the conventional

portrayal of Mughal women as passive or subjugated figures.

Throughout the book, Mukhoty emphasizes that these women were not simply confined to the domestic
sphere but were engaged in various forms of resistance and political engagement. Their actions reflect their
ability to navigate and challenge the gendered constraints imposed upon them. For example, Noor Jahan, as
the wife of Emperor Jahangir, exercised significant power by issuing imperial orders, influencing state

policy, and engaging in diplomatic negotiations. Similarly, Jahanara Begum, the daughter of Shah Jahan,
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used her wealth and influence to support various cultural, religious, and economic endeavors that benefited
the Mughal Empire.

These women’s actions illustrate that power was not solely a prerogative of the male rulers of the empire.
Instead, many of these women were able to leverage their positions to challenge patriarchal norms and assert
their influence. Their stories of resistance and agency provide a nuanced understanding of the power
dynamics within the Mughal court, showing that women were not merely passive observers but active agents

who played a significant role in shaping the empire’s trajectory.
4.2 Gender Roles and Identity Formation

Another important theme in Daughters of the Sun is the negotiation of gender roles within the Mughal
Empire. The book explores how women navigated the complex expectations placed upon them by society,
family, and the imperial court. While they were expected to conform to certain gender norms—such as being
pious, modest, and obedient—many of these women found ways to assert their own identities and challenge

traditional notions of femininity.

The lives of these women demonstrate that gender roles were not fixed but fluid, and that women in the
Mughal Empire had the ability to negotiate and redefine their roles within society. For example, Gulbadan
Begum, as a historian, challenged the traditional roles assigned to women by documenting the history of her
family from her own perspective. Similarly, Jahanara Begum’s involvement in both political and spiritual

activities reveals the multifaceted nature of her identity, blending material power with spiritual devotion.

Through the characters in the book, Mukhoty shows how Mughal women were able to navigate and, in some
cases, resist the gender expectations imposed upon them. Their stories offer valuable insights into the
complexities of identity formation in a historical context, illustrating how these women negotiated their roles

and shaped their own destinies.
4.3 Cultural and Intellectual Contributions

The cultural and intellectual contributions of Mughal women are also a key theme in Daughters of the Sun.
The book highlights the significant role these women played in the cultural flourishing of the Mughal Empire.

Many of them were patrons of the arts, supporting the development of architecture, literature, and painting.
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Their contributions to the cultural landscape of the empire helped to shape its rich artistic and intellectual
legacy.

For instance, Noor Jahan was not only involved in political affairs but also played a key role in promoting
the arts, commissioning architectural projects, and supporting the development of Mughal painting.
Similarly, Gulbadan Begum’s literary contributions as a historian and memoirist provided a valuable record

of the Mughal period, offering a rare female perspective on the events of the time.

Through their patronage and intellectual pursuits, these women enriched the cultural life of the empire,
demonstrating that their contributions went beyond the domestic and political spheres. By highlighting these
achievements, Mukhoty emphasizes the importance of recognizing women’s roles in shaping the cultural

history of the Mughal Empire.

5. Conclusion

The study of characters in Daughters of the Sun reveals the significant yet often overlooked contributions of
Mughal women to the empire’s political, cultural, and social landscape. Ira Mukhoty successfully brings
these narratives to the forefront, challenging traditional historiography and offering a more inclusive

perspective on history.

The characters analyzed in this paper demonstrate that women in the Mughal Empire were not merely passive
figures but active agents who shaped the course of history. Their stories highlight the complexities of power,
identity, and resistance, making them an essential part of historical discourse. This research underscores the
importance of revisiting historical narratives to ensure that they reflect the diverse experiences and

contributions of all individuals.
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