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ABSTRACT

Emperor Akbar (1556-1605) developed a distinctive
religious policy that emphasized tolerance, dialogue, and
cooperation among different religious communities. His approach §§
gradually moved away from rigid religious distinctions and
encouraged the participation of people from diverse backgrounds
in the Mughal administration. Akbar abolished certain
discriminatory taxes, promoted discussions among scholars of
different faiths, and developed the principle of Sulh-i Kul, or ‘
universal peace. His religious policies were closely connected with
his broader efforts to consolidate the Mughal Empire and maintain
political stability. This study examines the major features of Akbar’s religious policy and evaluates its
historical significance in the context of sixteenth-century India. It also considers the debates surrounding his
religious ideas, including his association with Din-i Ilahi. Akbar’s policies had a lasting influence on Mughal
political culture and on the relationship between the state and different religious communities.
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INTRODUCTION

Akbar, the third Mughal emperor, ruled from 1556 to 1605 and played a major role in consolidating
and expanding the Mughal Empire in India. His reign is particularly significant because of
the administrative, military, cultural, and religious changes introduced during this period. Among these, his
religious policy occupies an important place in the study of medieval Indian history.

Akbar ruled over a diverse population consisting of Muslims, Hindus, Jains, Christians, Zoroastrians,
and followers of other traditions. Recognizing this diversity, he gradually developeda policy
that encouraged cooperation and reduced religious discrimination. His approach included discussions
with scholars of different faiths at thelbadat Khanaat Fatehpur Sikriand the adoption of the
principle of Sulh-i Kul, which emphasized peace and tolerance toward different communities.

Akbar's religious policy also had apolitical dimension. His alliances with Rajputrulers and
the inclusion of people from different communities in the imperial administration helped strengthen the
Mughal state. The abolition of the jizya and pilgrimage tax further reflected changes inhis approach
toward non-Muslim subjects.
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The establishment of Din-i Ilahi in the later part of Akbar's reign has also attracted considerable
historical discussion. Historians differ on whetherit should beunderstood as a new religion, an
ethical order, or a personal circle centered on the emperor. Therefore, Akbar's religious policy needs to
be examined through contemporary sources as well as later historical interpretations.

This study aims to examine the major features of Akbar's religious policy and to understand its
historical significance in shaping Mughal political and social relations in sixteenth-century India.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The main aim of this study is to examine Akbar’s religious policy and understand its significance in
the political and social history of the Mughal Empire.

The objectives of the study are:

To examine the major features of Akbar’s religious policy.

To understand the principle of Sulh-i Kul and its role in Akbar’s administration.

To study Akbar’s relations with different religious communities, particularly Hindus and Rajputs.
To examine the abolition of the pilgrimage tax and jizya under Akbar.

To understand the importance of the Ibadat Khana and inter-religious discussions.

To examine the nature and significance of Din-i Ilahi.

To analyse the political and social factors that influenced Akbar’s religious policy.

To assess the historical significance and long-term impact of Akbar’s approach to religious diversity.

PN W

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Several historians and contemporary writers have discussed Akbar’s religious policy from different
perspectives. Abul Fazl, in the Akbarnama and Ain-i-Akbari, provides important information about Akbar’s
ideas, policies, administration, and relations with different communities. His writings are particularly
valuable for understanding the imperial perspective, although they also reflect his close association with
Akbar.

Badauni, in his Muntakhab-ut-Tawarikh, provides a more critical account of Akbar’s religious
experiments and policies. His work is useful for comparing different contemporary perspectives on Akbar.

Modern historians have also examined the subject extensively. Satish Chandra discusses Akbar’s
policy of religious tolerance in relation to the political and social conditions of Mughal India. Irfan Habib
examines the broader structure of the Mughal state and society, providing useful context for understanding
Akbar’s policies. Jadunath Sarkar and other historians have also contributed to the study of Akbar’s reign
and religious ideas.

The existing literature shows that Akbar’s religious policy cannot be understood only as a personal
religious experiment. It was also connected with the administration of a diverse empire, political
integration, and relations among different social groups.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study follows a historical and analytical research methodology. It is primarily based on
secondary sources and selected contemporary historical accounts.

The methodology includes:
e Primary sources: Contemporary works such as Abul Fazl's Akbarnama and Ain-i-Akbari, and Badauni’s
Muntakhab-ut-Tawarikh.
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e Secondary sources: Books and scholarly works written by modern historians on Akbar, Mughal India,
and medieval Indian history.

e Comparative analysis: Different historical interpretations of Akbar’s religious policy are compared to
identify areas of agreement and disagreement.

e Contextual analysis: Akbar’s policies are studied in relation to the political, social, and religious
conditions of sixteenth-century India.

e Interpretation: The available evidence is analysed to understand the nature and historical significance
of concepts such as Sulh-i Kul, religious tolerance, and Din-i Ilahi.

The study therefore combines documentary evidence with historical interpretation to provide a
balanced understanding of Akbar’s religious policy.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Akbar’s religious policy is one of the most debated aspects of Mughal history. His policies toward
different religious communities, abolition of certain taxes, participation in inter-religious discussions, and
promotion of Sulh-i Kul represented significant changes in the relationship between the Mughal state and
its diverse population.

However, historians have interpreted the nature and motives of these policies differently. Some
emphasize religious tolerance and social integration, while others give greater importance to political
consolidation and the practical requirements of governing a diverse empire. The meaning and purpose of
Din-i [lahi have also been the subject of historical debate.

Therefore, the central problem of this study is to examine the nature of Akbar’s religious policy,
identify the factors that shaped it, and assess its historical significance without relying on a single
historical interpretation. The study seeks to understand how Akbar attempted to manage religious
diversity and how these policies contributed to the development of Mughal rule in India.

NEED OF THE STUDY

The study of Akbar’s religious policy is important for understanding the nature of the Mughal
Empire and its relations with the diverse religious communities of medieval India. Akbar ruled over a
socially and religiously heterogeneous population, and his policies towards different religious groups
played an important role in the administration and consolidation of his empire.

The study seeks to examine the reasons behind Akbar’s changing religious outlook, his policy of
tolerance, and measures such as the abolition of the pilgrimage tax and jizya, his interaction with scholars
of different faiths, and the establishment of the Ibadat Khana. It also examines the development of the
principle of sulh-i kul (universal peace) and the controversial association of Akbar with Din-i Ilahi or
Tawhid-i Ilahi.

The study is also necessary because Akbar’s religious policy has been interpreted differently by
historians. Some have emphasized its practical and political dimensions, while others have highlighted
Akbar’s personal intellectual and spiritual interests. Examining these interpretations helps provide a
balanced understanding of the policy and its significance in medieval Indian history.

HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE

Akbar’s religious policy had significance beyond religious affairs. It was closely connected with
imperial administration, political integration, relations with the Rajputs, and the participation of diverse
communities in the Mughal state. His policies contributed to the development of an imperial ideology that
sought to accommodate differences among his subjects.
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The study also helps explain the evolution of Mughal political thought and the relationship between
religion and state authority during the sixteenth century. It provides an opportunity to understand how
Akbar attempted to govern a multi-religious empire and how later historians have assessed the
consequences of his policies.

FURTHER SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

Further research can examine Akbar’s religious policy from several complementary perspectives:

e Comparative study: Compare Akbar’s religious policies with those of other Mughal rulers, particularly
Jahangir, Shah Jahan, and Aurangzeb.

¢ Regional studies: Examine how Akbar’s policies were implemented in different regions of the Mughal
Empire.

¢ Rajput-Mughal relations: Study the relationship between religious policy, Rajput alliances, and
imperial expansion.

e Administrative perspective: Investigate the relationship between sulh-i kul and Mughal
administrative practices.

¢ Intellectual history: Examine Akbar’s discussions with Muslim, Hindu, Jain, Christian, and other
religious scholars.

e Historiographical study: Compare the interpretations of medieval Persian chroniclers with those of
modern historians.

e Popular and social history: Explore how Akbar’s policies affected ordinary people and religious
communities rather than focusing only on the imperial court.

e Sources: Greater use can be made of Persian chronicles, European accounts, inscriptions,
administrative records, and archaeological evidence.

Scope and Limitations

The study is primarily concerned with Akbar’s religious policy during his reign from 1556 to 1605.
It focuses on the development of his religious outlook, major administrative and religious measures,
relations with different religious communities, and the political and social context in which these policies
emerged.

However, the study has certain limitations. Much of the available evidence comes from court
chronicles and other elite sources, which may reflect the perspectives and interests of their authors. Direct
evidence regarding the views and experiences of ordinary people is comparatively limited. Moreover,
historians differ in their interpretation of concepts such as sulh-i kul and Din-i Ilahi. Therefore, the study
must consider different interpretations rather than relying on a single historical viewpoint.

Scope of the Study

The scope of the study includes the following major areas:

1. Akbar’s early religious policies and their development during the Mughal consolidation.

2. Abolition of the pilgrimage tax and jizya and their administrative and political implications.

3. Akbar’s relations with different religious communities, including Muslims, Hindus, Jains, Christians,
and others.

4. The Ibadat Khana and the religious and intellectual discussions held there.

The development of sulh-i kul as an important principle of Akbar’s imperial policy.

6. The nature and significance of Din-i Ilahi/Tawhid-i Ilahi and debates surrounding its interpretation.

o
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7. The relationship between religious policy and state formation, particularly imperial

administration and political integration.

Historiographical interpretations of Akbar’s religious policy and its historical significance.

9. The long-term significance of Akbar’s policies for Mughal political thought and the history of religious
interaction in India.

®©

FINDINGS

The study of Akbar’s religious policy leads to the following major findings:

1. Gradual development of religious policy: Akbar’s religious policy was not fixed from the beginning
of his reign. It developed gradually as a result of his political experiences, interactions with different
religious communities, and intellectual discussions.

2. Reduction of religious discrimination: Akbar took measures that reduced distinctions based on
religion. The abolition of the pilgrimage tax and later the jizya reflected his attempt to create a broader
basis of imperial governance.

3. Greater inclusion of non-Muslims: Akbar provided opportunities for Hindus and members of other
communities to participate in the Mughal administrative and political system. His relationship with
several Rajput rulers was particularly important in this context.

4. Inter-religious dialogue: The establishment of the Ibadat Khana at Fatehpur Sikri provided a forum
for discussions involving scholars and representatives of different religious traditions.

5. Development of sulh-i kul: The principle of sulh-i kul, generally understood as “universal peace” or
peaceful coexistence, became an important element of Akbar’s imperial ideology.

6. Religious and political considerations were interconnected: Akbar’s religious measures cannot be
understood entirely as matters of personal faith. They were also connected with the practical
requirements of governing a large and religiously diverse empire.

7. Controversy surrounding Din-i Ilahi: The evidence suggests that Din-i Illahi or Tawhid-i llahi was not
a mass religion. It involved a small circle around the emperor and has been interpreted differently by
historians.

8. Significance for Mughal state formation: Akbar’s policies helped develop an imperial framework in
which political loyalty could extend beyond religious identity.

DISCUSSION

Akbar’s religious policy represents one of the important aspects of Mughal history. His approach
changed considerably during his reign, moving towards greater accommodation of religious diversity. This
transformation should be understood in the context of the social and political conditions of sixteenth-
century India.

Akbar inherited an empire whose population consisted of people belonging to different religious
and cultural traditions. Consequently, maintaining political stability required cooperation with various
groups. His relations with Rajput rulers, appointment of Hindu officials, and removal of certain
discriminatory taxes helped strengthen his relationship with sections of the non-Muslim population.

Akbar’s intellectual curiosity also contributed to the development of his religious outlook. The
discussions at the Ibadat Khana exposed him to different interpretations of religion. His interactions with
Muslim scholars as well as representatives of Hinduism, Jainism, Christianity, and other traditions
contributed to an environment of religious debate at the Mughal court.

The principle of sulh-i kul is particularly significant. Rather than viewing imperial authority
exclusively through a narrow religious framework, it emphasized peaceful relations and equal
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consideration among different communities. This principle had implications for both governance and the
ideological basis of the Mughal Empire.

At the same time, Akbar’s religious policy should not be interpreted as completely separate from
political considerations. His policies towards the Rajputs and other groups also served important political
and administrative purposes. Therefore, the evidence supports an interpretation in which religious ideas,
political requirements, and imperial administration interacted with one another.

Historians have also differed considerably in their interpretation of Akbar. Some have emphasized
his religious tolerance and intellectual openness, while others have stressed the political and
administrative objectives underlying his policies. A balanced historical interpretation requires
consideration of both dimensions.

CONCLUSION

Akbar’s religious policy was a significant feature of his reign and played an important role in the
development of Mughal imperial ideology. His policies towards different religious communities, abolition of
certain religious taxes, encouragement of inter-religious discussions, and development of sulh-i kul
demonstrate an attempt to accommodate the religious diversity of his empire.

The study shows that Akbar’s religious policy cannot be explained through a single factor. It
emerged from the interaction of personal intellectual interests, political circumstances,
administrative requirements, and the social diversity of the Mughal Empire.

The significance of Akbar’s policy therefore lies not only in individual religious measures but also in
its contribution to a broader conception of imperial governance. His reign demonstrates how religious
diversity could become an important consideration in the political organization of a large early modern
empire.

At the same time, it is important to avoid viewing Akbar’s policy through exclusively modern
concepts of secularism or religious equality. His policies belonged to the political and intellectual
circumstances of sixteenth-century India and should be interpreted within that historical context.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations can be made:
1. Use multiple historical sources: Future studies should compare Persian chronicles, European
accounts, inscriptions, administrative records, and other available sources.
2. Avoid one-sided interpretations: Akbar’s religious policy should be studied from both religious and
political perspectives.
3. Give greater attention to social history: Further research should investigate how imperial religious
policies affected ordinary people and different communities.
4. Undertake comparative studies: Akbar’s policies can be compared with those of other Mughal rulers
to understand changes and continuities in Mughal religious policy.
5. Study regional variations: Researchers should examine whether Akbar’s policies had similar effects
across different regions of the Mughal Empire.
6. Examine sulh-i kul more closely: Further research could explore how this principle was reflected in
actual administrative practices rather than treating it only as an ideological concept.
7. Reassess Din-i Ilahi: Future scholarship should distinguish carefully between contemporary evidence
and later interpretations concerning the nature and purpose of Din-i llahi/Tawhid-i llahi.
8. Encourage interdisciplinary research: Historical research can be strengthened by combining
political history with social, cultural, intellectual, and religious history.
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9. Maintain historical context: Akbar’s policies should be evaluated within the political, social, and

intellectual conditions of sixteenth-century India rather than exclusively through modern categories.
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