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The Mughal Dynasty, Muslim Rulers of India

Shah Jah?n (second from right), who ruled the Mughul Empire at its peak, enjoys a performance with his four sons. Image from the public
domain.

The Mughal, or Mogul, dynasty, was a Muslim dynasty. A dynasty is a single family that rules a

country for some time. When the ruler of a dynasty dies or passes on power, a relative usually

takes over.

The Mughal dynasty was of Turkic-Mongol origin. It ruled most of northern India from the early

16th to the mid-18th century. It existed after that time until the mid-19th century, but it didn't

have much power then. The Mughal dynasty was known for having brilliant, capable rulers for

almost 200 years over much of India. The rulers of the dynasty showed a great deal of ability.

Through seven generations the dynasty's rulers maintained a record of unusual talent. The dynasty

was also notable for its well-run government. A further distinction was the attempt of the

Mughals, who were Muslims, to integrate Hindus and Muslims into a united Indian state.

The descendants of Tamerlane build an empire

The dynasty was founded by a Turkic prince named Bābur (reigned 1526–30). He was descended

from the Turkic conqueror Timur (Tamerlane to Europeans) on his father's side. On his mother's

By Encyclopaedia Britannica, adapted by Newsela staff on 10.12.17
Word Count 897
Level 1000L
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side,

he was

descended from Mongol ruler Genghis Khan. 

Ousted from his ancestral domain in Central Asia,

Bābur turned to India to satisfy his appetite for

conquest. From his base in Kabul (Afghanistan) he

was able to secure control of the Punjab region of

India. In 1526 he entered India and defeated the

forces of the sultan of the city of Delhi, Ibrāhīm Lodī, at the First Battle of Panipat. The following

year he beat the Rajput confederacy under Rana Sanga of Mewar. In 1529 he defeated the Afghans

of what are now eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar states. At his death in 1530, he controlled all of

northern India.

Warfare and religious tolerance

Bābur's son was Humāyūn (reigned 1530–40 and 1555–56). He lost control of the empire to

Afghan rebels. But Humāyūn's son Akbar (reigned 1556–1605) defeated the Hindu usurper Hemu

at the Second Battle of Panipat (1556). That victory reestablished his dynasty in Hindustan. 

Akbar became the greatest of the Mughal emperors, and is even called Akbar the Great. He re-

established the Mughal Empire. Through constant warfare, he was able to take over all of northern

India and part of central India. But he also changed laws to make his Hindu subjects' lives better.

Akbar ended the taxes on Hindus and tried to get them to join his armies and government service.

The political, administrative and military structures that he created to govern the empire allowed

it to survive for another century and a half. At Akbar's death in 1605, the empire extended from

Afghanistan to the Bay of Bengal and southward to what is now Gujarat state and the northern

Deccan region (peninsular India).

Rise and fall

Akbar's son was Jahāngīr (reigned 1605–27). He continued both his father's government style and

his tolerant policy toward Hinduism. He proved to be a fairly successful ruler. His son, Shah Jahān

(reigned 1628–58), had an insatiable passion for building, and under his rule the Taj Mahal and

the Great Mosque of Delhi, among other monuments, were erected. His reign marked the cultural
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zenith of Mughal rule. But his military expeditions

were expensive and caused the empire to nearly run

out of money. 

The

tolerant

and

enlightened rule of the Mughal emperors ended with

the Muslim religious bigotry displayed by Shah

Jahān's son, Aurangzeb (reigned 1658–1707).

Aurangzeb invaded and took over the Muslim Deccan

kingdoms of Vijayapura (Bijapur) and Golconda. He

thereby brought the empire to its greatest extent. But

his political and religious intolerance laid the seeds of

its decline. He excluded Hindus from holding

government jobs and destroyed their schools and

temples. 

Also, a new religion had recently started called Sikhism, which blended parts of Hinduism and

Islam. Aurangzeb persecuted the Sikhs. Soon, the Sikhs turned against Muslim rule and started

rebellions that were joined by the Rajputs and Marathas, both Hindu kingdoms. The heavy taxes

he charged on farmers made them terribly poor. The steady decay in the quality of Mughal

government was matched by a corresponding economic decline. When Aurangzeb died in 1707, he

had failed to crush the Marathas of the Deccan. His authority was disputed throughout his

dominions.

During the reign of Muhạmmad Shah (1719–48), the empire began to break up. Why? Several

factors sped the process up: war between dynasties, rivalries and the Iranian conqueror Nādir

Shah's brief but disruptive invasion of northern India in 1739. After the death of Muhạmmad Shah

in 1748, the Marathas overran almost all of northern India. Mughal rule was reduced to only a

small area around Delhi. This area then fell under Maratha rule in 1785. All of the fighting and

chaos gave European colonial powers a way to take over, and the British took control in 1803. The

last Mughal was Bahādur Shah II (reigned 1837–57). He was exiled by the British after his

involvement with the Indian Mutiny of 1857–58, also called the Sepoy Mutiny, against British rule.
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Quiz

1 How does the introduction [paragraphs 1-2] introduce the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) The introduction defines the word "dynasty" and how rulers pass along power. It then summarizes the
notable accomplishments of the Mughal dynasty.

(B) The introduction explains the origin of the word "dynasty" and its evolution. It then identifies the long-
term effects the Mughal dynasty left behind.

(C) The introduction discusses why and how dynasties were developed. It then provides a comparison of
successes and failures of the Mughal dynasty.

(D) The introduction indicates the problems overcome by the Mughal dynasty. It then emphasizes their
religious diversity as part of the solution.

2 What is the MAIN reason why the author included the section "Rise and fall"?

(A) to explain how the Mughal Empire defeated other empires to expand and gain power

(B) to contrast the high point of the Mughal Empire with the reasons for its decline that followed

(C) to explain how Mughal rulers' religious policies caused European armies to attack and take over

(D) to contrast the economy of the empire under the strongest and weakest Mughal rulers

3 Which sentence from the article is BEST supported by the map near the section "The descendants of Tamerlane build an
empire"?

(A) At Akbar’s death in 1605, the empire extended from Afghanistan to the Bay of Bengal and southward to
what is now Gujarat state and the northern Deccan region (peninsular India).

(B) His son, Shah Jahān (reigned 1628–58), had an insatiable passion for building, and under his rule the
Taj Mahal and the Great Mosque of Delhi, among other monuments, were erected.

(C) After the death of Muhạmmad Shah in 1748, the Marathas overran almost all of northern India. Mughal
rule was reduced to only a small area around Delhi.

(D) All of the fighting and chaos gave European colonial powers a way to take over, and the British took
control in 1803.

4 Examine the image at the top of the article and read the caption beneath it.

Which conclusion is supported by BOTH the image and the article?

(A) Supporting cultural and dramatic performances distracted the Mughal Empire from military expeditions.

(B) Supporting cultural and dramatic performances was the central focus of all rulers of the Mughal Empire.

(C) Shah Jahān's support of arts and culture caused them to thrive while he ruled the Mughal Empire.

(D) Shah Jahān's spending on entertainment nearly caused the Mughal Empire to run out of money.
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The Taj Mahal, a Tomb and a Love Story

A frontal view of the Taj Mahal in India. Asitjain/Wikimedia Commons

In 1632, the Mughal emperor of northern India, Shah Jahan, ordered the Taj Mahal built. He

wanted it to hold the remains of his wife who had just died. It stands on the southern bank of the

Yamuna River in Agra, India. 

The famous tomb is one of the most outstanding examples of Mughal architecture, which

combined Indian, Persian and Islamic influences. At its center is the Taj Mahal itself. The tomb is

built of shimmering white marble that seems to change color depending on the sunlight or

moonlight. It remains one of the world's most famous structures and a powerful symbol of India's

rich history.

A story of love and death

Shah Jahan was a member of the Mughal family, which ruled most of northern India from the

early 1500s to the mid-1700s. After the death of his father, King Jahangir, in 1627, Shah Jahan

won a bitter power struggle against his brothers. He crowned himself emperor at Agra in 1628. At

his side was Arjumand Banu Begum, better known as Mumtaz Mahal, or "Chosen One of the

Palace." The two married in 1612 and she became the favorite of his three queens.  

By History.com, adapted by Newsela staff on 09.11.17
Word Count 804
Level 970L
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The royal historian wrote a description of the

relationship between the ruler and Mahal. He

recounted the deep love and friendship between the

shah and his wife. The historian called Mahal the

shah's closest companion and described their

compatibility. 

In 1631, Mumtaz Mahal died after giving birth to the

couple's 14th child. The grieving Shah Jahan was

known for building amazing structures during his

reign. He ordered the building of a magnificent tomb

on the other side of the Yamuna River, across from his

royal palace. Construction began around 1632 and

continued for the next two decades. 

More than 20,000 workers from India, Persia, Europe

and the Ottoman Empire were brought in to build the

complex. The shah even had 1,000 elephants brought

in to help with construction. According to one unlikely

story, Shah Jahan had the hands of the Taj Mahal's

architect and his workers cut off once the structure

was completed. This was to ensure they would never build another of its kind.

Design and construction

The Taj Mahal was named in honor of Mumtaz Mahal.

The tomb is made out of white marble. Jewels —

including jade, crystal, lapis lazuli, amethyst and

turquoise — form complicated designs. The central

dome is 240 feet tall and is surrounded by four

smaller ones. Four slender towers, or minarets, stand

at the corners. In accordance with Islamic tradition,

verses from the Quran were inscribed on the arched

entrances. Inside, a marble chamber decorated with

carvings and jewels houses a fake tomb of Mumtaz

Mahal. Her real remains are below.

The Taj Mahal complex includes a main gateway of

red sandstone. There is also a square garden divided

into quarters by long pools of water, as well as a red

sandstone mosque. A building called a jawab, or

"mirror," lies directly across from the mosque and

looks just like it. 

As the story goes, Shah Jahan intended to build a

second grand tomb across the Yamuna River from the

Taj Mahal. He wanted his own remains to be buried there when he died. The two structures were

to be connected by a bridge. The second was never built.
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Aurangzeb was Shah Jahan's third son with Mumtaz Mahal. He took power for himself in 1658 as

his father became sick. Aurangzeb imprisoned his father in a tower, where he could see the Taj

Mahal through a small window. When he died in 1666, Shah Jahan was buried next to Mumtaz

Mahal.

Neglect and restoration

Under Aurangzeb's long rule (1658-1707), the Mughal

Empire reached the height of its strength. However,

the empire came to an end by the mid-18th century.

As Mughal power crumbled, the Taj Mahal suffered

from neglect and disrepair. 

In the mid-19th century, Britain established colonial

rule over India. Lord Curzon was the British head of

the country, and he ordered a major restoration of the

Taj Mahal. This was part of a colonial effort to

preserve India's artistic and cultural history. 

Today, 3 million people a year visit the Taj Mahal.

During peak season, that is as many as 45,000 per day. Air pollution threatens the building's

gleaming white marble. In 1998, India's Supreme Court ordered a number of anti-pollution

measures to protect the building from deterioration. Some factories were closed, and no cars were

allowed near the complex. All this served to maintain the Taj Mahal beautiful, as its creator had

meant it to be.
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Quiz

1 Which sentence in section "Neglect and restoration" supports the conclusion that Aurangzeb did not care about maintaining the
Taj Mahal?

(A) Under Aurangzeb's long rule (1658-1707), the Mughal Empire reached the height of its strength.

(B) As Mughal power crumbled, the Taj Mahal suffered from neglect and disrepair.

(C) Lord Curzon was the British head of the country, and he ordered a major restoration of the Taj Mahal.

(D) All this served to maintain the Taj Mahal beautiful, as its creator had meant it to be.

2 Read the section “A story of love and death.”

Select the paragraph from the section that suggests the Taj Mahal was made to be unique.

3 Read the following sentence from the section “Design and construction.”

As the story goes, Shah Jahan intended to build a second grand tomb across the Yamuna River
from the Taj Mahal.

Which of the following words, if it replaced the word “intended” in the sentence above, would CHANGE the meaning of the
sentence?

(A) planned

(B) wanted

(C) aimed

(D) happened

4 Read the following selection from section “Neglect and restoration.” Then, fill in the blank.

Air pollution threatens the building's gleaming white marble. In 1998, India's Supreme Court
ordered a number of anti-pollution measures to protect the building from deterioration.

The word “deterioration” in the selection above tells the reader that ____.

(A) pollution damages the building

(B) the building needs to be repaired

(C) the marble is dirty from pollution

(D) the decorations are disappearing



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

The Safavid dynasty, a golden age in Iran's
history

Image 1. Shah Suleiman I and his courtiers, Isfahan, 1670. Painter is Aliquli Jabbadar, and is kept at The St. Petersburg Institute of Oriental
Studies in Russia, ever since it was acquired by Tsar Nicholas II. Note the two Georgian figures with their names at the top left. Photo from:
Wikipedia.

The Sạfavid dynasty ruled Iran from 1501 to 1736. Its rulers established Shīʿite Islam as the state

religion. This was a major factor in creating a national identity among the country's various

groups. The Sạfavids were descended from Sheykh Sạfī al-Dīn (1253–1334) of Ardabīl. He was

head of the Sufi order of Sạfavīyeh (Sạfawiyyah). Most Sufi orders are part of Sunnism, Islam's

largest sect. However, the Sạfavid dynasty changed this Sunni affiliation for Shīʿism in 1399.

The founder of the dynasty was Ismāʿīl I (1487–1524). As head of the Sufis of Ardabīl, he won

support from the local Turkmens and other tribes. The union enabled him to capture Tabrīz from

the Ak Koyunlu, an Uzbek-Turkmen confederation. In July 1501 Ismāʿīl was enthroned as shah,

which is another word for king of Iran. At first, his control was limited to Azerbaijan. In the next

10 years, though, he conquered the greater part of Iran. He annexed the Iraqi provinces of

Baghdad and Mosul, too. Despite the mostly Sunni character of the people in this territory, he

proclaimed Shīʿism the state religion.

By Encyclopedia Britannica, adapted by Newsela staff on 01.07.20
Word Count 693
Level 840L
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In August 1514, Ismāʿīl was soundly defeated at the

Battle of Chāldirān. The victor was his Sunni rival, the

Ottoman sultan Selim I. Struggles with Sunni groups

continued, specifically against the Ottomans in the

west and the Uzbeks in the northeast. These

conflicts cost the Sạfavids parts of their empire. They

lost Kurdistan, Diyarbakır and Baghdad. The Sạfavid

capital even had to be relocated to Esf̣ahān. Iran grew

weaker during the reign of Ismāʿīl's eldest son, Shah

Tạhmāsp I (1524–76). Frequent Turkmen raids into

the country increased under his successors.

Iran Became A Great Power

In 1588

ʿAbbās I

came to

the

throne.

He

proved a

capable

ruler. ʿAbbās recognized the limits of his military strength at the time. He made peace with the

Ottomans on unfavorable terms in 1590. He then directed his military campaigns against the

Uzbeks. In 1599, having achieved little military success, ʿAbbās hired the Englishman Sir Robert

Sherley to direct military improvements. Three bodies of troops were formed, all trained and

armed in the European manner: the ghulāms (slaves), the tofangchīs (musketeers) and the topchīs

(artillerymen). With his new army, ʿAbbās defeated the Turks in 1603. He forced them to give up

all the territory they had captured. He retook Baghdad, as well. He also expelled the Portuguese

traders who had seized the island of Hormuz in the Persian Gulf early in the 1500s.

Shah ʿAbbās led a remarkable reign. It featured striking military successes and an efficient

administrative system. Industry expanded, communications improved, and trade with Europe

grew. The capital, Esf̣ahān, became the center of Sạfavid architectural achievement. This skill

was demonstrated in the mosques Masjid-i Shāh and Masjid-i Sheykh Lotf̣ollāh. Other notable

monuments included the palaces of ʿAlī Qāpū and Chehel Sotūn and the public plaza Meydān-i

Shāh. The Sạfavid dynasty was strongly Shīʿite. However, Christians were tolerated. Several
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Christian missions and churches were built. The reign of ʿAbbās raised Iran to the status of a great

power. 

After the death of Shah ʿAbbās I in 1629, the Sạfavid dynasty lasted another century. However, the

next hundred years were mostly a period of decline. The reign of Shah ʿAbbās II (1642–66) was a

notable exception. Esf̣ahān fell to the Ghilzai Afghans of Qandahār in 1722. Seven years later,

though, Shah Tạhmāsp II retook the capital. He ascended the throne, but was deposed in 1732. 

Most historians mark 1736 as the end of the Sạfavid dynasty. It is remembered as a golden age of

Persian history and culture. It is also considered the beginning of modern Iran.
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Quiz

1 How is the structure of the introduction [paragraphs 1-3] similar to the structure of the section “Iran Became A Great Power”?

(A) It has a problem and solution structure.

(B) It has a comparison structure.

(C) It has a cause and effect structure.

(D) It has a chronological structure.

2 Read the paragraph in section “Iran Became A Great Power.”

Most historians mark 1736 as the end of the ?afavid dynasty. It is remembered as a golden age
of Persian history and culture. It is also considered the beginning of modern Iran.

What does this paragraph do in this section?

(A) It shows the impact of the Safavid dynasty on the future.

(B) It explains why Persian culture is important.

(C) It highlights the importance of the year 1736.

(D) It describes what modern Iran is like.

3 Use Image 4 and information from the article to select the TRUE statement.

(A) The Ṣafavid dynasty started to prefer Shīʿism in 1399.

(B) Ismāʿīl I would add Baghdad and Mosul to Iran.

(C) There were many conflicts between Iran and the Ottomans.

(D) The Safavid dynasty had a big effect on Persian culture.

4 Look at Image 3 and read the selection below.

In August 1514, Ism???l was soundly defeated at the Battle of Ch?ldir?n. The victor was his
Sunni rival, the Ottoman sultan Selim I.

How does the image support the information in the selection above?

(A) It illustrates one of many struggles with a Sunni group.

(B) It shows how powerful the Safavids were and how they were able to conquer more land.

(C) It illustrates where the Ṣafavid capital was relocated.

(D) It shows how ʿAbbās recognized the limits of his military strength.
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Often misunderstood, Iran is a nation with a
deep history and culture

Image 1. View inside Ali Qapu palace. Photo from: Unsplash/mostafa meraji.

Ali Qapu is a grand palace in Isfahan, Iran. The palace shows the importance of Shah Abbas I.

Abbas was the ruler of Iran in the 1500s and 1600s. Isfahan is often considered Iran's most

beautiful city. Abbas, meanwhile, is often considered the country's most brilliant ruler. The

planning of Isfahan combined political, economic, religious and social elements. The planning of

Isfahan is what led Abbas to claim that his country was at the center of the world.

The square where Ali Qapu palace lies is one of the biggest public spaces in the world. The only

square larger is Tiananmen Square in Beijing, China.  The square is a site of prayer for local

families. On another side of the square sits a public mosque. Another side is taken up by the

entrance to one of the biggest markets in Iran.

The Shah used the Ali Qapu terrace to impress representatives from Asia and Europe. He hosted

military parades and mock battles. The Ali Qapu terrace served as a meeting point between

countries from east and west.

Vision For The Nation

By The Guardian, adapted by Newsela staff on 09.22.19
Word Count 810
Level 900L
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The reign

of Abbas

I is key in

understanding modern Iran. At 16, Abbas became ruler of a kingdom split by war. Abbas faced the

challenges of a divided nation and foreign enemies. However, he was central in creating a new

image for Iran. Isfahan was the showcase for Abbas' vision of his nation and the role it was to play

in the world.

The Shah's palace of Ali Qapu is an example of Iran's ability to absorb influences from other parts

of the world. Abbas made Iran the center of world trade by forming links between Asia and

Europe. Abbas worked with European powers to gain his interests.

The market at the main square in Isfahan has hardly changed since it was built by Abbas. The

market shows how Abbas worked hard to encourage trade. He traded with Europe to gain silver

and modern weaponry from the Americas. Abbas wanted to form good trade relations with the

West. It was the need to foster new relationships that led to the building of the huge square in

Isfahan. 

Abbas' Nation-Building

There are very few images of the Shah because of the

Islamic ban on images of people in art. The image of

Abbas continues on through his use of colorful

patterns on textiles and tiles. Abbas understood how

arts could be used to show lasting influence. Abbas

created an "empire of the mind," says historian

Michael Axworthy.

Central to Abbas' nation-building was his definition of

Iran as Shia. Shia is one of the branches of Islam. This
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made Iran different from the Ottoman Empire to the west, which followed Sunni Islam. 

Most Shia sites of worship were outside Abbas' land. Abbas built up the shrines of his own lands.

Abbas' sponsorship of the Shia shrines was part of a plan of unification. He donated gifts and

money for construction of shrines all over Iran. 

Isfahan is still a place of interest for visitors, but Mashad shows the link between Abbas and

modern Iran. Mashad is another place in Iran. It is close to the border with Afghanistan. Abbas

once walked barefoot from Isfahan to the shrine of Imam Reza in Mashad. This is a distance of

several hundred kilometers. It was a powerful way to enhance the prestige of the shrine as a place

of Shia pilgrimage. Abbas saw this as a pressing priority because the Ottomans controlled the most

important Shia pilgrimage sites at Najaf and Karbala in what is now Iraq. Today, Mashad is one of

the biggest sites of worship in the world.

The shrine of Imam Reza's large museum is unlike

any other in the world. The museum's collections are

made up mostly of gifts. The rooms contain four

centuries' worth of gifts, including those from

Abbas. Abbas also put money in this shrine more than

400 years ago to grow his authority as ruler. He

recognized how these displays could show his

religious devotion and his wealth. 

Understanding Iran

Iran is a country often misunderstood by the West.

Cultures are now being brought into closer communication, but Iran has arguably become more

isolated. That makes the challenge of understanding an important period in this nation's history

even more necessary.
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Quiz

1 According to the section "Abbas' Nation-Building," how did Abbas use the arts?

(A) Abbas used the arts to develop an important culture that would become powerful.

(B) Abbas used the arts to inspire his people to be more loyal to the Iranian empire.

(C) Abbas used the arts to intimidate foreign leaders who would visit him at the palace of Ali Qapu.

(D) Abbas used the arts to have more influence over Europe and the Ottoman Empire.

2 Why did Abbas walk barefoot to the shrine of Imam Reza?

(A) to show people that Iran was the best place for Muslims to live

(B) to show people that it is important to go on pilgrimages

(C) to show people that he was a very holy man

(D) to show people that the shrine was an important place

3 Read the sentence from the section "Vision For The Nation."

Abbas worked with European powers to gain his interests.

Which answer uses "interest" in the SAME way as the sentence above?

(A) I thought this movie might interest you.

(B) Marcia has an interest in biology and math.

(C) The loan charges a low interest rate.

(D) It is not in your best interest to get in trouble at school.

4 Read the paragraph from the section "Abbas' Nation-Building."

Most Shia sites of worship were outside Abbas' land. Abbas built up the shrines of his own lands.
Abbas' sponsorship of the Shia shrines was part of a plan of unification. He donated gifts and
money for construction of shrines all over Iran.

Which word or phrase from the paragraph helps the reader understand the meaning of "shrine"?

(A) sites of worship

(B) built up

(C) unification

(D) gifts
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