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Abstract 

 

 Sana Iftikhar

The Mughal era (16th–19th centuries) marked a pivotal period in the development of 
classical Urdu literature. Under Mughal patronage, Persian, Arabic and local dialects 
fused to give rise to a refined vernacular that later evolved into modern Urdu. This cultural 
synthesis fostered the growth of poetic and prose traditions — especially the ghazal, 
qasida, marsiya and narrative prose. Mughal support for arts, architecture, Sufi 
mysticism, and multilingual discourse created a rich milieu for literary innovation. This 
article examines how Mughal sociocultural frameworks influenced language, literary 
forms, thematic content, and aesthetic sensibilities of classical Urdu literature. Through 
historical linguistic and literary analysis, the study traces the evolution of Urdu from its 
“Rekhta/Hindavi” roots to a literary vehicle under Mughal sway. The findings underscore 
the enduring Mughal legacy in shaping the sensibility, structure, and vocabulary of 
classical Urdu literature. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The origin and evolution of the Urdu 
language and its literature cannot be 
understood without reference to the cultural, 
linguistic, and political milieu of the Mughal 
Empire. With the arrival of the Mughals in 
the Indian subcontinent, a new cultural 
synthesis began — one that blended Persian, 
Arabic, Turkish, and local Indian linguistic 
and artistic traditions. This milieu provided 
fertile ground for the emergence of Urdu 
(initially Hindavi, Rekhta or Dehlavi), 
enriched by the Persianized court culture, 
Sufi mysticism, and cosmopolitan 
exchanges. Under Mughal patronage, poetry 
and prose flourished: forms like ghazal, 
qasida, marsiya, and later narrative prose 
found expression in dialects and modes that 
combined local idioms with Persian aesthetic 
norms. Moreover, the social and cultural 
practices of the Mughals — including their 
support for literary gatherings (mushairas), 
calligraphy, and translation — allowed Urdu 
to mature as a literary medium rather than 
remain a colloquial vernacular. This article 
aims to explore the multifaceted influence of 
Mughal culture on classical Urdu literature 
by analyzing the linguistic evolution, literary 
genres, thematic orientation, and aesthetic 
sensibilities shaped under Mughal 
influences. 

Historical and Linguistic Background: 

The linguistic evolution from Hindavi or 

Rekhta to classical Urdu was a gradual and 

complex process shaped by centuries of 

cultural and political interactions in the 

Indian subcontinent. Before the rise of the 

Mughal Empire, northern India was home to 

a variety of vernacular dialects collectively 

referred to as Hindavi, Dehlavi, or Braj 

dialects. These dialects were primarily 

spoken by common people and served as the 

medium for folk songs, oral storytelling, and 

everyday communication. With the 

establishment of Mughal rule in the 16th 

century, Persian became the dominant 

language of administration, literature, and 

high culture, while Arabic continued to 

influence religious and scholarly discourse. The 

Mughal courts, filled with Persian poets, 

administrators, and soldiers from diverse 

linguistic backgrounds, created a multilingual 

environment in which the local vernacular 

absorbed a substantial number of Persian and 

Arabic words and expressions. This fusion not 

only enriched the vocabulary of the emerging 

Urdu language but also introduced sophisticated 

stylistic and rhetorical devices, enabling the 

vernacular to adopt literary forms such as ghazal, 

qasida, and masnavi. The term “Urdu,” derived 

from the Turkish word for “camp” or “army,” 

reflects its origin as a language of cultural 

exchange in Mughal military and administrative 

camps, where people from different regions and 

linguistic traditions interacted. Over time, Urdu 

emerged as a refined literary medium capable of 

expressing complex philosophical ideas, 

romantic sentiments, and mystical thought, 

bridging the gap between the colloquial speech 

of the masses and the literary sophistication of 

the elite Persianized culture. The historical and 

linguistic synthesis achieved during this period 

laid the foundation for classical Urdu literature 

and its enduring aesthetic and cultural legacy. 

Court Patronage and Institutional Support 

for Literature: 

Court patronage under the Mughal Empire 

played a pivotal role in the flourishing of 

classical Urdu literature, providing both material 

support and a prestigious platform for poets, 

scholars, and writers. Mughal emperors such as 

Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan were not only 

patrons of architecture and painting but also avid 

supporters of literary activities, recognizing 

literature as a means to consolidate cultural 

authority and project imperial sophistication. 

The courts offered poets positions as mirakars 

(court poets), diwankhwans (chroniclers), and 

advisors, ensuring a stable income and social 

recognition, which encouraged the production of 

high-quality literary works. Literary assemblies 

such as mushairas (poetic gatherings) became 

institutionalized under Mughal patronage, 

fostering an environment of creativity, critique, 

and mentorship. These gatherings also served as 

centers for the dissemination of Urdu, where the 

interplay between Persian literary conventions 
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and local vernacular expressions refined 

stylistic and thematic elements of emerging 

Urdu poetry. Furthermore, Mughal support 

extended to manuscript production, 

translation projects, and literary 

compilations, creating an infrastructure that 

preserved and codified literary output. This 

institutional backing elevated Urdu from a 

colloquial medium to a respected literary 

language capable of expressing nuanced 

thought, complex metaphors, and 

philosophical ideas, laying the groundwork 

for its classical and post-classical literary 

traditions. Through such structured support, 

the Mughal courts effectively shaped the 

literary culture of the subcontinent, ensuring 

that Urdu literature not only survived but 

thrived as an art form deeply intertwined 

with the socio-political and cultural fabric of 

the era. 

Persian and Arabic Influence: Lexicon, 

Literary Forms, and Aesthetics: 

The influence of Persian and Arabic on 

classical Urdu literature was profound, 

shaping not only its lexicon but also its 

literary forms and aesthetic sensibilities. 

Persian, as the lingua franca of the Mughal 

courts, contributed an extensive vocabulary 

encompassing concepts of love, beauty, 

ethics, and philosophy, which enriched 

Urdu’s expressive capacity and allowed 

poets to craft nuanced imagery and 

metaphors. Arabic, primarily through 

religious and scholarly channels, introduced 

terms related to spirituality, mysticism, and 

moral discourse, which were especially 

prominent in Sufi poetry and devotional 

writings. These linguistic contributions 

facilitated the adoption of sophisticated 

literary forms such as the ghazal, qasida, 

marsiya, and naat, each with distinct 

structural conventions, rhyme schemes, and 

thematic frameworks derived from Persian 

literary tradition. The Mughal aesthetic, 

emphasizing elegance, refinement, and 

subtlety of expression, encouraged the 

incorporation of Persian rhetorical devices, 

such as tashbih (simile), istiareh 

(metaphor), and tawriya (double entendre), 

into Urdu poetry, thereby enhancing its lyrical 

and intellectual appeal. This cross-cultural 

interaction created a literary environment in 

which Urdu could simultaneously convey courtly 

sophistication, spiritual depth, and popular 

resonance, bridging the gap between elite literary 

culture and vernacular expression. 

Consequently, the Persian and Arabic influence 

under Mughal patronage not only expanded 

Urdu’s linguistic repertoire but also shaped its 

enduring literary identity, establishing classical 

Urdu as a language capable of rich poetic and 

prose expression across diverse themes and 

audiences. 

Sufism, Mysticism, and Thematic Expansion 

in Poetry and Prose: 

Sufism and mysticism played a central role in 

shaping the thematic depth and spiritual 

orientation of classical Urdu literature during the 

Mughal era. The integration of Sufi thought into 

literary expression provided poets and prose 

writers with a framework to explore complex 

metaphysical ideas, human emotions, and the 

relationship between the divine and the 

mundane. Influenced by prominent Sufi orders 

such as the Chishti and Suhrawardi, Urdu 

literature adopted motifs of divine love, 

spiritual longing (ishq-e-haqiqi), 

renunciation, and the quest for unity with 

God, which became recurring themes in ghazals, 

masnavis, and prose narratives. Poets like Mir 

Taqi Mir and Sauda, while writing within the 

classical ghazal tradition, infused their works 

with Sufi symbolism, allegory, and ethical 

reflection, thereby transcending purely romantic 

or courtly subjects. The mystical dimension also 

democratized literary appreciation: while the 

Persianized court language appealed to elites, the 

incorporation of local idioms and Sufi concepts 

made poetry accessible to a broader audience 

familiar with oral and folk traditions. This 

confluence of spiritual and artistic sensibilities 

not only enriched thematic diversity but also 

encouraged experimentation with narrative 

structures, lyrical intensity, and philosophical 

commentary. Through the lens of Sufism, Urdu 

literature became a medium that reconciled 

worldly experiences with metaphysical inquiry, 

blending aesthetic elegance with profound moral 
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and spiritual insight, a legacy that profoundly 

influenced subsequent literary movements 

and the evolution of Urdu as a classical 

literary language. 

Legacy: Transition to Post-Mughal Urdu 

Literature and Lasting Impact: 

The decline of the Mughal Empire in the 18th 

century did not diminish the influence of its 

cultural and literary legacy on Urdu 

literature; rather, it set the stage for the 

language’s continued evolution and 

consolidation. By the late Mughal period, 

Urdu had matured into a sophisticated 

literary medium, fully capable of expressing 

complex philosophical, romantic, and 

mystical ideas, owing largely to the linguistic 

fusion, courtly patronage, and Persian-

Arabic aesthetic traditions established under 

Mughal rule. Post-Mughal Urdu literature 

saw the rise of prominent poets and writers, 

such as Mir Taqi Mir, Mirza Sauda, and Mir 

Anis, who, while responding to changing 

socio-political conditions, continued to draw 

on Mughal-era literary conventions, 

including refined ghazal structures, masnavi 

narratives, and marsiya elegies. The 

patronage of regional courts, along with the 

emergence of printing and manuscript 

culture, further facilitated the dissemination 

of Urdu literary works, ensuring continuity 

and adaptation of classical forms. The 

Mughal synthesis of Persian, Arabic, and 

vernacular elements had already endowed 

Urdu with a flexible and expressive lexicon, 

allowing it to absorb influences from local 

dialects, Sufi traditions, and emerging 

literary trends. Consequently, the post-

Mughal period witnessed both preservation 

and innovation: classical forms were 

maintained while new themes reflecting 

social, political, and philosophical realities 

were explored. The enduring impact of the 

Mughal era thus lies in establishing Urdu as 

a culturally rich, linguistically nuanced, and 

aesthetically refined literary language, whose 

classical traditions continued to shape 

literary production well into the colonial 

period and beyond, ultimately influencing 

modern Urdu literature in South Asia and the 

diaspora.  

 
Summary 

The cultural and political environment of the 

Mughal Empire played an indispensable role in 

the rise of classical Urdu literature. Through 

patronage, linguistic fusion, Persian/Arabic 

influence, and Sufi-mystical themes, the Mughal 

period transformed a collection of regional 

dialects into a refined literary language capable 

of deep poetic and philosophical expression. The 

resulting Urdu literature inherited aesthetic 

sensibilities, structural elegance, thematic depth, 

and richness of vocabulary — attributes that 

define Urdu’s classical legacy. The influence of 

Mughal culture on Urdu literature thus cannot be 

overstated; it laid the foundation for centuries of 

literary production, shaping not only the 

language but the soul of Urdu literary heritage. 
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