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Abstract:

This article offers a critical examination of the intricate father-daughter relationship between Emperor Shah Jahan and Princess
Jahanara Begum, as depicted in Indu Sundaresan’s historical novel Shadow Princess (2010). Situated at the wvolatile
confluence of profound personal affection, devastating loss, and high-stakes imperial politics, their bond transcends simple filial
devotion, revealing a complex web of emotional interdependence and socio-political entanglement within the rigidly patriarchal
Mughal court. Employing feminist theory, particularly frameworks concerning gender performativity and agency under
patriarchy, alongside the interpretative lens of historical fiction, this study argues that Jahanara’s role is fundamentally
redefined. She emerges not merely as a supportive daughter but as a subtle yet potent political agent whose strategic choices,
unwavering loyalty, and assertion of authority within prescribed limitations actively challenge and reshape conventional
understandings of female power and influence within the imperial framework.

INTRODUCTION:

Indu Sundaresan’s Shadow Princess, the concluding volume of her acclaimed Taj Trilogy, illuminates the often-
obscured power dynamics of the Mughal Empire through the meticulously rendered life of Princess Jahanara
Begum. As the eldest daughter of Emperor Shah Jahan and Empress Mumtaz Mahal, Jahanara’s trajectory
irrevocably shifts following her mother’s untimely death. Thrust into the epicentre of Mughal authority, she must
navigate the perilous intersection of deeply personal grief and the relentless demands of statecraft. Sundaresan
crafts a compelling narrative that centers on the "unspoken bond" (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 75) between the grieving
Emperor and his daughter. This relationship, characterized by profound emotional intimacy and mutual reliance,
serves as the novel’s core, providing a unique vantage point to interrogate the boundaries and possibilities of
feminine agency within the constraints of a patriarchal imperial system. This article dissects this bond, exploring
how Jahanara leverages her position to exert significant, albeit often veiled, political influence.

Grief, Power, and the Birth of Gendered Authority:

The death of Mumtaz Mahal constitutes a seismic rupture within the Mughal court, destabilizing not only the
Emperor’s emotional world but also the established socio-political order. Jahanara, at the tender age of seventeen,
is compelled into an abrupt transition, assuming responsibilities far exceeding her years. Sundaresan explicitly
marks this transformation: "His wife’s death had created a woman out of their daughter, who had always seemed
like a child before" (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 69). This forced maturation exemplifies Judith Lorber’s concept of
gender as a social construct, where individuals enact expected roles, thereby perpetuating the existing gender
order: “Individuals learn what is expected, act and react in expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct and
maintain the gender order” (Lorber, 1994, p. 60). Jahanara’s ascension to power within the harem and as her
father’s confidante occurs not through martial prowess or formal appointment, but through the deployment of
emotional intelligence, unwavering composure, and innate diplomatic skill. Her agency manifests in moments
of crisis, such as when Shah Jahan’s visible frailty during a crucial public audience (jharoka) threatens the image
of imperial strength. Recognizing the danger, Jahanara swiftly orchestrates her brothers’ presence beside him,
visually restoring dynastic solidity - an act she would have performed herself, "had she not been a woman"
(Sundaresan, 2010, p. 70), a narrative aside poignantly underscoring the gendered limitations circumscribing her
direct action.

Challenging Patriarchal Norms from Within:

Sundaresan meticulously constructs Jahanara as a figure of resistance operating within the confines of tradition,
rather than in outright rebellion against it. Her defiance is strategic and purposeful. A pivotal early instance is
her calculated challenge to religious protocol at her mother’s funeral. Despite established custom dictating the
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use of plain cloth, Jahanara insists Mumtaz Mahal be enshrouded in silk and adorned with her jewels, asserting
the Empress's dignity and status even in death. Furthermore, she disregards explicit prohibitions and the
dissuasion of powerful figures like Prince Aurangzeb and the chief eunuch Satti Khanum, to personally attend
the burial. Her resolve is steely: “Her eyes had smarted with a flash of tears, but she had brushed them away
impatiently. She did not have the time for this sort of weakness” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 18). This deliberate
suppression of public grief in favour of duty highlights her conscious negotiation of gendered expectations. The
narrative consistently contrasts Jahanara’s political maturity and long-term vision with the often-reckless ambition
of her brothers. While Dara Shikoh and Aurangzeb engage in overt power struggles, Jahanara exercises influence
through counsel, prioritizing dynastic stability over personal gain. Her warning against a regency for Dara’s young
son - “A regency would also be unwise... would you be willing to allow another man to counsel your son in
matters of state?”” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 72) - exemplifies her strategic foresight and unwavering commitment
to the empire’s enduring integrity, placing its welfare above fraternal rivalry.

Love as Anchor and Possession: Shah Jahan’s Emotional Dependence:

Shah Jahan’s well-documented refusal to arrange marriages for Jahanara and her sister Roshanara transcends
paternal protectiveness, morphing into a form of emotional possession deeply rooted in his dependence on
Jahanara, particularly after Mumtaz’s death. His internal reflection, “Girl children, he thought, were a blessing
from Allah; sons only caused worry” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 71), reveals a preference shaped by Jahanara’s
indispensable role as his emotional anchor and political partner. This intense attachment evokes what
psychoanalytic discourse terms the Griselda Complex - a father's excessive emotional reliance on a daughter.
Simone de Beauvoir observes the patriarchal norm: “In the patriarchal regime she is the property of her father,
who marries her off to suit himself” (de Beauvoir, 1968, p. 115). Jahanara’s situation represents a stark inversion;
she is kept unmarried, not bestowed elsewhere, becoming a permanent fixture of her father’s court and psyche.
Their closeness becomes so profound that it fuels malicious court gossip: “rumors went vile on the closeness of
father and daughter,” with whispers suggesting Shah Jahan projected Mumtaz’s image onto Jahanara: “He was
said to have used his daughter in the place of his wife” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 75). Sundaresan, however, handles
this delicate theme with nuance, framing the bond not as incestuous but as a complex amalgamation of shared,
profound grief, mutual dependence, and intertwined destinies within the machinery of imperial governance.
Jahanara becomes his confidante, his advisor, and the keeper of his emotional world, a role demanding immense
personal sacrifice.

Selfless Leadership and the Integrity of Sisterhood:

Jahanara’s statesmanship extends far beyond managing the harem or comforting her father; she actively engages
in the highest political crises. Her attempts to mediate the escalating conflict between Shah Jahan and Aurangzeb
demonstrate her commitment to preserving the empire and her father’s authority. She implores Aurangzeb to
accept Shah Jahan’s decision naming Dara as heir, seeking to avert civil war through reason and appeals to familial
duty. When Aurangzeb’s ambition prevails, leading to Shah Jahan’s imprisonment in Agra Fort, Jahanara makes
her most profound political and personal statement. Defying Aurangzeb’s orders, she chooses to share her father’s
captivity: “She had defied his orders and his demands by remaining by the side of their father” (Sundaresan,
2010, p. 345). This act is not passive martyrdom but active defiance. Even when Aurangzeb, perhaps seeking
legitimacy or assuaging guilt, offers her restoration to courtly luxury - ““Come back to court life, Jahan. I beg this
of you... Is it right that my sister must live thus?”” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 343) - she refuses. Her refusal is a
powerful ethical stance, a rejection of his usurped authority and a reaffirmation of her loyalty to the deposed
Emperor. Within the confines of imprisonment, she maintains her own authority, refusing to enter Aurangzeb’s
harem or implicitly endorse his rule by accepting his terms. Her captivity becomes a space of continued, albeit
constrained, agency and moral resistance.

Final Acts of Defiance, Devotion, and Self-Definition:

The culmination of Jahanara’s lifelong negotiation of love, duty, and power occurs at her father’s deathbed and
beyond. In a moment of profound intimacy and sorrow, she cradles the dying Shah Jahan: “She closed her eyes,
willing him to live, knowing that he probably would not” (Sundaresan, 2010, p. 355). Her devotion then
manifests in a final, culturally resonant act of defiance. She performs Shah Jahan’s funeral rites herself, casting
the first handful of earth onto his grave - a ritual act traditionally reserved for male relatives, particularly sons.
Sundaresan emphasizes the deliberateness and earned authority in this gesture: “Her stride was firm, her attitude
inflexible—Jahanara meant to bury her father herself; she had earned the right to do so” (Sundaresan, 2010, p.
357). This act is the ultimate articulation of the novel’s central thesis. It signifies that her love, devotion, and
service to her father and the empire were not merely equivalent to that of a son, but in their constancy, depth,
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and unwavering loyalty, they surpassed it. She claims the right to mourn and honour him as his primary caretaker
and most faithful companion, publicly asserting the validity of her unique role and bond.

CONCLUSION:

Within the tapestry of Shadow Princess, Jahanara Begum transcends the conventional categories of devoted
daughter or passive princess. She emerges as a paradigm of feminine strength, political intelligence, and
unwavering devotion, operating with remarkable efficacy within the patriarchal confines of the Mughal Empire.
Her story functions as a powerful corrective to patriarchal historiography, which often marginalizes or overlooks
the crucial roles women played in dynastic politics and maintaining familial and imperial stability. Jahanara’s life
embodies Simone de Beauvoit’s imperative: “Instead of being defined, women should define” (as cited in Nemri,
2012). Throughout the novel, Jahanara does precisely this: she defines the parameters of her filial duty, the nature
of her political influence, the extent of her loyalty, and ultimately, the legacy she leaves within the empire and its
historical memory. The "unspoken bond" between Shah Jahan and Jahanara, forged in grief and tested by power
struggles, reveals a fundamental truth about empire: that emotional intelligence, steadfast love, and moral
fortitude are as essential to its functioning and legacy as military conquest and administrative acumen. Jahanara’s
narrative, as rendered by Sundaresan, stands as both a poignant reflection on a specific historical moment and a
timeless testament to the potent, often unseen, force of unwavering love and principled agency exercised from
the shadow of the throne.
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