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Abstract:

The Mughal Empire (1526—-1707) represents one of the most significant phases in
Indian history in terms of political consolidation, economic prosperity, and socio-cultural
synthesis. This paper examines the socio-economic structure of Mughal India with special
emphasis on agrarian relations, revenue administration, trade and commerce, urbanization,
social hierarchy, and the condition of various social groups. The study analyzes primary
chronicles such as the Ain-i-Akbari and contemporary travel accounts along with modern
historiographical interpretations. It argues that the Mughal economy was fundamentally
agrarian but deeply integrated with regional and global trade networks. While agricultural
expansion and administrative reforms strengthened the empire, structural inequalities and
fiscal pressures contributed to socio-economic tensions during the later period. The study
contributes to understanding the complexities of Mughal socio-economic organization and its
long-term impact on Indian society.
Keywords: Mughal Economy, Agrarian System, Mansabdari, Jagirdari, Trade and
Commerce, Social Structure, Revenue Administration

Introduction

The foundation of the Mughal Empire was laid by Babur in 1526 after the First Battle
of Panipat. The empire reached its zenith under rulers such as Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan,
and Aurangzeb. Mughal rule brought political unity across large parts of the Indian
subcontinent and created a centralized administrative system that significantly influenced

socio-economic life.

The socio-economic framework of Mughal India was characterized by agrarian
dominance, revenue centralization, flourishing handicrafts, and vibrant inland and overseas
trade. However, disparities in wealth distribution and administrative strains shaped the later

trajectory of the empire.
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Review of Literature

Historians such as Irfan Habib have emphasized the agrarian structure and surplus
extraction under Mughal rule. Satish Chandra analyzed the Jagirdari crisis and administrative

challenges. Tapan Raychaudhuri examined trade networks and economic patterns.

Primary sources like the Ain-i-Akbari by Abul Fazl provide detailed insights into

revenue administration, social categories, and imperial regulations.
Objectives of the Study
1. To analyze the agrarian structure and land revenue system of Mughal India.
2. To examine trade, commerce, and urbanization.
3. To study social hierarchy and class relations.
4. To evaluate the causes of socio-economic decline in the late Mughal period.
Methodology

This study is based on qualitative historical analysis using primary sources
(chronicles, farmans, travelers’ accounts) and secondary sources (modern historiography).

Comparative and analytical methods are employed to interpret socio-economic institutions.
Agrarian Economy and Revenue System

Agriculture formed the backbone of the Mughal economy. The majority of the
population lived in villages and depended on cultivation. The state’s primary income came

from land revenue.
Zabt System

Introduced during the reign of Akbar, the Zabt system assessed land revenue based on

measurement and productivity. The revenue demand was generally one-third of the produce.
Mansabdari and Jagirdari System

The Mansabdari system ranked officials based on military and civil responsibilities.
Jagirs (revenue assignments) were granted in lieu of salary. Over time, excessive revenue

extraction led to peasant distress and agrarian instability.
Trade and Commerce

Mughal India was integrated into international trade networks. Exports included

textiles, indigo, spices, and handicrafts.
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Internal Trade
Large urban centers such as Agra, Lahore, and Surat flourished as commercial hubs.
Foreign Trade

European trading companies like the British East India Company and the Dutch East
India Company established factories in India. Indian textiles were in high demand in Europe

and Southeast Asia
Urbanization and Handicrafts

The Mughal period witnessed rapid urban growth. Artisans produced fine textiles,
carpets, metal ware, and architectural marvels such as the Taj Mahal. Guild-like

organizations regulated craft production.
Social Structure
Mughal society was hierarchical and stratified:
e Nobility (Umara): Held high administrative and military ranks.
e Zamindars: Local intermediaries collecting revenue.
e Peasantry: Majority population; bore heavy revenue burden.
e Artisans and Merchants: Played crucial economic roles.

Religious tolerance under Akbar promoted social harmony, though later policies
under Aurangzeb generated tensions. Women in elite households sometimes wielded

influence (e.g., Nur Jahan), but generally patriarchal norms prevailed.
Causes of Socio-Economic Decline
1. Jagirdari crisis and revenue over-assessment
2. Military overexpansion under Aurangzeb
3. Rise of regional powers
4. Increasing influence of European trading companies
The weakening agrarian base and administrative inefficiency accelerated imperial decline.
Conclusion

The socio-economic structure of Mughal India was complex, dynamic, and deeply

interconnected. The empire established a centralized administrative and revenue system that
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stimulated agricultural production and trade. Urban centers flourished, and India became a

major player in global commerce. However, structural imbalances, fiscal strain, and socio-

political conflicts gradually undermined stability.The Mughal socio-economic legacy

influenced subsequent colonial structures and continues to shape discussions on pre-colonial

Indian economic history.
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