5 Ways the Mughal Empire Transformed South Asia

The Mughal Empire ruled much of the Indian subcontinent from 1526 to 1857, leaving a legacy
that still shapes South Asia today. Its influence can be seen in architecture, religion, language,
art, and food. From the Taj Mahal to biryani, Mughal rule left marks on the region that remain
visible centuries later. Here are five ways the Mughals transformed South Asia.

1. Architectural Wonders That Still Define the Region

The Mughals expanded on earlier Perso-Islamic architectural traditions and brought them to a
new level of scale and refinement. They built forts, mosques, palaces, and entire cities marked by
arches, domes, minarets, gardens, and intricate decorative detail. Landmarks such as the Red
Fort, Jama Masjid, and Fatehpur Sikri still stand as reminders of Mughal imperial ambition.

The most famous example is the Taj Mahal, built by Shah Jahan as a tomb for Mumtaz Mabhal.
With its white marble, symmetrical gardens, reflecting pools, and Quranic calligraphy, it became
not only a masterpiece of Mughal architecture but also one of the most recognizable monuments
in the world.
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2. Cultural and Religious Exchange

The Mughals did more than conquer territory; they also governed a culturally and religiously
diverse population. Their Central Asian background and long contact with Persianate traditions
helped shape an imperial culture that absorbed influences from many different communities in
South Asia.

Under Akbar in particular, the Mughal court became associated with efforts at religious
discussion and experimentation. His Din-i [lahi drew on elements of several traditions, including
Islam, Hinduism, Jainism, and Zoroastrianism. Although it never gained many followers, it
reflected a broader atmosphere of exchange and debate. During the Mughal period, Sikhism also
continued to develop, often in tension with imperial authority.

3. Literature and Language

Persian was the language of administration, courtly culture, and elite literary life under the
Mughals. Poetry, chronicles, and official documents all helped reinforce Persian’s prestige across
the empire. In this way, Mughal rule strengthened South Asia’s connections to the wider
Persianate world.

At the same time, Urdu developed through contact among Persian, Arabic, Turkish, and local

Indian languages in military camps and urban centers. Over time, it became one of South Asia’s
major literary languages and remains central to the cultural history of both India and Pakistan.

4. Mughal Miniature Painting
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Mughal art flourished under imperial patronage, especially in the form of miniature painting.
These works depicted court life, battles, hunts, plants, animals, and scenes of romance with
extraordinary precision and detail.

More than decorative objects, these paintings also served as visual records of imperial life. Their
rich colors, fine brushwork, and careful observation helped define one of the most distinctive
artistic traditions in South Asian history. Today, many Mughal miniatures remain prized museum
pieces around the world.

5. Culinary Fusion That Traveled Far Beyond India

Mughal food traditions brought together Central Asian influences and South Asian ingredients,
producing a rich culinary legacy. Meat dishes, rice preparations, kebabs, and heavily layered
spice combinations all became associated with what is now called Mughlai cuisine.

That legacy spread far beyond the Mughal court. Dishes such as biryani and korma remain
deeply rooted in South Asian food culture and are now enjoyed worldwide, from street stalls in
Delhi to restaurants abroad. Mughal rule shaped not only politics and culture, but also the
everyday flavors of the region.
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