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For the scholars whose names were not written down,

and for the ones who wrote them anyway.

 


 

"Knowledge is a treasure and its key is inquiry."

Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad (attributed)

"A people without history is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern of timeless moments."

T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding, 1942
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Author's Note on History, Language, and Invention

 

A Note on History, Language, and Invention

Mughal India in 1658 stands at one of the most vertiginous turning points in South Asian history. Aurangzeb Alamgir, the third son of Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahal, was consolidating his grip on the Peacock Throne after defeating his brothers in the War of Succession, imprisoning his father in the Agra Fort, and beginning the long reign that would both extend and ultimately fracture the Mughal Empire. These events are documented in extraordinary detail in Persian and Mughal court chronicles including the Alamgir-nama composed by Muhammad Kazim, the Maasir-i-Alamgiri of Saqi Must'ad Khan, and the memoirs of European visitors including Francois Bernier, the French physician who spent years at the Mughal court and whose Travels in the Mogul Empire remains among the most vivid firsthand accounts of life in Shahjahanabad.

The zenana, the women's quarters of the Mughal imperial household, has long been one of the most misunderstood institutions of Mughal rule. It was not the passive, decorative harem of European orientalist fantasy. It was a complex, internally hierarchical world of several thousand women, governed by its own protocols, managing its own substantial financial resources, engaging in commerce and patronage, and functioning as a political actor whose influence on imperial affairs was real, sustained, and occasionally decisive. The Mughal princesses, the shahzadis, received serious educations: they studied Persian literature and poetry, Quranic exegesis, history, mathematics, music, and the arts of governance. Women like Jahanara Begum, the daughter of Shah Jahan who managed the zenana after her mother's death and who wielded influence comparable to that of any male noble at court, are documented historical figures whose intellectual and political weight the historical record confirms in detail.

This novel imagines what might have existed within the zenana during the crisis year of 1658: a school of women scholars whose learning extended from the permitted religious sciences into the more dangerous territory of political philosophy, law, and the principles of governance that the male chroniclers of the empire never thought to ask the women to address. The Dar al-Ilm al-Niswan, the House of Female Knowledge, is my invention. The scholarly traditions from which its curriculum draws are real. The political crisis that threatens it is real. The specific women who inhabit it are invented, though I have tried to make them historically plausible in their education, their ambitions, their speech, and their world.

A note on language: the women of the zenana would have spoken primarily in Urdu (then called Hindi or Hindavi at the Mughal court), conducted their scholarly work in Persian, and recited their prayers in Arabic. I have translated all dialogue and document extracts into English, using occasional Urdu and Persian words where the English equivalent would lose specificity or feeling. A glossary of these terms appears at the end of the book.

A note on dates: I have used the Common Era calendar throughout for accessibility, noting where useful the corresponding Hijri dates. The year 1658 CE corresponds to the year 1068 AH in the Islamic calendar.

Readers who wish to explore the documented history that underlies this novel are directed to the bibliography at the book's conclusion, which lists both primary sources in translation and the secondary scholarship that has done most to rescue the women of the Mughal zenana from the orientalist misrepresentation they have long endured.

 


PROLOGUE

The Hour of Whiteness

The lesson began before the dawn prayer, as it always did.

In the hour that the scholars of Islamic learning called the time of whiteness, the moment when a white thread could be distinguished from a black thread in the darkness outside a window, Zubayda Khatun sat at the head of the low reading table and waited for her students to arrive. The lamp she kept burning through the night threw amber light across the stack of papers she had been reviewing since the third hour after midnight, papers covered in the careful hand of her most advanced student, a girl named Rukhsar Jahan who was seventeen years old and who had, in the preceding month, produced a commentary on the principles of jurisprudence that Zubayda considered the finest piece of legal reasoning she had read in twenty years of teaching.

This was not a small assessment. Zubayda Khatun had been teaching for twenty years in the zenana of the Red Fort at Shahjahanabad, the imperial city that Shah Jahan had built on the banks of the Yamuna River. In those twenty years she had taught daughters, nieces, and attendants of three successive Mughal emperors. She had trained women who managed estates, women who arbitrated disputes within the zenana's complex hierarchy, women who composed poetry in Persian that was copied and circulated among the literati of the capital. She had taught some women who became influential and some who became invisible and some who became powerful in ways that left no record, which is the way that most women's power has always operated.

The Dar al-Ilm al-Niswan, the House of Female Knowledge, had been established in the reign of Shah Jahan, in the forty-seventh year of what the court astronomers had designated the most auspicious era of the Mughal sovereign's reign. The establishment had not been announced. It had not been formally commissioned. It had grown from what everyone involved preferred to call a study circle, a halqa, in which women gathered to read together and discuss what they had read. Study circles were a recognized institution of Islamic intellectual life. No one could object to women reading together, discussing together, improving their comprehension of the religious sciences together.

What was rather more unusual, and what would have attracted rather more objection if it had been widely known, was that the circle's curriculum had, over twelve years, expanded well beyond the religious sciences into the territories of logic, rhetoric, history, political philosophy, the principles of administration, and the theory of governance. Zubayda had guided this expansion with the specific caution of a woman who understood precisely where the boundaries lay between what was permitted and what would be contested, and who had spent a career navigating those boundaries with the precision that survival in the zenana's complex politics required.

But this morning, waiting for her students in the amber light of the hour before the call to prayer, Zubayda was not thinking about boundaries or caution or the careful navigation of what was permitted. She was thinking about the news that had reached the zenana the previous afternoon, carried by a slave woman whose cousin served in the household of one of the court nobles and who had risked a great deal to bring it.

The news was this: Aurangzeb's forces were advancing on the city. The War of Succession, which had been building for three years while Shah Jahan lay ill and his sons maneuvered for position, had reached a point of resolution. Dara Shikoh, the eldest son and his father's preferred heir, had been defeated at the Battle of Samugarh. He was fleeing west. Aurangzeb was coming to Shahjahanabad.

And with Aurangzeb's arrival, everything that the Dar al-Ilm al-Niswan had built over twelve years, and everything it had hoped to protect, was suddenly fragile in a way it had not been before.

The door opened and Rukhsar Jahan entered, carrying her own lamp. Behind her came two others: Amina bint Mahmud, who was twenty-two and who specialized in the mathematical sciences, and young Chandni, who was fourteen and who had been in the school for only eight months but who already showed a capacity for legal reasoning that reminded Zubayda of no one so much as herself at the same age.

They arranged themselves around the table. They did not speak. They had all heard the news.

Zubayda looked at them in the lamplight, these three young women who were her most advanced students, who carried in





