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Abstract

This paper explores the socio-political status and executive influence of women within the Sikh Empire under
Maharaja Ranjit Singh and his successors. While traditional historiography often categorizes the 19th-century Punjab
as a purely patriarchal martial state, this study argues that Sikh women—specifically the Sardarnis and Maharanis—
leveraged religious egalitarianism and the "Misl" (confederacy) system to exercise significant agency. By examining
the lives of figures such as Mai Sada Kaur and Maharani Jind Kaur, this research demonstrates that women were
architects of diplomacy, military strategy, and anti-colonial resistance. The paper further analyzes how the transition
to British colonial rule systematically dismantled these traditional power structures, reframing the "active" Sikh
woman as a domestic subject.

| Introduction: Beyond the Shadow of the “Lion”

The historiography of the Sikh Empire (1799—1849) has long been dominated by the towering figure of Maharaja
Ranjit Singh. Often portrayed as a singular “Napoleon of the East,” the narrative of his reign typically focuses on the
modernization of the Khalsa army, the secularization of the Lahore Darbar, and the tactical brilliance of his generals.
However, this martial-centric history frequently overlooks the domestic- political infrastructure that sustained the
empire: the strategic agency of women.

The Sikh Empire was not merely a conquest-driven state; it was a complex web of matrimonial alliances, Misl
(confederacy) politics, and land-tenure systems where women were primary actors. This paper argues that the period
between the rise of the Sukerchakia Misl and the final British annexation in 1849 represented a “frontier” of gendered
authority. During this era, Sikh women—from the formidable mother-in- law of the Maharaja, Mai Sada Kaur, to the
defiant “Messalina of the Punjab,” Maharani Jind Kaur—navigated a socio-political landscape that offered them
significantly more executive autonomy than their contemporaries in the decaying Mughal Empire or the encroaching
British East India Company.
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Il. The Theological and Structural Foundations of Agency

To understand why women held such high degrees of authority in the Punjab, one must look at the intersection of Sikh
theology and the decentralized Misl system.

1. The Doctrine of Miri-Piri and Gender

The Sikh faith, founded by Guru Nanak, explicitly rejected the prevailing patriarchal norms of the purdah (seclusion)
and sati (widow immolation). The concept of Miri-Piri (temporal and spiritual authority) meant that participation in
the community was not gender-segregated. While the 19""-century Punjab remained a traditional society, the “frontier”
nature of Sikhism allowed for the emergence of the Kaur (princess/lioness) identity—a title that carried with it an
expectation of courage and literacy.

2. The Misl System: A Catalyst for Female Command

Before Ranjit Singh consolidated power, the Punjab was governed by twelve Misls. These were democratic-military
confederacies where leadership was often hereditary but required the ability to manage land and men. When a Misldar
(chief) died, it was common for his widow to take over the administration to prevent the absorption of the territory by
rival clans. This created a precedent for female regency that was based on pragmatic necessity rather than mere
exception.

[ll. Case Study: Mai Sada Kaur, the Architect of Empire

If Ranjit Singh was the builder of the Sikh Empire, Mai Sada Kaur was its architect. As the head of the Kanhaiya Misl
following the death of her husband and father-in- law, she recognized that the fractured Sikh confederacies could not
survive the Afghan or Maratha threats without a central figure.

1. The Capture of Lahore (1799)

History often credits the young Ranjit Singh with the daring capture of Lahore. However, primary accounts suggest it
was Sada Kaur who orchestrated the diplomatic surrender of the city. She maintained an extensive intelligence
network and negotiated with the Arains and Khatris of Lahore, ensuring the city’s elite would support her son-in-law.

2. Administrative and Military Logistics

For the first two decades of the 19" century, Sada Kaur acted as the “Kingmaker.” She provided the financial capital
and the veteran Kanhaiya troops that allowed Ranjit Singh to subdue rivals. European travelers to the court noted her
presence in military councils, where her voice was often the most influential in matters of northern expansion.

IV. The Socio-Legal “Frontier”: Land, Law, and Literacy

A significant portion of female power in the Sikh Empire was rooted in economic autonomy.

1. Property Rights and the Jagirdari System

Under Sikh customary law, high-ranking women held Jagirs (land grants) in their own names. Unlike the rigid
patriarchal structures later codified by the British, these women had “life-interests” that allowed them to collect
revenue, dispense justice, and maintain their own private militias. Research into the Khalsa Darbar records shows that
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Maharanis like Mehtab Kaur and Raj Kaur managed massive estates that functioned as semi-autonomous micro-states
within the empire.

2. Education and the Zenana as a Political Think-Tank

The Zenana (women’s quarters) in the Lahore Fort was not a place of passive seclusion. It functioned as a center for
political mediation. Noblewomen were frequently literate in Gurmukhi and Persian, enabling them to handle
administrative correspondence. They were the “informal” diplomats who smoothed over the volatile rivalries between
the Sikh aristocrats and the Dogra brothers of Jammu.

V. Resistance and the Colonial “Gaze”: Maharani Jind Kaur

The most poignant example of female agency—and its subsequent destruction—is found in the life of Maharani Jind
Kaur, the youngest wife of Ranjit Singh and mother of the last Maharaja, Duleep Singh.

1. The Regent Who Challenged an Empire

Following the chaos of the post-Ranjit Singh succession, Jind Kaur emerged as Queen Regent. She was remarkable
for her rejection of traditional veiling when addressing the Khalsa army. She understood that the only way to check
British encroachment was to maintain the loyalty of the soldiers. Her letters to the British residents are masterpieces
of political defiance, asserting her right to rule not just as a mother, but as a sovereign.

2. The British Narrative: From Sovereign to “Seductress”

The British East India Company found the political visibility of Jind Kaur profoundly threatening. To justify her
imprisonment and the eventual annexation of the Punjab, they launched a smear campaign. By labeling her the
“Messalina of the Punjab”— referencing the Roman empress known for her supposed depravity—they transformed a
political threat into a moral one. This allowed the British to frame their conquest as a “civilizing mission” to rescue the
young Duleep Singh from his “corrupt” mother.

VI. Cultural Patronage: Soft Power and Public Works

Female authority was also expressed through “Soft Power”—the patronage of arts, religion, and infrastructure.

*  Pluralism in Practice: The Mai Moran Mosque, built by Ranjit Singh’s Muslim wife, Moran Sarkar, remains a
symbol of the pluralistic ethos of the empire.

e Infrastructure: Women commissioned Baolis (step-wells), Sarai (inns), and gardens. These were not just
charitable acts; they were public demonstrations of wealth and legitimacy that cemented the loyalty of the common
people.

VII. The Colonial Dismantling: 1849 and Beyond

The annexation of the Punjab in 1849 did more than end a kingdom; it fundamentally altered the legal status of
Punjabi women.

1. The Doctrine of Lapse and Land Reform

The British replaced the flexible “life-interest” system with the Doctrine of Lapse and the formalization of male-only
primogeniture. Women who once commanded estates were reduced to “pensioners.” The colonial administration
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viewed the “active” Sikh woman as an anomaly to be corrected through domesticity.

2. Codification of Patriarchy

In their effort to simplify Punjabi law, British administrators consulted only male village elders, effectively codifying
a more rigid form of patriarchy than had existed under the Sikh Empire. The “frontier” was closed, and the Sikh
woman was relegated to the domestic sphere.

Conclusion

The fall of the Sikh Empire in 1849 was a defeat for the political visibility of Punjabi women. The British
administration selectively codified “male-oriented customary practices,” systematically dismantling the broader
property and inheritance rights women had previously enjoyed. Reclaiming this history reveals that Sikh women were
not mere “wives of the crown,” but the hands that held the scepter.
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