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Mughal Polity: Akbar to 
Aurangzeb6.0	 OBJECTIVES

After going through this Unit, you should be able to:

•	 assess how Bairam Khan’s regency came to an end and Akbar took control 
of the affairs of the state,

•	 evaluate the territorial expansion of Mughal Empire under Akbar and his 
successors,

•	 analyze the problems faced by the Mughals in expanding the Empire,

•	 explain the formation of provinces under Akbar,

•	 understand the relationship between the Mughals and autonomous chiefs and 
appreciate how did it help in the expansion and consolidation of the Empire,

•	 examine the policy pursued by different Mughal Emperors towards the 
Rajputs, the Deccan states and the Marathas,

•	 evaluate the relationship between the Mughals and the North-West Frontier, 
and

•	 overview the different views expressed by scholars on the decline of the 
Mughal Empire.

6.1	 INTRODUCTION
Humayun had rescued and restored the Mughals Empire in 1555. But, had it not 
been for Akbar, the Empire perhaps would not have sustained. It was during the 
rule of Akbar that the Mughal Empire became a political fact and an important 
factor in the Indian politics. Akbar’s policies were emulated by his successors 
with few changes or in accordance with the political atmosphere of their times.

In this Unit, we will not go into the details of administrative machinery and the 
creation of the ruling class (this will be discussed in Theme II). Here we will 
confine ourselves mainly to the territorial expansion under the Mughals and the 
problems related to it. In the course of developing a large Empire the Mughal 
rulers had to deal with some political powers who held sway in various regions. 
Important of these were the Rajputs and the rulers to the south of the Vindhyas 
like Bijapur, Golkonda and Ahmadnagar and the Marathas. 

After establishing their power Mughals were vigilant enough to guard their 
north-west frontier. For expediency, Akbar concentrated on the extension and 
consolidation of his Empire within India rather than involving himself in ventures 
beyond the Hindukush or Hormuz. From the very beginning of his reign, he 
wanted to retain Kabul and Qandahar under his sway as a bulwark against external 
invaders. Abul Fazl emphasized the fact that Kabul and Qandahar are the twin 
gates of India, one leading to Central Asia and the other to Persia. Earlier, Babur, 
too, had noted this aspect in his Baburnama. Later chroniclers like Sujan Rai 
Bhandari also expressed such views. While Akbar and his predecessors had a 
nostalgic love for their homeland, his successors were drawn into the whirlwind 
of a reckless imperialist ambition and, hence, in many ways the Mughal Empire 
had to pay the price for adventures in the North-Western campaigns under Shah 
Jahan. 

We begin this Unit with Akbar’s efforts to get rid of his adversaries and to establish 
himself at the helm of affairs at the Mughal court. Let us take up Bairam Khan’s 
regency. 
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KHAN: 1556-1560

At Humayun’s death, Akbar was only thirteen years old. It was his tutor and 
Humayun’s confidant, Bairam Khan, who served as the regent from 1556-1560. 
The period of Bairam Khan’s regency could be divided into four phases: The 
first was from the accession of Akbar to before the second battle of Panipat, 
i.e., January-October 1556. This was a period when the nobles accepted Bairam 
Khan’s leadership to protect their interests. The second phase was marked by 
the second battle of Panipat and the arrival of the royal ladies (Hamida Banu 
Begum and Maham Anaga) in India in April 1557. During this period, Bairam 
Khan was in absolute control of the state affairs. He attempted to create a personal 
following. In the third phase, which lasted till mid-1559, Bairam Khan’s influence 
and power declined. The last phase witnessed the attempts of Bairam Khan to 
regain control. There was also growth of factional strife which ultimately led to 
the dismissal of Bairam Khan.
Politically, the first phase was insecure. It saw not only Humayun’s death but 
also a challenge to the Empire by the Afghan forces under Hemu. The events 
especially cast a gloom since Akbar was a minor. The only alternative to save the 
situation was to appoint a regent. But the fear was that the exercise of de facto 
sovereignty by one of the nobles as regent would disrupt the mutual relations 
of the nobles and threaten the administration. Despite these fears, Bairam Khan 
was appointed wakil. Surprisingly, there was no opposition to the appointment 
even by those nobles who could claim wikalat either on the basis of long service, 
blood relationship or past association with Akbar. These included even the most 
severe critics of Bairam Khan.
While accepting Bairam Khan as the regent, it appears that these nobles wanted 
to share power and influence with Bairam Khan. Bairam Khan, on the other 
hand, was determined to exercise power rigidly. On the assumption of the office 
as wakil-us Sultanat, he expected factional conflict and tussle for power. He, 
therefore, began the process of eliminating all those nobles who would challenge 
him. He dismissed and imprisoned Shah Abul Ma’ali, his ardent critic. This did not 
arouse much opposition since Ma’ali was generally unpopular among the nobles.
Subsequently, all such nobles who posed a challenge to Bairam Khan were 
sent to Kabul. Bairam Khan, however, attempted to win the support of Mun’im 
Khan, the governor of Kabul and Ali Quli Khan Uzbeg, the commander of the 
Mughal forces in Awadh. Bairam Khan did not trust Mun’im Khan. He wanted 
to confine him to Kabul and distance him from the court. The opportunity came 
in May 1556 when Mirza Sulaiman attacked Kabul. Mun’im Khan’s contacts 
were delinked with the court for the next four months and Bairam Khan used 
this period to strengthen his power at the court.
Tensions were developing in the nobility and it was on the verge of crisis by 
the second battle of Panipat. The imperial forces led by Tardi Beg failed to 
defend themselves against the Afghan forces at the battle of Tughlaqabad. At 
this juncture, trying to assert himself, Bairam Khan, without the sanction of the 
emperor, ordered the execution of Tardi Beg on the charges of treachery. This 
aroused dissension in the nobility. But the victory at Panipat revived Bairam 
Khan’s power. He further strengthened his position by distributing titles and 
jagirs in the Doab and granting promotions and rewards to his loyalists. He also 
gave important positions to his favourites. Pir Muhammad Khan was appointed 
his personal wakil, Khwaja Aminuddin as bakhshi and Shaikh Gadai as sadr.
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Bairam Khan was virtually in complete control of the affairs within six months 
of Tardi Beg’s execution. To vest considerable power in himself, he prevented 
access to the king especially that of his possible rivals. Mun’im Khan and Khwaja 
Jalaluddin Mahmud were sent away to Kabul and were not allowed to come to 
the court. The strengthening of Bairam Khan’s power and the exercise of de facto 
authority by him was resented by the nobility.

The first evident decline in Bairam Khan’s power was when Akbar was married 
to the daughter of Mirza Abdullah Mughal, a son-in-law of Mun’im Khan despite 
Bairam Khan’s resistance. Bairam Khan’s position was also affected after the 
arrival of Hamida Banu Begum from Kabul in April 1557. She was accompanied 
by Maham Anaga who had earlier supported Bairam Khan in the event of Tardi 
Beg’s execution. Bairam Khan was compelled to compromise on the functioning 
of the Central government, i.e., he had to share power with leading nobles. Bairam 
Khan as wakil could not place any proposal before the king without the consent 
of leading nobles. This compromise diminished his power and by 1558 even his 
personal wakil, Pir Muhammad, turned against him.

To regain his power, he attempted a coup in 1559. He replaced Pir Muhammad 
by Muhammad Khan Sistani as his personal wakil. Shaikh Gadai was given 
additional charge apart from being a sadr. Many small ranking officials were also 
given promotions. But Bairam Khan remained isolated from the large section of 
the nobility and the king. He aroused their resentment by his authoritarianism.

Scholars like R.P. Tripathi, have accused Bairam Khan of granting favours to the 
shias to the disadvantage of the Sunnis and thus annoying them. But I.A. Khan 
argues that although Bairam Khan was a Shia, there is no historical evidence 
to prove that he granted favours on religious grounds. In fact, Bairam Khan’s 
favourite Shaikh Gadai, the sadr, was a Sunni and not a Shia.

Bairam Khan had underestimated the shrewdness of Akbar. He had made no 
attempt to win the confidence of the king and when the king announced his 
dismissal in March 1560, all the loyalists of Bairam Khan either supported the 
king or declared their neutrality.

The study of the period of Bairam Khan’s regency indicates that actually the 
political power was vested in the nobility. The nobles accepted the authority of 
Bairam Khan in a limited sense. They were not willing to accept his de facto 
sovereign power. Bairam Khan tried to curb the nobility but he failed to acquire 
absolute power. To maintain his position, he had to depend on one or the other 
section of the nobility. Thus, he failed to acquire a stable independent following. In 
fact, he alienated large sections of the nobility by giving high ranks and promotions 
to junior officers and creating inefficient amirs. At the end of his career, Bairam 
Khan realized that even his favourites opposed him.

The tussle between Bairam Khan and the nobility was in fact a conflict between 
the central authority represented by the regent and the nobility. The king during 
this period was a mere figurehead who often became a tool in the hands of Bairam 
Khan’s opponents. Bairam Khan had tried to weld together the two main groups 
of the Mughal nobility, i.e., the Chaghatai and Khurasani. But most of the nobles 
regarded this as an attempt by the regent to curb their power and independence. 
Even the loyalists of Bairam Khan realized that they could not accept the central 
authority as represented by Bairam Khan.
Bairam Khan’s regency was a period of dilemma for him. While he wanted to 
curtail the independence of the nobility, he needed their support for his power. This 
created contradictions in his position throughout this period. It was not possible for 
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could not be recruited because they were the main contenders to the throne. The 
only alternatives were, therefore, the Rajput chiefs, the zamindars or other local 
chiefs. But inducting them would have been a long process. Thus, whenever 
Bairam Khan tried to recover his position, he was opposed by the court nobility. 
Consequently, he often found himself isolated and was ultimately overthrown.
Bairam Khan’s exit confirmed the struggle between the central authority and 
the forces against it in the Mughal polity. It resulted in the triumph of the latter. 
This trend would help to understand the difficulties which Akbar faced with his 
nobility between 1562-1567 after he assumed complete sovereign powers. We 
notice that throughout Bairam Khan’s regency, political power rested with the 
dominant section of the nobility which consisted of the Chaghtais and other groups 
of Turani origin. Bairam Khan was able to exercise power as the regent as long as 
they supported him. The nobles, as mentioned earlier, accepted Bairam Khan in 
a limited sense and not as a de facto sovereign. They did not oppose him till the 
Afghans were crushed. But after Hemu’s defeat in the second battle of Panipat, 
they resisted the regent’s efforts at centralization and forced him to accept the 
authority of the leading nobles.

6.3	T ERRITORIAL EXPANSION under akbar
After overcoming initial problems and consolidating his hold on the throne, Akbar 
started a policy of extending Mughal territories. Any policy of expansion meant 
conflict with various political powers spread in different parts of the country. A 
few of these political powers were well organized, the Rajputs, though spread 
throughout the country as autonomous chiefs and kings, had major concentration 
in Rajputana. The Afghans held political control mainly in Gujarat, Bihar and 
Bengal. In Deccan and South India, the major states were Khandesh, Ahmadnagar, 
Bijapur, Golconda and other southern kingdoms. In the north-west some tribes 
held their sway. Kabul and Qandahar, though held by Mughal factions, were 
opposed to Akbar.
Akbar through a systematic policy started the task of expanding his Empire. It 
must be noted that the major expansion of Mughal Empire took place during the 
reign of Akbar. During the reigns of his successors (Jahangir, Shah Jahan and 
Aurangzeb), very little was added in terms of territory. The main additions in the 
later period were made during Aurangzeb’s reign in South India and North-East 
(Assam).

6.3.1	 North and Central India
The first expedition was sent to capture Gwalior and Jaunpur in 1559-60. After 
a brief war, Ram Shah surrendered the Gwalior fort. Khan Zaman was sent to 
Jaunpur, ruled by Afghans who were defeated easily, and it was annexed to the 
Mughal Empire. 
Malwa in central India was ruled by Baz Bahadur. Adham Khan and others led the 
expedition against Malwa. Baz Bahadur was defeated and fled towards Burhanpur. 
Next, Garh Katanga or Gondwana, an independent state in central India ruled by 
Rani Durgawati, widow of Dalpat Shah, was conquered in 1564. Later, in 1567, 
Akbar handed over the kingdom to Chandra Shah, the brother of Dalpat Shah. 
During this period, Akbar had to face a series of revolts in central India. Abdulah 
Khan Uzbeg was the leader of the revolt. He was joined by a number of Uzbegs. 
Khan Zaman and Asaf Khan also rebelled. Akbar with the help of Mun’im Khan 
succeeded in suppressing them and consolidated his position.
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A long conflict with nobility, which had started after the dismissal of Bairam Khan 
(1560), now came to an end. Akbar through his diplomatic skills, organizational 
capabilities and the help of some trusted friends tackled this serious crisis.

6.3.2	 Western India
Conquest of Rajputana

Akbar realized that to have a stable Empire, he must subjugate the large tracts 
under Rajput kings in the neighbouring region of Rajputana. A calculated policy 
was devised not only to conquer these areas but turn their rulers into allies. Here 
we will not go into the details of Akbar’s policy towards the Rajput kings which 
is discussed in Section 6.7. Akbar with the exception of Chittor’s Rana Pratap, 
managed to secure the allegiance of all the Rajput kingdoms. A large number 
of them were absorbed in Mughal nobility and helped Akbar in expanding and 
consolidating the Mughal Empire.

Conquest of Gujarat

Having consolidated his position in Central India and Rajputana, Akbar turned 
towards Gujarat in 1572. After Humayun’s withdrawal, Gujarat was no longer a 
unified kingdom. There were various warring principalities. Gujarat, apart from 
being a fertile region, had a number of busy ports and thriving commercial centres.

Sultan Muzaffar Shah III was the nominal king claiming overlordship over warring 
principalities. One of the princes, I’timad Khan, had invited Akbar to come and 
conquer it.  Akbar himself marched to Ahmadabad. The town was captured without 
any serious resistance. Surat with a strong fortress offered some resistance but was 
also captured. In a short time most of the principalities of Gujarat were subdued.

Akbar organized Gujarat into a province and placed it under Mirza Aziz Koka 
and returned to the capital. Within six months various rebellious groups came 
together and revolted against the Mughal rule. The leaders of rebellion were 
Ikhtiyarul Mulk and Mohammad Husain Mirza. The Mughal governor had to 
cede a number of territories.

On receiving the news of rebellion in Agra, Akbar started for Ahmadabad. This 
march is considered as one of the most outstanding feats of Akbar. Travelling at 
a speed of 50 miles a day Akbar along with a small force reached Gujarat within 
10 days and suppressed the rebellion.

For almost a decade there was peace in Gujarat. Meanwhile, Muzaffar III escaped 
from captivity and took refuge in Junagadh. After 1583, he tried to organize a 
few rebellions.

6.3.3       Eastern India
Ever since the defeat of Humayun at the hands of Sher Shah, Bengal and Bihar 
were governed by Afghans. In 1564, Sulaiman Karrani, the governor of Bihar, 
brought Bengal under his rule. Sulaiman realizing the growing strength of Akbar 
had acknowledged the overlordship of the Mughals. He used to send presents 
to Akbar. After his death in 1572, followed by some infighting, his younger son 
Daud came to occupy his throne. Daud refused to acknowledge Mughal suzerainty 
and got engaged in conflict with the Mughal governor of Jaunpur.
In 1574, Akbar along with Mun’im Khan Khan-i Khanan marched towards Bihar. 
In a short time, Hajipur and Patna were captured and Daud fled towards Garhi. 
After a brief stay Akbar returned. Mun’im Khan and Raja Todar Mal continued 
to chase Daud who later submitted to the Mughals. After a short time, he again 
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(Bengal) was taken. This ended the independent rule of Bengal in 1576, which 
had lasted with few interruptions for almost two centuries. Parts of Odisha were 
still under some Afghan chiefs. Around 1592, Man Singh brought the whole of 
Orissa under the Mughal rule.

6.3.4       Rebellions of 1581
According to V. A. Smith, ‘The year 1581 may be regarded as the most critical 
time in the reign of Akbar, if his early struggle to consolidate his power be not 
taken into account’.
After the conflict of nobility which had lasted till 1567, now again serious 
conflicts came to surface in Bengal, Bihar, Gujarat and in the north-west. At 
the root of these conflicts was the discomfort of Afghans who were overthrown 
everywhere by the Mughals. Akbar’s policy of strict administration of jagirs was 
also responsible for this. By this new policy, the jagirdars were asked to submit 
the accounts of their jagirs and a cut was enforced in the military expenditure. 
The governor of Bengal enforced these regulations ruthlessly, giving rise to 
revolt. Soon the rebellion spread to Bihar. Masum Khan Kabuli, Roshan Beg, 
Mirza Sharfuddin and Arab Bahadur were the main leaders of rebels. Muzaffar 
Khan, Rai Purshottam and other imperial officers tried to crush the rebellion but 
failed. Akbar immediately sent a large force under Raja Todar Mal and Shaikh 
Farid Bakhshi. A little later Aziz Koka and Shahbaz Khan were also sent to help 
Todar Mal. Meanwhile, the rebels declared Akbar’s brother Hakim Mirza, who 
was in Kabul, as their king. The Mughal forces crushed the rebellion in Bihar, 
Bengal and adjoining regions. A few rebel leaders escaped and took shelter in 
the forest region of Bengal. They had lost all following but for a few years they 
continued to harass Mughal officers with their small bands without much success.
Mirza Hakim, to put greater pressure on Akbar, attacked Lahore. Akbar also 
marched towards Lahore. Hakim Mirza, after hearing the news of Akbar’s march, 
immediately retreated. Hakim Mirza was expecting a number of Mughal officers 
to join him but all his calculations failed. Akbar after organizing the defence of 
North-West frontier, sent an army to Kabul. Akbar also marched towards Kabul. 
By the time he reached there, Hakim Mirza had left Kabul and Akbar occupied 
it. Akbar gave the charge of Kabul to his sister Bakhtunnisa Begam and left for 
Agra (1581). After some time, Mirza Hakim came back and continued to rule in 
his sister’s name. Mirza Hakim died after four years and Raja Man Singh was 
appointed governor of Kabul.
Gujarat also witnessed some rebellion at around the same time when Bihar, 
Bengal and North-West regions were in trouble. Here the ex-ruler Muzaffar 
Shah escaped from captivity and organized a small force. He started attacking 
the Mughal territories in Gujarat. I’timad Khan was deputed as the governor 
of Gujarat. Nizamuddin Ahmad in the capacity of bakhshi helped him in his 
operations against the rebels. In 1584, Muzaffar Shah was defeated at Ahmadabad 
and Nanded. He escaped towards the Kutch region. Nizamuddin Ahmad followed 
him there also. In whole of the Kutch region, a number of forts were erected and 
Mughal officers were appointed. Muzaffar kept brewing some trouble in that 
region till 1591-92 when he was finally captured.

6.3.5	 Conquests in the North-West
After the death of Hakim Mirza, Kabul was annexed and given to Raja Man Singh 
in jagir. At around the same time, Akbar decided to settle the various rebellions 
in the North-West Frontier region and conquer new areas.



129

Mughal Polity: Akbar to 
Aurangzeb

Suppression of the Roshanais

The first to attract Akbar’s attention was the Roshanai movement. Roshanai was 
a sect established by a solider who was called Pir Roshanai in the frontier region. 
He had a large following. After his death his son Jalala became the head of the 
sect. The Roshanais rebelled against the Mughals and cut the road between Kabul 
and Hindustan. Akbar appointed Zain Khan as commander of a strong force to 
suppress the Roshanais and establish Mughal control in the region. Sayid Khan 
Gakhar and Raja Birbal were also sent with separate forces to assist Zain Khan. 
In one of the operations Birbal was killed with most of his forces (around 8,000). 
Subsequently, Zain Khan was also defeated but he could survive to reach Akbar 
at the fort of Atak. Akbar was greatly shocked by the death of Birbal, one of his 
most favourite companions. Akbar appointed Raja Todar Mal with a strong force 
to capture the region. Raja Man Singh was also asked to help in the task. The 
combined efforts of the two yielded success and the Roshanais were defeated.

Conquest of Kashmir

Akbar, for a long time, had his eyes set on conquering Kashmir. While camping 
in Atak, he decided to dispatch an army for the conquest of Kashmir under Raja 
Bhagwan Das and Shah Quli Mahram. Yusuf Khan, the king of Kashmir, was 
defeated and he accepted the suzerainty of the Mughals. Akbar was not very 
pleased with the treaty as he wanted to annex Kashmir. Yusuf’s son Yaqub along 
with a few amirs also decided to oppose the Mughals and waged war. But some 
dissensions set in the Kashmiri forces. Finally, the Mughals emerged victorious 
and Kashmir was annexed to the Mughal Empire in 1586.

Conquest of Thatta (Sindh)

Another region in the North-West which was still independent was Thatta in 
Sindh. Akbar appointed Khan-i Khanan as the governor of Multan and asked him 
to conquer Sindh and subdue Bilochis in 1590. Thatta was annexed and placed 
under the governor of Multan as a sarkar in that suba.

The Mughal forces continued the suppression of Bilochis in the adjoining regions. 
Finally, by the year 1595, the complete supremacy of Mughals over North-West 
region was established.

6.3.6	 Deccan and South
Akbar had started taking interest in the Deccan states of Ahmadnagar, Bijapur 
and Golconda after the conquest of Gujarat and Malwa. The earlier contacts were 
limited to the visits of emissaries or casual contacts. After 1590, Akbar started a 
planned Deccan policy to bring these states under Mughal control. Around this 
time, the Deccan states were facing internal strife and regular conflicts.

In 1591, Akbar sent a few missions to the Deccan states asking them to accept 
Mughal sovereignty. Faizi was sent to Asir and Burhanpur (Khandesh), Khwaja 
Aminuddin to Ahmadnagar, Mir Mohammad Amin Mashadi to Bijapur, and Mirza 
Ma’sud to Golconda. By 1593 all the missions returned without any success. It 
was reported that only Raja Ali Khan, the ruler of Khandesh, was favourably 
inclined towards the Mughals. Now, Akbar decided to follow a militant policy. 
Here we will not go into the details of the Deccan policy. We will provide only 
a brief account of Mughal expansion under Akbar here (the details would be 
discussed in Section 6.8).

The first expedition was dispatched to Ahmadnagar under the command of Prince 
Murad and Abdul Rahim Khan Khanan. In 1595, the Mughal forces sieged 
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She approached Ibrahim Ali Shah of Bijapur and Qutub Shah of Golconda for 
help but with no success. Chand Bibi gave a very serious resistance to the Mughal 
army. After heavy losses on both the sides, a treaty was formulated. According to 
this treaty Chand Bibi ceded Berar. After some time, Chand Bibi attacked Berar to 
take it back. This time Nizamshahi, Qutbshahi and Adilshahi troops presented a 
joint front. The Mughals suffered heavy losses but could manage to hold the field. 
Meanwhile, serious differences between Murad and Khan Khanan weakened the 
Mughal position. Akbar therefore dispatched Abul Fazl to Deccan and recalled 
Khan Khanan. After Prince Murad’s death in 1598, Prince Daniyal and Khan 
Khanan were sent to Deccan. Akbar, too, joined them. First, Ahmadnagar was 
captured. Meanwhile, Chand Bibi died. Next, Asirgarh and adjoining regions 
were conquered by the Mughals (CE 1600). Adil Shah of Bijapur also expressed 
allegiance and offered his daughter in marriage to Prince Daniyal. Now Mughal 
territories in the Deccan included Asirgarh, Burhanpur, Ahmadnagar and Berar.

6.4	 ADMINISTRATIVE REORGANIZATION                                                                                
Akbar’s policy of conquests and territorial expansion was accompanied by 
consolidating the new territories into the Mughal administrative structure. 

Map 6.1: The Mughal Empire - 1601 
Source: EHI-4: India from 16th to mid-18th Century, Block 2, Unit 6, p. 27

Formation of Subas

In 1580, Akbar divided the whole territory under the Mughals into 12 provinces 
which were called subas. These were Allahabad, Agra, Awadh, Ajmer, Admadabad 
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(Gujarat), Bihar, Bengal (including Orissa), Delhi, Kabul, Lahore, Multan and 
Malwa. After the Deccan conquest, three new subas were added making the 
total to 15. These were Berar, Khandesh and Ahmadnagar. These provinces were 
governed by a definite set of rules and a body of officers. 

Military Administration

Akbar gave a new shape to the military administration also. He combined the 
earlier practices and new measures for organizing army and tried to evolve a 
centralized military structure. He gave mansabs to both military and civil officers 
on the basis of their merit or service to the state. Mansab literally means an office 
or rank and mansabdar means holder of a rank. Akbar created 66 grades in the 
mansabari system, i.e., from the command of ten (dehbashi) to the commander 
of Ten Thousand (dahhazari) (for details see Unit 8).

All mansabdars were paid in cash or in the form of a jagir. The military 
administration that evolved under Akbar underwent many changes during the 
rule of his successors. Here we will not go into the details of mansab system as 
these would be discussed separately in Theme II.  

Check Your Progress-1

1)	 How did Bairam Khan deal with the initial challenges to his power?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 Explain the revival of Bairam Khan’s power after the second battle of Panipat. 
And discuss the decline in Bairam Khan’s position subsequent to 1557.

		 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 How was Gujarat brought under the Mughal rule?

		 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

4)	 Which were the main areas affected by the rebellion of 1581?

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

5)	 List the subas formed in 1580.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................
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	 .......................................................................................................................

6.5	T ERRITORIAL EXPANSION UNDER THE 
SUCCESSORS OF AKBAR

The territorial expansion under Akbar gave a definite shape to the Mughal 
Empire. Very little progress was made during the reigns of his successors, viz., 
Jahangir, Shah Jahan and Aurangzeb. After Aurangzeb we find that the process 
of disintegration of the Empire began. In this Section we will trace the expansion 
of the Empire during the reigns of Akbar’s successors.

During the seventeenth century the main areas of activity were the North-West 
frontier, South India, North-East and some isolated regions.

In the North-West the Roshanais were decisively curbed by 1625-26. Qandahar 
became a region of conflict between the Persians and the Mughals. After Akbar’s 
death, the Persians tried to capture Qandahar but failed under Shah Abbas I, the 
Safavi ruler. Following this, Shah Abbas I in 1620 requested Jahangir to hand 
over Qandahar to him but the latter declined to do so. In 1622, after another 
attack, Qandahar was captured by the Persians. The struggle to capture Qandahar 
continued till Aurangzeb’s reign but Mughals got little success. 

Mewar was the only region in Rajputana which had not come under the Mughals 
during Akbar’s time. Jahangir followed a persistent policy to capture it. After a 
series of conflicts, Rana Amar Singh finally agreed to accept Mughal suzerainty. 
All the territories taken from Mewar including the fort of Chittor were returned 
to Rana Amar Singh and a substantial jagir was granted to his son Karan Singh. 
During the reigns of the successors of Akbar, the Rajputs generally continued to 
be friendly with the Mughals and held very high mansabs.

During the last years of Akbar and early years of Jahangir, Ahmadnagar under 
Malik Ambar started challenging the Mughal power. Malik Ambar succeeded in 
getting support of Bijapur in this conflict. A number of expeditions were sent by 
Jahangir but they failed to achieve any success. During Shahjahan’s reign, Mughal 
conflict with the Deccan kingdoms of Ahmadnagar, Bijapur and Golconda was 
revived. Ahmadnagar was first to be defeated and most parts were integrated into 
Mughal territory. By 1636, Bijapur and Golconda were also defeated but these 
kingdoms were not annexed to the Mughal Empire. After a treaty the defeated 
rulers were to pay annual tributes and recognize Mughal authority. For almost 
ten years, Shah Jahan kept his son Aurangzeb as the governor of Deccan. During 
this period, the Marathas were emerging as a strong political power in the region. 
During Aurangzeb’s reign, the struggle with Deccan states and Marathas became 
more intensive. In fact, Aurangzeb spent the last twenty years of his life in Deccan 
fighting against them. By 1687, the Deccani kingdoms of Bijapur and Golconda 
were annexed to the Mughal Empire. 

Annexation of Assam

The major success of the Mughals in the north-east was the annexation of Assam. 
In 1661, Mir Jumla, the governor of Bengal, invaded the Ahom kingdom. Mir 
Jumla had 12,000 cavalry, 30,000 soldiers and a fleet of boats with guns under 
his command. The Ahom resistance was very feeble. Mir Jumla succeeded 
in capturing Kamrup, the capital of Ahom kingdom. The king fled from the 
kingdom. In early 1663, the Swargdeo (heavenly king) surrendered and peace 
was established. Assam was annexed and Mughal officers were appointed. Mir 
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Jumla died in 1663. Another notable achievement in north-east was the capture 
of Chatgaon in 1664 under Shaista Khan, the new governor of Bengal.

The Ahom kingdom could not be directly controlled for long. The Mughal faujdars 
posted there had to face a number of confrontations. By 1680, Ahoms succeeded 
in capturing Kamrup and the Mughal control ended.

6.6	P OLICIES TOWARDS AUTONOMOUS 
CHIEFTAINS

In his efforts to consolidate the Mughal Empire, Akbar concentrated his attention 
on chieftains also. Chieftains is a term which is generally used (and has got wide 
acceptance among historians) for the ruling dynasties spread throughout the 
country. These rulers enjoyed a different sort of relationship with the Mughals. 
On the one hand, they were free to carry out administration within their territories. 
On the other hand, they held subordinate position vis-a-vis the Mughal Emperor.

Akbar’s success lies in the fact that he could enlist the support of this group for 
the stability of his Empire. The subsequent Mughal Emperors also followed more 
or less similar path.

The Nature of Power of Chieftains

In contemporary accounts these chiefs are referred to by different names such as 
Rai, Rana, Rawats, Rawals, Raja, Marzban, Kalantaran, etc. Sometimes the term 
zamindar is used to denote both ordinary landholders and autonomous chiefs. But 
there is a definite difference between the two. The zamindars were not independent 
of the Mughal authority while the chiefs enjoyed comparative autonomy in their 
territories and had a different relationship with the Mughal Emperors.

The first major study on chieftains was made by Ahsan Raza Khan. He established 
that they were not confined to peripheral areas of the Empire but were also found 
in the core regions in the subas of Delhi, Agra, Awadh and Allahabad. The largest 
number of these chieftains were Rajputs but they belonged to all castes including 
Muslims.

The chieftains were a powerful group possessing large infantry, cavalry and 
hundreds of miles of land area yielding vast amount of revenue.

Mughal Encounters with Chieftains

After the defeat of the Lodis, the central power in India, Babur had to face joint 
rebellions of Afghans and chieftains. Humayun also had to face their hostility.

Akbar’s initial contacts with the chieftains were through skirmishes and wars. 
In many cases the chieftains joined hands with the Afghan and Mughal rebels. 
In the process of the conquests and consolidation of Mughal power, Akbar got 
the support and submission of chieftains. There was no formal declared policy 
of Akbar towards them. On the basis of references in the contemporary sources, 
we get an idea about the relations between chiefs and the Mughals. These may 
be summarized as follows:

1)	 After the conquest of or submission they were generally left free to administer 
their territories. They also had authority to collect revenue, impose taxes, 
levies and transit tax, etc. In the collection of revenue, the chieftains generally 
followed local practices rather than the Mughal regulations.

2)	 These autonomous chieftains were taken into military service of the Mughals. 
They were given jagirs and mansabs. A.R. Khan estimates that around 61 
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during the reigns of successive Mughal Emperors.

3)	 In many cases where chieftains were not directly absorbed as mansabdars, 
they are found helping the Mughal army in their operation against enemy 
territories or suppression of rebellions. Throughout the Mughal rule they 
helped in conquering extensive areas, at times even against their own 
clansmen.

4)	 Apart from providing military help, they were given important administrative 
positions like subadar (governors), diwan, bakhshi, etc.

5)	 Often they were assigned their own territories as jagir, known as the watan 
jagir, which was hereditary and non-transferable.

6)	 An interesting characteristic of their relations was that the Mughal Emperor 
retained the right to recognize the chieftain as the ruler in case of disputes 
within the family. At the same time, those who had accepted the Mughal 
suzerainty were extended military protection.

7)	 The chieftains were supposed to pay a regular tribute to the Mughal Emperor 
called peshkash. It is difficult to ascertain the exact nature of this peshkash. 
This was at times in cash and at others in diamonds, gold, elephants or other 
rarities.

	 Apart from being a source of revenue, the payment of peshkash was a symbol 
of submission to the Mughals.

8)   A number of matrimonial alliances were also established between Mughal 
royal family and the chieftains.

Rebellions of Chieftains

We come across numerous instances of rebellions by chieftains. The causes for 
such rebellions are often stated as non-payment of revenue or tribute. In case 
of rebellions, the Mughal policy was not to dispossess the chieftains from their 
territories. Someone from the same family was left in control of the territory. In 
some instance, when a chieftain was dispossessed, it was for a short period often 
as a reprimand. Later, he or one of his family members was reinstated.

The Mughal policy towards chieftains initiated under Akbar continued during 
the reigns of subsequent Mughal Emperors. The policy of absorbing them into 
the Mughal nobility paid rich dividends to the Empire. The Mughal Emperor 
succeeded in getting the support of chieftains and their armies for new conquests. 
As part of Mughal nobility, their help was also available for administering a 
large Empire. In addition, a friendly relationship with them ensured peace for the 
Empire. At the same time, the chieftains also benefited. Now they could retain their 
territories and administer them as they wished. In addition, they received jagir 
and mansab. Often they got territories in jagir bigger than their own kingdoms. In 
addition to which, it also provided them security against enemies and rebellions.

6.7	M UGHAL-RAJPUT RELATIONS
Akbar

We can perceive three phases in the shaping of Akbar’s Rajput policy. During 
the first phase, which ended in 1569-70, Akbar tried to develop and extend the 
alliance with Rajputs. Rajputs had made an impression on Akbar’s mind way 
back in 1557 when a Rajput contingent under Bhara Mal, the ruler of Amber, 
had demonstrated its loyalty to Akbar. This led to a matrimonial alliance between 
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Bhara Mal’s daughter and Akbar in 1562. The liberal measures such as ‘abolition 
of jiziya, remission of pilgrim taxes, etc. which Akbar introduced between 1562-
64, strengthened people’s faith in Akbar as a liberal ruler. But these measures did 
not create an atmosphere of total peace between the Mughals and the Rajputs. 
The war with Chittor, is an apt example. The Rajputs offered firm resistance 
despite the presence of Bhagwant Singh with Akbar. Akbar on the other hand 
proclaimed the conflict as jihad and martyrs as ghazis giving the whole affair a 
religious colour. 

In the first phase, Akbar’s attitude towards Rajputs softened and Rao Dalpat Rai, 
the governor (hakim) of Ranthambhor, was accepted in the imperial service and 
given jagir. Akbar married Bhagwant Singh’s (Kachhawaha prince) sister. That 
Bhara Mal became a close confidant of Akbar is evident from the fact that when 
Akbar proceeded on the Gujarat campaign, Agra was placed under his charge, a 
gesture shown for the first time to a Hindu Prince. 

In the second phase towards the end of 1570, the relations with Rajputs were 
further established. Rai Kalyan Mal of Bikanar submitted to Akbar by paying 
homage personally along with his son. Rawal Har Rai of Jaisalmer and Kalyan 
Mal’s daughters were married to Akbar. Both Rajas were firmly entrenched in their 
principalities and enrolled in the Imperial service. The Gujarat expedition of Akbar 
was an important landmark in the evolution of Mughal-Rajput relations. The 
Rajputs were enlisted as soldiers systematically. Thus, the Rajputs were deployed 
outside Rajasthan for the first time and were given significant assignments and 
posts. During the Gujarat insurrection of the Mirzas, Akbar depended largely 
on Rajputs – (Kachawahas) Man Singh and Bhagwant Singh. Akbar also had 
to deal with the Mewar problem. The Rana of Mewar did not agree to personal 
submission and wanted to regain Chittor. Akbar remained firm on the principle 
of personal homage. In the meantime Marwar was subdued by Akbar.

The third phase begins with the proclamation of the mahzar (1580) which 
constitute the starting point of Akbar’s break with orthodoxy. Though, a group 
among the nobility displayed fear over the ascendancy of Rajputs, Akbar was 
strong enough to brush aside such feelings and continued to rely on the Rajputs. 

Akbar tried to forge close relations with the Rajput ruling houses. The Kachhawaha 
family occupied a special position in the gamut of Mughal-Rajput relations. In 
1580, Mani Bai, the daughter of Bhagwant Das, was married to Prince Salim. In 
1583, Jodhpur, which was a part of the khalisa was bestowed upon Mota Raja 
Udai Singh (Marwar) and his daughter was married to Salim. Rai Kalyan Singh’s 
(Bikaner) daughter and Rawal Bhim’s (Jaisalmer) daughters were also married 
to Salim. Prince Daniyal was married to a daughter of Raimal of Jodhpur. 

These marriages reveal Akbar’s desire to compel his successor to the throne to 
carry on the policy of maintaining close relationship with the Rajputs. In 1583-
84, Akbar initiated a new policy of selecting loyal Muslim and Hindu nobles for 
performing administrative tasks. Thus, the son of Bhara Mal and Rai Lonkaran 
Shekhawat were to look after armour and roads; household management was 
placed under Raisal Darbari (Kachhawaha); Raja Askaran Kachhawaha of 
Narwan was assigned the task of supervising the property of minors; Jagmal 
Panwar, associated with Raja Bhagwant Das and Man Singh was incharge of the 
department of jewels and other minerals; Rai Durga Sisodia of Rampura and Raja 
Todar Mal were assigned administrative tasks in the revenue department and Rai 
Surjan Hada was to bring matters relating to religion and faith to Prince Daniyal. 
Raja Birbal was a close associate of Akbar and was responsible for justice. 
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with Rajputs had become steady and stable. The Rajputs were now not only allies 
but were partners in the Empire. Conflict with the Rana of Mewar did not lead 
to bitterness in relations with other Rajput states of Rajasthan. 
Among the Rajputs enlisted in the Imperial Service, the Kachhawahas reigned 
supreme. In the list of mansabdars, as given in the Ain-i Akbari of the 24 Rajputs 
13 were the Kachhawahas. The only non-Kachhawaha Rajput who held a high 
rank and important posts was Rai Singh of Bikaner.
The Rajput Rajas were granted jagirs outside their watan in neighbouring subas 
or in subas where they served. The issue of succession had invariably caused 
fratricidal civil wars in Rajput states. The concept of Mughal Paramountcy implied 
controlling succession to the throne in the Rajput states. Akbar had pronounced 
that the grant of tika was the prerogative of the Mughal Emperor and could not 
be claimed as a matter of right. 
Akbar’s alliance with the Rajputs began as a political coalition but later, it 
developed into an instrument of closer relations between Hindus and Muslims 
which formed the basis for a broad liberal tolerant policy towards all, irrespective 
of faith. 
Jahangir and Shahjahan
Mughal-Rajput relations in the 16th century developed according to the political 
requirements of the two main ruling elites in North India – the Mughals and the 
Rajputs. In the 17th century however it suffered a setback against the backdrop 
of steady expansion of the Empire, internal conflicts among the Rajputs and 
proclamation of the principle of regional autonomy by different sections. 
During the reign of these rulers the alliance with the Rajputs established by Akbar 
was strengthened despite certain hurdles. The most creditable achievement of 
Jahangir was the cessation of war with Mewar. He did not press upon personal 
submission of the Rana and accepted the homage paid by his son. To Rana were 
restored all those territories which had been taken from him either in Akbar’s 
time or Jahangir’s time. Rana’s son was also favoured with a mansab and jagir. 
Jahangir established the tradition that Rana’s son or brother should serve the 
Emperor. Matrimonial relations with Mughals were not forced upon the Rana. 
Jahangir carried forward Akbar’s policy of establishing matrimonial relations 
with the Rajput Rajas. However, after Mewar’s submission these marriages took 
place less frequently.
During Jahangir’s reign the rulers of four leading states of Rajputana – Mewar, 
Marwar, Amber and Bikaner – held the mansab of 5000 zat or above. The 
Kachchawahas lost their dominant position in the nobility. However, during the 
first decade of Jahangir’s reign there was a sharp fall in the total mansab granted 
to the Rajputs following Khusrau’s rebellion. The Rajputs were mainly employed 
as qil’adars of forts or as faujdar. 
During Shah Jahan’s reign, they were given important commands and were 
granted high mansabs. This reflects that he trusted the Rajputs and assigned 
them important duties. Shah Jahan, however, discontinued Jahangir’s policy of 
not granting subadari to the Rajput Rajas of leading houses. However, these 
assignments were few and infrequent. The Rajputs continued to be given posts 
such as qila’dar and faujdar. 
Two conflicts against Bundelas and Mewar took place during Shah Jahan’s reign 
and both occurred due to conflicting interpretations of concept of paramountcy 
and suzerainty.
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Aurangzeb

Aurangzeb’s policy towards the Rajputs from 1680s onwards caused worry both 
to the Rajputs as well as to a section of the Mughal nobility. This is evident from 
the Rajput-Mughal nobles’ complicity in the rebellion of Prince Akbar. The rulers 
of Mewar and Marwar were dissatisfied with Aurangzeb’s policy and they wanted 
restoration of territories sequestered by Aurangzeb. A section at the Mughal court, 
e.g., Prince Azam considered Aurangzeb’s Rajput policy faulty and attempted to 
conspire with the Rana of Mewar expecting his help in the war of succession. In the 
second half of the 17th century Aurangzeb became lukewarm towards the Rajputs. 
Rajputs were not given important assignments. He interfered in matters relating 
to matrimonial alliances among the Rajputs. However. Aurangzeb’s breach with 
Mewar and Marwar did not mean a breach with the Rajputs in general. The rulers 
of Amber, Bikaner, Bundi and Kota continued to receive mansabs. But they were 
not accorded high ranks or positions in Aurangzeb’s reign like during the reign 
of Akbar and his successors Jahangir and Shah Jahan.

Although Aurangzeb was orthodox in his religious views in the early years 
of his reign, the Rajputs became partners in the Empire. Gradually, however, 
relations between the two became strained. The acts of territorial aggrandizement, 
and, matrimonial alliances contracted by the Rajput Rajas without the Mughal 
Emperor’s consent were resented by Aurangzeb. 

A major crisis which occured around this time (1679) is popularly known as the 
Rathor Rebellion. Jaswant Singh had a son Prithvi Singh who had died during his 
lifetime. At the time of his death (1678), his two wives were pregnant but there 
was no certainty of the birth of a male child. In Marwar there were two claimants 
to the gaddi – Rao Anup Singh of Bikaner (the son of a daughter of Amar Singh) 
and Indra Singh of Nagaur (his grandfather was Amar Singh whose claim to the 
throne of Marwar had been set a side when his younger brother Jaswant Singh 
was given the gaddi of Marwar)  but Aurangzeb issued orders that the state of 
Marwar including Jodhpur should be taken into khalisa. Disputed succession was 
one of the reasons for a state being taken into khalisa. Another reason was that 
many zamindars who had been subordinate to the Maharaja withheld revenues 
and created trouble.  However, Rani Hadi was not prepared to surrender Jodhpur 
although she had no objection to the rest of Mewar being taken into khalisa. She 
wanted to postpone the issue and awaited the birth of Jaswant Singh’s child hoping 
that it would be a male child. Rani Hadi was supported by the Rathors and Rana 
Raj Singh of Mewar. Meanwhile, two posthumous sons were born to the Ranis 
of Jaswant Singh. The claims of the sons were backed by Rao Anup Singh, the 
ruler of Bikaner and Khan Jahan, the Imperial bakhshi. But, Aurangzeb bestowed 
the gaddi of Marwar on Indra Singh for a peshkash of 36 lakhs of rupees.

The two minor sons of Jaswant Singh were brought to Delhi and their claims were 
backed by mir bakhshi, etc. Auraragzeb had decided to partition the kingdom to 
satisfy both Indra Singh and Ajit Singh (the son of Jaswant Singh). Tika was to 
be given to Indra Singh, while Sojat and Jaitran were to be held by Ajit Singh. 
The division of the state was meant to weaken Jodhpur which was a part of the 
policy of Aurganzeb towards the Rajputs – a policy of restraint in promoting the 
Rajputs. All this led to an uprising of the Rathors against the Mughals. Finally, 
Jodhpur submitted to Aurangzeb. Durga Das escaped with the child of Jaswant 
Singh (Ajit Singh) to Mewar.

It cannot be said that wars with Mewar and Marwar signalled the discontinuation 
of Akbar’s policy of alliance with the Rajputs. Nonetheless, Rajputs lost their 
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increased in the second half of the 17th century.

The wars with Mewar and Marwar were a drain on the treasury but not a serious 
one and did not in any substantial way affect the overland trade to the Cambay 
seaports. However, Aurangzeb’s Rajput policy reflected his incompetence to 
deal with issues effectively which affected the prestige of the Empire. It led to 
political and religious discord which demonstrated lack of political acumen. All 
this gave impetus to rebellions by the Mughal Princes in league with the Rajputs.

Check Your Progress-2

1)	 List the main achievements in territorial expansion under Aurangzeb.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

2)	 How the policy adopted by the Mughals towards the chieftains was one of 
mutual benefit?

		 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

3)	 Explain three phases of Akbar’s policy towards Rajput states.

		 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

4)	 Discuss Rathor rebellion in the light of Aurangzeb’s relations with the state 
of Marwar.

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

	 .......................................................................................................................

6.8	  MUGHALS AND THE DECCAN STATES
In this Section our focus would be on the Mughal relations with the Deccan states. 
The Deccan policy of the Mughals was not determined by any single factor. The 
strategic importance of the Deccan states and the administrative and economic 
necessity of the Mughal empire largely guided the attitude of the Mughal rulers 
towards the Deccan states. 

Babur, the first Mughal ruler, could not establish any contact with Deccan because 
of his pre-occupations in the North. Still, his conquest of Chanderi in 1528 had 
brought the Mughal empire close to the northern confines of Malwa. Humayun 
also could not find enough time because of his involvement in Gujarat, Bihar 
and Bengal to devote himself in the Deccan affairs in spite of repeated appeals 
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from Burhan Nizam Shah I. In this way, Akbar was the first Mughal emperor 
who wished to extend the Mughal suzerainty over the Deccan states.

6.8.1	 Akbar and the Deccan States
Akbar wanted the Deccan rulers to accept his overlordship. It was during the 
campaigns in Gujarat during 1572-73 that Akbar, after being fully secured in 
the North, made up his mind for the conquest of the Deccan states because the 
rebels, driven out of Gujarat, used to take refuge in Khandesh, Ahmadnagar and 
Bijapur. Moreover, with the conquest of Gujarat, Akbar wished to assume the 
rights which previous rulers of Gujarat had enjoyed in relation to the Deccan states, 
i.e., the rights of overlordship. Since 1417, the Deccan states had acknowledged 
the supremacy of the Sultans of Gujarat, had read khutba in their names and had 
paid them annual tribute. Internal conflict among the Deccan states also motivated 
the Mughal ruler to intervene in their affairs. Akbar’s desire to protect the trade 
route towards the Gujarat sea-ports and to establish his domination there was one 
of the important factors that guided his Deccan policy. Besides, Akbar wanted to 
assert Mughal suzerainty over the Deccan states in order to drive the Portuguese 
away from the western coast of India.

The first contact between Akbar and the Deccan states was established after 1561 
when Akbar, after the conquest of Malwa, ordered its governor Pir Muhammad to 
subdue Asirgarh and Burhanpur where the former ruler of Malwa, Baz Bahadur, 
had taken refuge. During the ten years following the annexation of Malwa by 
Akbar in 1562, the struggles that took place in the Deccan attracted Akbar’s 
attention.

In 1586, the younger brother of Murtaza, namely Burhan fled to the court of Akbar 
and sought his help in capturing the throne, while Burhan on his part promised to 
acknowledge Akbar’s suzerainty. Akbar ordered the governor of Malwa, Mirza 
Aziz Koka and Raja Ali Khan, to help Burhan. On reaching the borders of Berar, 
Burhan told Aziz Koka to withhold as the arrival of a large army would create 
reaction among the Deccanis against him. Aziz Koka complied with this request. 
Burhan captured the throne in 1591 but as he had occupied it without any direct 
help of the Mughals he refused to accept Akbar’s suzerainty.

In 1591, Akbar sent four diplomatic missions to the four rulers of the Deccan 
in order to find out the real state of affairs there and also to see whether they 
were willing to acknowledge his suzerainty. Only Raja Ali Khan reaffirmed the 
acknowledgement of Akbar’s supremacy and sent his daughter with choice gifts 
for Prince Salim. The Mughals besieged Ahmadnagar fort in 1595. As Bijapur 
had sent reinforcements to Ahmadnagar and the Mughal forces had become 
worried of the siege, they opened negotiations with the besieged. A treaty was 
signed between the Mughals and Chand Bibi. The treaty however foiled to bring 
peace and the Mughal attack against Ahmadnagar continued. In 1600, Chand 
Bibi ultimately decided to surrender the fort and retire to Junnar with Bahadur. 
Bahadur Shah of Khandesh was not happy with the Mughals. Akbar arrived at 
Burhanpur in 1600; Bahadur instead of receiving the emperor retired to Asirgarh.

Akbar had ordered Abul Fazl to contact Bahadur and offer him pardon for his sins 
of omissions. But Abul Fazl could not succeed in this exercise. Akbar besieged 
the fort and conquered it in 1601. Bahadur surrendered to Akbar and Khandesh 
became a Mughal province. The fall of Ahmadnagar and Asirgarh frightened 
the other Deccani rulers. The rulers of Bijapur, Golconda and Bidar sent envoys 
to Akbar who were graciously received by him. Akbar also sent his envoys to 
them. Akbar deputed Khan-Khanan, one of his close confidants, to look after the 
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nobles rallied around Malik Ambar. The challenge posed by Malik Ambar and 
Raju Deccani, mutual bickerings and rivalries among the Mughal generals as 
well as the prevailing situation in the North persuaded Akbar to adopt diplomatic 
manouvers rather than military might to consolidate Mughal authority in the 
Deccan.

6.8.2 	 Jahangir and the Deccan States
Jahangir intended to follow Akbar’s expansionist policy in the Deccan. But 
Jahangir failed to achieve his objective in the Deccan because:

•	 he could not whole heartedly devote himself to this task,

•	 the court intrigues and jalousies of the Mughal nobles found Deccan a place  
	 for a free play of their ambitions, and

•	 superior generalship of Malik Ambar.

During the first three years, the Deccanis regained half of Balaghat and many 
districts of Ahmadnagar. Jahangir appointed Prince Parvez to lead the Deccan 
campaign in 1610, but the Mughals failed to make any headway and even lost 
Ahmadnagar fort together with half of the Mughal possessions in Ahmadnagar. 
The successful conclusion of the Mewar campaign gave an element of strength 
to Jahangir and he became relatively more free to deal with the Deccan. But all 
the attempts at Mughal advancement into the Deccan miserably failed.

Jahangir and Shah Jahan went to Kashmir in 1619 and then got involved in 
the conquest of Kangra. This opportunity was utilized by Malik Ambar and he 
captured large portions of Khandesh, Berar, Ahmadnagar and even besieged 
Mandu. Jahangir sent Shah Jahan again to the Deccan in 1620. Shah Jahan 
defeated Malik Ambar on various occasions and destroyed Khirki. Malik Ambar 
sued for peace which was granted. A treaty was signed according to which in 
addition to the imperial territory captured by the Deccanis after 1618, the Deccanis 
had to surrender 14 kos of the adjoining territory to the Mughals, Qutb Shah, 
Adil Shah and Nizam Shah were to pay war indemnity of rupees 20,18 and 12 
lakhs respectively.

During the reign of Jahangir there was no addition to the Mughal territory in 
the Deccan. The Mughal court politics, the mutual dissensions of the Mughal 
nobles posted in the Deccan, their acceptance of bribe offered by the Deccani 
rulers weakened the Mughal authority in the Deccan states. In the case of the 
Deccan states, over ambition of Malik Ambar belied the hopes of a joint front 
of the Deccan states.

6.7.3	 Shah Jahan and the Deccan States
During the period between the death of Jahangir and the accession of Shah 
Jahan, the Mughal governor of the Deccan, Khan Jahan Lodi, with the intention 
of securing help in times of necessity, gave away Balaghat to the Nizam Shah. 
Shah Jahan, after ascending the throne, ordered Khan Jahan Lodi to recover it but 
as the latter failed Shah Jahan recalled him to the court. Khan Jahan fled to the 
Deccan and took shelter with Nizam Shah. His rebellion and the shelter given to 
him by the Nizam Shahis and the loss of Balaghat, made Shah Jahan very angry 
with Nizam Shah and it resulted in Shah Jahan’s adoption of an aggressive policy 
towards the Deccan states.

Shahji Bhosle, a Nizam Shahi noble, came forward to save the state. Conquering 
a number of forts, he enthroned a prince of the royal family with the title of 
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Murtaza Nizam Shah III. His activities brought Shah Jahan to the Deccan in 
1636 and a new phase of warfare started. Shahji was defeated and the Mughals 
occupied a number of forts. Then they devastated and occupied large tracts of 
land in Bijapur. Muhammad Adil Shah sued for peace. A settlement was made in 
1636 according to which the Nizam Shahi state came to an end. It was divided 
between the Mughals and Bijapur; the territory lying in the north of the Bhima 
river went to the Mughals while the area lying in the south to Adil Shah.

Briefly speaking; the terms of the treaty were as follows:

1)	 Nizam Shahi State was divided between Bijapur and the Mughal empire.  
Bijapur was given the entire Konkan and the pargana of Dhakan, Parenda 
and Sholapur beyond the Sina, the district of Vengi between the Bhima and 
the Sina and the district of Bhalki on the Manjira river to the north-east of 
Kalyani.

2)	 Adil Shah had to give up his claims to Udgir and Ausa forts and was required 
to abstain from hindering any Mughal attempts to subdue Nizam Shah’s 
officers still in charge of these forts.

3)	 No violation of the boundaries thus created should be made by either party.

4)	 Adil Shah was to pay to the Mughal Emperor rupees twenty lakhs in lump 
sum as tribute.

5)	 Adil Shah should live in peace and good relationship with Qutb Shah as 
the latter had agreed to pay an annual tribute of rupees 2 lakhs and had to 
become a vassal of the Mughal Emperor.

6)	 Both the parties would neither seduce officers and soldiers from the other 
nor would give refuge or service to them.

7)	 If Shivaji Bhonsle sought Adil Khan’s service, he should be entertained only 
on condition that he handed over to the Mughal officers the forts of Junnar, 
Trimbak and Pemgarh which were in his possession.

Thus, Bijapur became a subordinate ally of the Mughal Empire, though it retained 
its independence.

The 1636 settlement altered the whole course of the Mughal-Bijapur relations. Till 
1636, the Mughals were trying to conciliate Adil Shahi rulers because Bijapur was 
the strongest of the Deccan states. The Mughals always tried to alienate Bijapur 
from other Deccan kingdoms to prevent their coalition against the Mughals and 
thus to facilitate the conquest of the Deccan kingdoms one after the other. The 
extinction of Ahmadnagar brought the Mughals to the borders of Bijapur and 
paved the way for the Mughal conquest of Bijapur.

For twenty years (1636-56), the Mughal-Bijapur relations remained peaceful 
and cordial except on two occasions (1642-43 and 1648) when the Emperor was 
displeased with Adil Shah. Muhammed Adil Shah died in 1656 and after this 
there was a significant change in the Mughal attitude towards Bijapur. Prince 
Aurangzeb considered this to be a golden opportunity for invading Bijapur. Shah 
Jahan ordered Aurangzeb to conquer the whole of Bijapur if possible; otherwise 
to annex that portion of the old Ahmadnagar kingdom which had been ceded to 
Bijapur by the Treaty of 1636 and to spare the state on the payment of indemnity 
and acceptance of Mughal suzerainty. Thus, Shah Jahan broke the Treaty of 1636.

The relations of Golconda with the Mughal Empire till the accession of Shah 
Jahan were confined mainly to diplomatic exchanges with the Mughal court; 
military and financial help to the Nizam Shahi and Adil Shahi states; and to the 
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Adil Shah. The same year a deed of submission and a convenant was signed by 
Abdullah Qutb Shah. Their main terms were the following:
1)	 The names of the twelve Imams would be replaced by those of the four 

Caliphs in Friday sermons, while the name of the Persian monarch would 
be replaced by that of the Mughal Emperor.

2)	 Coins would be struck in Mughal Emperor’s name.
3)	 From the 9th regnal year of Shah Jahan, two lakhs of huns would be sent 

annually to the Emperor.
4)	 The Emperor’s friends would be Abdullah’s friends and the Emperor’s 

enemies would be his enemies.
5)	 In case Adil Khan tried to invade Golconda, Abdullah would seek the 

Emperor’s help to expel him but if the Mughal governor of the Deccan 
refused to forward his petition and he be forced to pay indemnity to Adil 
Khan, then the amount so paid would be deducted from his peshkash to the 
Mughals.

In 1656, Shah Jahan picked up quarrel with Abdullah on the issue of (a) arrears of 
peshkash (tribute); (b) the difference in the exchange rate between the Golconda 
hun and the Mughal rupees. Relations between the Mughals and Abdullah became 
so strained that the Mughals besieged the Golconda fort. But after sometime, on 
the advice of Prince Dara, the Emperor ordered Aurangzeb to raise the siege. A 
hasty treaty was signed between Aurangzeb and Abdullah according to which, 
besides other terms, Ramgir was ceded to the Mughals.

The change in Mughal policy in 1656-57 did not bring any positive benefit to 
the Mughal Empire, rather it created suspicion among Deccan states against 
the Mughal empire. Far from solving the Deccan problem, Shah Jahan’s policy 
ultimately complicated the Deccan situation.

6.8.4	 Aurangzeb and the Deccan States
Aurangzeb, an advocate of direct conquest of the Deccan states, immediately 
after his accession faced a very complicated situation in the Deccan. The growing 
power of the Marathas and the suspicious attitude of the Deccan states towards 
the Mughals made Aurangzeb much more careful to adopt aggressive policy in 
the Deccan. Aurangzeb’s initial concern was to compel Bijapur and Golconda to 
abide by the treaty of 1657 and to surrender those territories which they agreed to 
cede to the Mughals in 1657. But Jai Singh, the Mughal noble, wanted to pursue 
the forward policy in the Deccan and to get support of the Marathas. 

Aurangzeb appointed a very energetic general Bahadur Khan as the governor of 
the Deccan. Bahadur started by wining over the Bijapuri nobles. Later Aurangzeb 
recalled Bahadur Khan and appointed Diler Khan to officiate as the subedar of 
the Deccan. At Gulbarga, the Regent of Bijapur Siddi Masud made a pact with the 
Mughals with the provisions that (1) Siddi Masud was to be the wazir of Bijapur 
but he must obey the orders of Aurangzeb. (2) He should not make any alliance 
with Shivaji and should help the Mughals against him. (3) Adil Shah’s sister was 
to be married to one of Aurangzeb’s sons. But on his return to Bijapur, Siddi 
Masud did not fulfil any of the terms of the pact. He tried to ally with Shivaji. 
Diler Khan made unsuccessful attempts to persuade Siddi Masud to fulfil the 
terms of the pact. Aurangzeb ordered an attack on Bijapur because Bahlol Khan 
had died, the Afghan soldiers had dispersed and the faction fighting at Bijapur 
court had intensified. Diler Khan bribed troopers to serve under the Mughals. 
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But Masud played dual diplomacy by allying with Shivaji against the Mughals 
and allying with Diler Khan against Shivaji. A Mughal contingent was invited to 
Bijapur, royally welcomed and then sent with the Bijapuri auxiliaries against the 
Marathas. Meanwhile, Diler Khan destroyed and occupied a number of Shivaji’s 
possessions. Siddi Masud’s position became very weak because a large number 
of his troopers joined Diler Khan’s camp. Therefore, in 1679, Adil Shah’s sister 
was sent to the Mughal Court to be married to Prince Azam in 1679. The enmity 
between the Mughal governor of the Deccan, Shah Alam and Diler Khan led 
the former to make peace with Bijapur in the beginning of 1680. In Bijapur the 
khutba was read and coins struck in Aurangzeb’s name.

This was the greatest achievement of Shah Alam as the Viceroy of the Deccan. 
He succeeded in establishing Mughal suzerainty over Bijapur by peaceful 
diplomacy which Shah Jahan and Aurangzeb had failed to achieve even through 
military strategy. Adil Shah accepted Mughal suzerainty because he was weak, 
his administration was slack due to factionalism at his court and his nobles had 
deserted to the Mughal camp.

This good relationship between the Mughals and Bijapur got ruptured because the 
Mughals sought help from Bijapur against Sambhaji, but instead of helping the 
Mughals, Bijapur secretly assisted the Marathas. During 1682-83, the Mughals 
ravaged Bijapur territory and tried to capture Bijapur itself but failed. On the 
Emperor’s orders, the Mughals opened the campaign in 1685 and Sikandar Adil 
Shah surrendered to them in 1686. He was made a captive and the Bijapur state 
became a part of the Mughal Empire.

Aurangzeb was not happy over the developments in Golconda, particularly with 
the role of Madanna and Akanna who were believed to have joined hands with 
the Marathas against the Mughals. He learnt that Abdullah Qutb Shah had been 
financially helping Shivaji’s son Sambhaji. Abdullah’s promise of large military 
help to Sikandar Adil Shah during the Mughal invasion of 1685 also came to the 
Emperor’s knowledge. He ordered Prince Muazzam to invade the Qutb Shahi 
territory. In the second battle of Malkher in 1686, Qutb Shahi forces were routed. 
It led to the defection of the Qutb Shahi nobles to the Mughals which forced 
Abdullah to leave Hyderabad, and shut himself in Golconda fort. The Emperor 
reached very close to Golconda fort in 1687 and besieged it. After eight months’ 
siege, Abdullah surrendered to the Mughals. He was imprisoned in Daulatabad 
fort and Golconda became a part of the Mughal empire.

6.9	M UGHALS AND THE MARATHAS
The Mughal-Maratha relations can be studied in four phases: (i) 1615-1664; (ii) 
1664-1667; (iii) 1667-1680; and (iv) 1680-1707.

First Phase: 1615-1664

The Mughals, as early as Jahangir’s reign, realized the importance of Maratha 
chieftains in the Deccan politics. Jahangir succeeded in persuading some of the 
Maratha chieftains to defect his side in 1615.  As a result, the Mughals succeeded 
in defeating the combined Deccani armies (1616). Shah Jahan, too as early as 
1629, attempted to win over the Maratha sardars. Shahji, the father of Shivaji, 
joined the Mughals this time but later defected and conspired against the Mughals 
with Murari Pandit and the other anti-Mughal faction of the Bijapur court. Shah 
Jahan, realizing the emerging threat of the Marathas, opted for a Mughal-Bijapur 
alliance against the Marathas. He asked the Bijapur ruler to employ Shahji, but to 
keep him at a distance from the Mughal territory in Karnataka (Treaty of 1636). 
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leaving for the North on the eve of the war of succession he, in his nishan to Adil 
Shah, advised him to do the same. But Aurangzeb’s desire for Bijapur-Mughal 
alliance against Shivaji turned out to be a nightmare for, unlike in 1636 when 
Shah Jahan offered 2/3rd of the Nizam Shahi territory in bargain, Aurangzeb 
had nothing to offer. According to Satish Chandra, this contradiction dragged 
throughout till Aurangzeb occupied Bijapur in 1686.

Aurangzeb’s attempts to align with Shivaji as early as 1657 failed because Shivaji 
demanded Dabhol and the Adil Shahi Konkan, a region fertile and rich as well 
as important for foreign trade. Soon Shivaji switched over to Bijapur and raided 
the Mughal Deccan (Ahmadnagar and Junnar sub-divisions). Aurangzeb’s exit 
and the war of succession left the stage free for Shivaji to act at will. Soon he 
occupied Kalyan and Bhivandi (Oct. 1657) and Mahuli (Jan. 1658). Thus the entire 
eastern half of the Kolaba district was captured by Shivaji from the Abyssinians 
(Siddis) of Janjira.

With Aurangzeb’s departure, Bijapur turned towards Marathas. Adil Shahi ruler 
entrusted this task to Abdullah Bhatari Afzal Khan. But Afzal Khan’s forces 
were no match to Shivaji’s. In such a situation only diplomacy and tact could 
have worked. A meeting was arranged for a compromise but Shivaji got him 
murdered (10 Nov. 1659). After Afzal Khan’s murder it took hardly any time for 
the Marathas to overpower the Bijapuri army. Soon Panhala and south Konkan 
fell to the Marathas. But the Marathas could not hold Panhala for long and it 
again fell to Bijapur (2 March, 1660).

It was this situation that forced Aurangzeb to replace Prince Muazzam by Shaista 
Khan (July, 1659) in the Deccan as viceroy. Shaista Khan succeeded in occupying 
Chakan (15 August, 1660) and north Konkan (1661). He also kept the Marathas 
on their heels throughout 1662-63 but failed to wrest south Konkan (Ratnagiri) 
from them. The final blow to Mughal prestige came on 5 April 1663 at Poona, 
when Shivaji attacked Shaista Khan in the night in the very heart of the Mughal 
camp, surprised everyone and seriously wounded the Mughal Viceroy. This was 
followed by the first sack of Surat (6-10 January, 1664) by the Marathas.

Second Phase: 1664-1667

The rising menace of Shivaji, murder of Afzal Khan, occupation of Panhala and 
south Konkan, reluctance of Bijapur army to tackle Shivaji; and finally the failure 
of Shaista Khan (1600-1664) forced the Mughals to reassess the whole situation. 
Now Aurangzeb appointed Mirza Raja Jai Singh as the Viceroy of Deccan. Jai 
Singh conceived a master plan for the outright conquest of Deccan as against 
the Mughal policy of cautious advance. According to this master plan, first of all 
Bijapur was to be threatened by allying with Shivaji after giving him concessions 
at the cost of Bijapur and shifting Shivaji’s jagir to less sensitive areas, away 
from the Mughal Deccan. After the defeat of Bijapur, as Jai Singh felt, the task 
of suppression of Shivaji would not have been a difficult one.

Initially Jai Singh exerted constant pressure on Shivaji since the inception of 
his charge in the Deccan. He succeeded in defeating Shivaji at Purandar (1665). 
Jai Singh now proposed for Mughal-Maratha alliance. By the resultant treaty of 
Purandar (1665), Shivaji surrendered 23 out of 35 forts, worth annual income of 
4 lakhs of huns, in the Nizam Shahi territory and 12 other forts including Rajgarh, 
each yielding 1 lakh huns annually. The loss was to be compensated in Biiapuri 
Talkonkan and Balaghat. Besides, Shivaji's son was enrolled as a mansabdar 
of 5000 zat in the Mughal army. This perfectly fitted into Jai Singh’s scheme 
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to keep away Shivaji from sensitive Mughal frontier. At the same time seeds of 
confrontation between Shivaji and Bijapur rulers were also sown (for Shivaji had 
to directly confront Bijapur for Talkonkan and Balaghat).

Aurangzeb, however, was a little hesitant to such a proposal. For him, both 
Bijapur and the Marathas were separate problems and each had to be tackled 
separately. Aurangzeb, therefore, accepted in principle the attack on Bijapur but 
without further military reinforcements. Besides, he conferred on Shivaji only 
the Bijapur, Balaghat and that, too, depended on the success of the projected 
Bijapur campaigns. So, in a situation of Bijapur-Golconda alliance with no fresh 
reinforcement from Aurangzeb and the presence of anti-Shivaji faction under 
Diler Khan within the Mughal camp at Deccan, Jai Singh could hardly aspire 
for success.

At this moment, following the Bijapur-Golconda alliance (1666) Jai Singh, in a 
bid to win over the Marathas, proposed for Shivaji’s visit to the Mughal Emperor 
Aurangzeb at Agra. But at the Mughal court, the so-called insult to Shivaji (for 
treating him at par with the nobles of 5000 zat and his welcome by a lower rank 
official) followed by the enraged behaviour of Shivaji at the Mughal court, resulted 
in Shivaji’s imprisonment at Agra.

Aurangzeb’s unwillingness and later Shivaji’s imprisonment at Agra gave a 
big jolt to Jai Singh’s plan. At this juncture Jai Singh asked for the Emperor’s 
presence in the Deccan as the only way to end up factions among the Mughal 
nobles there. But Aurangzeb’s involvement in the north-west and with Persia 
and the Yusufzais hardly provided him time to react. Finally, Shivaji’s escape 
from Agra (1666) sealed all hopes of success of Jai Singh’s plan. Jai Singh was 
asked to proceed to Kabul, being replaced by Prince Muazzam (May, 1667) as 
the Mughal Viceroy of the Deccan.

The failure of Jai Singh’s plan was unfortunate, for Mughals could neither succeed 
in destroying Shivaji with the help of Bijapur (1672-76) nor conquer Deccani 
states with Maratha help (1676-79).

Third Phase: 1667-1680

After his escape from Agra, Shivaji did not desire to confront the Mughals 
immediately. Instead, he sought friendly relations (April and November 1667). 
Prince Muazzam pleasingly conferred a mansab of 5000 zat upon Shivaji’s son 
Sambhaji and gave a jagir in Berar (August, 1668). Aurangzeb got alarmed over 
his son’s friendship with Shivaji and feared a rebellion. Aurangzeb asked Prince 
Muazzam to arrest Pratap Rao and Niraji Pant, the Maratha agents at Aurangabad. 
In the meantime, the Mughals attacked a part of Shivaji’s jagir at Berar to recover 
one lakh of rupees advanced to Shivaji for his Agra visit. These developments 
alarmed Shivaji and he asked his agents Niraji Pant and Pratap Rao to leave 
Aurangabad. Shivaji attacked many forts ceded to the Mughals by the treaty of 
Purandar (1665). He occupied Kandana, Purandar, Mahuli and Nander (all in 
1670). In the meantime, clashes developed between Prince Muazzam and Diler 
Khan. Diler Khan accused the Prince of alleged alliance with Shivaji, while the 
Prince blamed Diler Khan for disobedience. This internal strife weakened the 
Mughal army. Aurangzeb withdrew Jaswant Singh, the right hand man of Prince 
Muazzam and posted him at Burhanpur. Taking advantage of the situation, Shivaji 
sacked Surat for the second time (30 Octber, 1670). This was followed by Maratha 
successes in Berar and Baglana (1670-71). The forts of Ahivant, Markanda, Ravla 
and Javla in Baglana and Karinja, Ausa, Nandurbar, Salhir, Mulhir, Chauragarh 
and Hulgarh fell to the Marathas.
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the Deccan as the sole in-charge of the affairs (November, 1670). But he, too, 
could not gain much success; consequently, he was removed from the scene 
along with Prince Muazzam in 1672. The Deccan was now placed under Bahadur 
Khan (1673).

Marathas continued their victorious march. They occupied Koil (June 1672). 
But their raids in Khandesh and Berar (December, 1672) were frustrated by the 
Mughals. In 1673, Bahadur Khan succeeded in occupying Shivner. Yet these 
Mughal successes could hardly hold Shivaji. He took full advantage of the chaos 
that prevailed in Bijapur following Ali Adil Shah’s death (24 November, 1672). 
His son was too young (just four years) to provide stability. Shivaji wrested the 
forts of Panhala (6 March 1673), Parli (1 April 1673) and Satara (27 July 1673) 
from Bijapur. There were factions in the Bijapur court. The anti-Khawas Khan 
faction under Bahlol Khan put the entire blame of Bijapur reverses on Khawas 
Khan. In 1674, Bahlol Khan succeeded in pushing back the Marathas at Kanara.

Meanwhile, Afghan disturbances in the north-west forced Aurangzeb to withdraw 
from the Deccan and Bahadur Khan was left alone with a weakened contingent. 
Shivaji took full advantage of the situation. He crowned himself as king on 6 
June, 1674 which was soon followed by the loot of Bahadur Khan’s camp in July 
1674. The proposal for Mughal-Maratha peace in early 1675, too, could not work.

Bahadur Khan now planned to join hands with Bijapur (October, 1675) against 
Shivaji, but he failed following Khawas Khan’s overthrow by Bahlol Khan (11 
Nov. 1675). In the meantime, Bahadur Khan was severely censored by Aurangzeb. 
On the other side, the Maratha menace continued unabated. Diler Khan wanted to 
have a Mughal-Bijapur alliance against Golconda and Shivaji. But the plan was 
made imperative by Madanna, the wazir of the Golconda ruler, and by Akanna’s 
great diplomacy (1677). Instead, Madanna entered into an alliance with Shivaji 
and agreed to pay one lakh huns annually for protection against the Mughals. 
He acknowledged Shivaji’s possessions east of the Krishna river including the 
Kolhapur district. Golconda also supported Shivaji in his Karnataka campaigns 
(1677-8).

But later Shivaji broke his promise to hand over Jinji and other regions to the 
Golconda ruler. Thus arose a rift between the two and the Golconda ruler stopped 
the annual payment to Shivaji. Shivaji’s attempt to capture Bijapur fort through 
bribe also antagonized the Bijapur ruler.

Meanwhile, some rift developed over the question of succession issue in the 
Maratha court. Shivaji offered the Des and Konkan to his younger son Rajaram. 
While the newly annexed Karnataka was given to Sambhaji, the elder son. This 
was done by Shivaji keeping in view of the minority of Rajaram who was hardly in 
a position to administer the Karnataka (newly conquered territory). But Sambhaji 
was not ready to leave the more advantageous Des. Diler Khan (1678) tried to take 
advantage of the situation and offered Sambhaji his help in recovering Des and 
Konkan in return for his friendship. Sambhaji accepted the offer and a mansab 
of 7000 was awarded by the Mughals (December 1678).

At this time (1678) an idea of all out concerted effort of Golconda, Bijapur and 
the Mughals against the Marathas was also floated but Siddi Masaud’s (leader of 
the Deccani party in Bijapur court) alliance with Shivaji (1679) washed out that 
probability completely. Diler Khan now decided to go for an outright conquest 
of Bijapur but timely Maratha intervention averted that too (August 1679).
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Thus, from the time of Jai Singh’s withdrawal (1666) till 1680 when Aurangzeb 
finally embarked upon a forward policy of outright conquest this period i.e. the 
third phase seems to be a period of complete chaos and confusion. The Mughals 
could hardly plan to have a single track and instead they acted without direction 
and aim. They could neither succeed in befriending Marathas nor the Deccanis 
nor in toppling them altogether.

Fourth Phase: 1680-1707

The year 1680 is very important as far as Deccan history is concerned. Shivaji 
died in this very year (23 March), and Aurangzeb also decided to go in person 
to tackle the Deccan affairs. Now the Mughals embarked upon a policy of total 
conquest.  

The period that followed immediately was not a smooth one for the Marathas. 
The issue of succession over the division of Shivaji’s kingdom between his sons 
provided enough opportunity to the Maratha nobles to assert themselves. The 
mutual jealousies between Moro Trimbak, the Peshwa, and Annaji Datto, the 
sachiv and Viceroy of the western provinces, worsened the situation. The Maratha 
nobles instead of confirming Sambhaji proclaimed Rajaram as the king. Sambhaji 
reacted fast and put Rajaram and Annaji Datto behind the bars (July, 1680). Annaji 
Datto attempted to reassert with the help of the rebel Mughal Prince Akbar. As 
soon as things came to be known to Sambhaji he started a policy of suppression. 
All the loyalists of Shivaji’s reign had to face his wrath. Such strong was the 
suppression that many of the Shirkey family took asylum under the Mughals. This 
put the Maratha territory into complete chaos and lawlessness. Sambhaji, instead 
of setting the things right, indulged more and more in drunkenness and leisure. 
Soon the discipline of Shivaji’s army was gone. Women frequented Maratha army 
camps while earlier they were strictly forbidden. All this had definite impact. It 
weakened the infant Maratha kingdom which could hardly sustain itself before 
the mighty Mughals.

On the other side, during his first four years of stay in the Deccan, Aurangzeb 
attempted to suppress the Maratha power with the help of the Deccani states 
who had given asylum to the rebel Prince Akbar. In spite of maintaining constant 
pressure (from 1680-1684), the Mughals could not achieve much. By 1684, 
Aurangzeb realized that he had to tackle Bijapur and Golconda first. This resulted 
in the occupation of Bijapur (1686) and Golconda (1687). But the decision (a plan 
which Jai Singh laid out as early as 1665 in coordination with the Marathas) came 
perhaps too late. By this time the Marathas had not only become more powerful 
but also succeeded in establishing a second line of defence in Karnataka. They 
were no longer the segmentary chieftains, but a formidable power with a king 
who was equal in status with other Deccani rulers.

While Aurangzeb was busy in tackling Bijapur and Golconda rulers (1686-87), 
the Marathas devastated Mughal territories from Aurangabad to Burhanpur. 
Meanwhile, Mughal successes in Bijapur and Golconda greatly enhanced the 
prestige of the Mughal army as well as their resources. Prince Akbar fled to Iran 
(1688). Sambhaji’s behaviour also caused large scale defections in the Maratha 
camp who rallied around the Mughals. Under these circumstances. Sambhaji 
was imprisoned (February 1689) by the Mughals which finally resulted in his 
execution (11 March 1689).

The execution of Sambhaji (1689) introduced new dimensions into the Maratha 
politics. The Mughals, after defeating Bijapur and Golconda, had to face severe 
resistance from the local elements – the nayaks, valemas, deshmukhs etc. The 
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Deccan. The local landed aristocracy got almost displaced by the new one (the 
Mughal jagirdars and revenue farmers  –  the former failing to get the return 
preferred farming out against lump sum payment). Those who were deprived 
of their landed fiscal rights turned rebellious. The peasants had to face constant 
wrath from both the sides. Further, more and more mansabdars were drawn 
from the South; the number of the Marathas alone (mansab holders of above 
1000 zat) increased from 13 (Shah Jahan) to 96 (Aurangzeb), while the number 
of Deccani mansabdars reached 575 under Aurangzeb. This put pressure on 
jagirs as well and the crisis in the jagir system crept in. Factional fights started 
between the Deccani and the Khanazad nobles. Besides, constant warfare put a 
pressure on the Mughal treasury. Extended Mughal frontier also brought more 
problems as it became more vulnerable to the Maratha attacks. To add to this, the 
speedy recovery of the Marathas after Sambhaji’s execution resulted in a series 
of Mughal reverses after 1693.

The Marathas rallied fast under Rajaram who fled to Pratapgarh (5 April 1689). 
But Mughal pressure forced him to withdraw to Panhala where the Marathas 
defended themselves against the Mughals. But the Mughals soon occupied Raigarh 
(November, 1689) and Panhala, too, became accessible to them (September, 
1689). Rajaram had to withdraw to Jinji. Satara fell to the Mughals in 1700 
followed by Sinhaged. But, in spite of these successes, the Mughals were not able 
to capture Rajaram nor could they crush Maratha power. The Marathas continued 
their struggle unabated. They quickly recovered the lost territories. Not only all 
the gains were lost but also the hardships and miseries through which the Mughal 
forces had to pass were tremendous. This completely broke the morale of the 
Mughal army which looked totally shattered and weary. Aurangzeb by now had 
realized the futility of such a prolonged struggle and withdrew himself towards 
Ahmadabad. But, before he could adopt a conciliatory policy, he died in 1707.

To sum up, Satish Chandra has rightly pointed out that Aurangzeb’s failure was 
his ‘inability to comprehend the nature of Maratha movement’. To consider 
Shivaji a mere bhumia was his mistake. The Marathas had a popular base and 
the support of the local landed elements (watandars). His attempt to impose 
Mughal administrative practices created chaos among the local elements and 
brought suppression of the peasantry. The Mughal mansabdars found it almost 
impossible to collect their due from their Deccani jagirs. Sambhaji’s execution 
was even a greater folly. Aurangzeb’s idea of creating terror among the Marathas 
proved futile. He could neither suppress Marathas nor could he dictate terms to 
Shahu in his confinement.

6.10   MUGHALS AND THE NORTH-WEST FRONTIER
With the expulsion of Babur from Central Asia, the traditional hostility between 
the Mughals and the Uzbegs was suspended for a while probably due to the fact 
that there was nothing to quarrel for as in the case of Persians over the issue of 
Qandahar. Nevertheless, Babur’s exhortations to Humayun to reconquer some 
parts of Transoxiana and latter’s unsuccessful or temporarily successful attempts 
continued. However, these were without any lasting effects as Mughal territorial 
possessions in India were yet to be consolidated and extended. In subsequent 
years, both the Uzbegs and the Mughals were faced with numerous internal 
problems and could not venture to expand. A new chapter began in the history of 
Mughal-Uzbeg relations with the emergence of Abdullah Khan (1560-98) who 
tried to establish vital contacts with Akbar.
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6.10.1 	 Akbar and the North-West Frontier
The Mughal-Uzbeg relations under Akbar can be studied in three phases: (1) 
1572-1577, (2) 1583-1589, and (3) 1589-1598.

First Phase (1572-1577)

It was neither the expectation of some military assistance from Akbar nor a 
question of exploring the possibility of making an alliance against the Persian 
Empire which prompted Abdullah to send two embassies in 1572 and 1577. With 
his designs on territories like Badakhshan and Qandahar, it was only natural 
that Abdullah should strive to develop friendly relations with Akbar and thereby 
ward off the danger from this side. These two embassies were thus probing and 
appeasing missions sent for the following purposes:

a)	 To ascertain Akbar’s attitude towards Persia and Qandahar,

b)	 To find out his general policy in relation to Badakhshan and, if possible,

c)	 To mislead Akbar about his own designs on Badakhshan.

The dangers threatening Akbar at his North-Western frontiers e.g., rebellious 
attitude of Mirza Hakim (ruler of Kabul) and the latter’s friendship with Shah 
Ismail II of Persia; the possibility of triple alliance between Abdullah, Mirza 
Hakim and Ismail II; and Akbar’s own inability to become involved in external 
affairs necessitated a friendly attitude towards Abdullah Khan. Hence, an embassy 
was sent in 1578 to Akbar. Akbar rejected the proposal for a joint attack on Persia. 
It seems that the reaction of Abdullah to this letter was not quite favourable since 
no further embassies were sent to Akbar for about a decade.

From 1577 onwards, a shift is noticeable in the respective positions of Abdullah 
Khan and Akbar which also brought about a change in their policies towards 
each other. By 1583, Abdullah had conquered all of Transoxiana, and had 
also eliminated all his kinsmen. When his father died in 1583, he became the 
Khaqan and could now compete with his other counterparts in the Muslim world. 
While Abdullah had improved his position and was now adopting a bolder and 
demanding attitude towards Akbar, the attitude of Akbar himself had become 
more conciliatory.

By this time the difficulties of Akbar had increased further. There were troubles in 
Kashmir and Gujarat, and also tribal commotions in Kabul, Sawad and Bajaur. The 
frontiers for Akbar had become even more insecure after the death of Mirza Hakim 
(1585). The Persian Empire had also become weak now under the unsuccessful 
reign of the incompetent and half-blind ruler Khudabanda (1577-1588) and the 
Empire had been completely shattered by the invasions of the Ottomans as well 
as by internal intrigues of the nobles.

Second Phase (1583-1589)

After a lapse of several years, Abdullah sent another embassy to Akbar in 1586. 
Akbar responded by sending Hakim Humeim in 1586 as his envoy. It is difficult 
to explain why Abdullah chose to send two separate letters simultaneously. 
Nevertheless, neither of the two letters can be discarded as spurious since Akbar’s 
reply contains answers to the questions raised separately in both the letters. It is 
clear from the contents of both the written and verbal messages from Abdullah 
that the purpose of this embassy was not to seek the cooperation of Akbar for an 
attack on Persia but to prevent him from sending any assistance to the Persian 
ruler. Abdullah explained that he had discontinued all correspondence with 
Akbar from 1578-1585 due to the reports that ‘Akbar had adopted the religion of 
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Prophet’. In his reply sent through Hakim Humeim, Akbar called it ‘fabrications 
and accusations of certain disaffected persons’.

Third Phase (1589-1598)

The dispatch of Ahmad Ali Ataliq from Abdullah’s court marks the beginning 
of the third phase in the Uzbeg-Mughal relations. Through the letter sent with 
this envoy, Abdullah sought friendship and sent counsel for ‘exerting ourselves 
to strengthen the foundations of concord and make this Hindukush the boundary 
between us’. Nevertheless, the formal acceptance of this offer of peace was 
confirmed by Akbar only in 1596 after the conquest of Qandahar. 

In the changed circumstances, Akbar was feeling emboldened and was also aware 
of the aggressive designs of Abdullah Khan due to which he had personally come 
to Punjab and was planning to occupy Qandahar from 1589 onwards. Akbar 
entertained designs upon Qandahar and was finally successful in persuading the 
Mirzas to come to India. After the conquest of Qandahar, Akbar felt the need of 
reviving his contacts with Abdullah Khan. Since after the occupation of Qandahar, 
the Mughal forces had engaged themselves in an armed conflict with the Uzbegs 
over the possessions of Garmsir and Zamindawar, it had become all the more 
necessary to pacify Abdullah Khan. Moreover, in 1594, the Ottoman Sultan Murad 
III had sent a letter to Abdullah proposing a joint attack on the Persian territory. 
The fear of the Ottoman-Uzbeg friendship might have also alarmed Akbar. No 
military alliance could take place at this time, as the Uzbeg envoy was still on 
his way to the Ottoman court when Sultan Murad died in 1595.

The fear of the Uzbegs continued, particularly, in view of the fact that Abdullah 
Khan had opened correspondence with the new Ottoman ruler Mohammad and 
had even proposed a joint attack of Persia. After the occupation of Qandahar, 
Akbar realized the urgency of sending an embassy to Abdullah through Khwaja 
Ashraf Naqshbandi and showed his willingness to accept the Hindukush as the 
boundary between the two kingdoms. 

6.10.2	 Jahangir and the North-West Frontier
Jahangir’s relations with Turan were predominantly determined by his relations 
with Persia. Although his love for Turan is visible in his autobiography, the 
conquest of Turan was not included in his plans. His relationship with the Uzbegs 
is best assessed in his own answer to an English traveller Thomas Coryat’s request 
for a letter of recommendation in 1616 that:

There was no great amity between the Tartarian princes and himself and his 
recommendations would not help the traveller at Samarqand.

In the first decade of his rule, Jahangir maintained no active political relations 
with the Uzbegs, except for attempting to forestall any probable expansionist 
design on his frontiers. The early indifference of Jahangir towards the Uzbegs 
was expediently changed as soon as the question of Qandahar was raised by the 
Shah through his envoy Zainul Beg. In February 1621, Mir Baraka was sent on 
a ‘highly confidential mission’ to Imam Quli, the Uzbeg ruler who in turn sent 
an embassy to Nur Jahan Begam. Imam Quli’s confidential message received 
by Jahangir with much enthusiasm as it contained criticism of the Persians and 
sought an alliance with the Mughals against Persians. Jahangir had been invited 
to join the holy war which was obligatory on Imam Quli not only to avenge the 
death of his own father but also to clear the road to Mecca which was under 
Persian control. 
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Although Jahangir had himself ignored friendly overtures of the Ottoman Sultan 
of Turkey, the news of a possible Uzbeg-Ottoman alliance was quite disturbing for 
him. After the capture of Baghdad in 1624, Sultan Murad had sent a favourable 
reply to Imam Quli’s call for an alliance against Persia and had even exhorted 
him to take away Iran from the control of the Persians. The Ottoman Sultan had 
sent a similar letter to Jahangir aiming at a triple alliance against Persia. Although 
several letters were exchanged during 1625-26, no plans could materialize as 
Jahangir died in 1627.

6.10.3	 Shah Jahan and the North-West Frontier
With the accession of Shah Jahan, the Uzbeg-Mughal relations took a new turn. 
The underlying objective of Shah Jahan’s foreign policy was three fold:

i)	 The recovery of Qandahar;

ii) 	 The re-conquest of the ‘ancestral land’; and

iii)	 The hegemony over Deccan.

For this purpose, he wanted to ensure friendship of both the contemporary 
powers of Persia and Transoxiana alternatively when Qandahar and Transoxiana 
were invaded. Out of sheer diplomacy, Shah Jahan ignored the invasion of Nazr 
Muhammad on Kabul and sent an embassy to Imam Quli at Bukhara. Through this 
exchange of embassies, solidarity against Persia was emphasized. Shah Jahan’s 
embassy led by Safdar Khan arrived in April 1633. This visit was followed by 
another envoy, Mir Husain, in May 1637. Unlike Jahangir, Shah Jahan even 
wrote a letter to Murad IV in 1636 expressing his desire to reconquer Qandahar 
and proposing a tripartite alliance of Mughals, Uzbegs and Ottomans against the 
Persians. Shah Jahan, however, managed to conquer Qandahar even without the 
assistance of any of these rulers.

After the capture of Qandahar in 1638, Shah Jahan’s sole aim was to conquer 
his ‘ancestral land’ of Transoxiana. A large-scale Uzbeg invasion of Maruchaq 
along Persian frontiers provided the much sought after Persian-Mughal entente 
in April-May 1640. A joint invasion of Balkh was proposed. However, the task 
was left unfulfilled. The correspondence between the Persians and the Mughals 
at this juncture shows that the latter succeeded in persuading the Persians to 
cooperate with them only to a limited extent as the letters from the Persian side 
smacked of their fear and circumspection. Equally apprehensive were the half-
hearted allies – the Uzbegs – as they could sense the expansionist ambitions of 
Shah Jahan. An opportunity soon appeared in this regard for the Mughals.

The Uzbeg Empire was passing through a phase of anarchy. The despotism and 
stubborn autocracy of Nazr Muhammad provoked opposition of the nobility which 
now started supporting his son Abdul Aziz. In desperation, Nazr Muhammad 
sought the assistance of Shah Jahan who immediately seized this opportunity 
to conquer Balkh on the pretext of saving it from the rebels. The conquest was 
justified on grounds of extending necessary protection to the Saiyids of Balkh. 
It was also conveyed through this letter that Nazr Muhammad should be sent to 
Mecca and should not be allowed to return to Turan. The Persians themselves 
hesitated to support the cause of Nazr Muhammad as they were doubtful about 
his success. In fact, Shah Jahan had dispatched three successive envoys to Persia 
for ensuring Persian neutrality in the Turanian affairs. However, this was not the 
only factor which determined the Persian attitude towards Nazr Muhammad. They 
were somewhat reluctant to help him not only because of his sullen temperament 
but also because of the traditional Uzbeg-Persian hostility. The absence of capable 
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Persia Nazr Muhammad had already left for Turan.

The conquest of Balkh and other territories proved easier for Shah Jahan than their 
occupation. The conquest at the same time was hazardous, too, due to a variety 
of factors. The evacuation was also difficult for the Mughals and was equally 
unpleasant for the Persians. Hence, an agreement had to be reached with Nazr 
Muhammad in October 1647.

In 1650, Shah Jahan sent an embassy to Abdul Aziz, the Uzbeg ruler of Turan. But 
the political realignments taking place in Turan recently had made the situation 
difficult for Abdul Aziz. His brother Subhan Quli was being supported by his 
father-in-law Abul Ghazi – the then ruler of Khwarazm and a satellite of Persia. 
Shah Jahan often persuaded Abdul Aziz to invade Kabul. Shah Jahan’s attempt to 
form an alliance with the Ottoman rulers Murad III and Muhammad IV had failed. 
The tenor of the letters sent by the Ottomans to Shah Jahan was distasteful to the 
latter and not very conducive to mutual understanding. The Mughal occupation of 
Balkh was also not liked by the Ottomans. Thus, the Mughal-Ottoman relations 
could not prosper.

6.10.4 	 Aurangzeb and the North-West Frontier
Aurangzeb’s hostility towards Deccani kingdoms was further accentuated due to 
secret negotiations between his brother and the Shah of Persia. Aurangzeb desired 
recognition from Shah through Zulfiqar Khan – the Persian governor – who 
immediately sent an envoy in 1660 presumably with the Shah’s approval. The 
Shah’s letter referred to ancient ties of friendship and the assistance rendered by 
the Shahs of Iran to the Mughals and explanations for the conquest of Qandahar. 
Although a warm welcome was given to the envoy, the tenor of the reply was 
displeasing. A return embassy was sent under Tarbiyat Khan – the governor of 
Multan – with a friendly letter treating the Qandahar affairs as a closed chapter. 
But the relations between the two rulers deteriorated and the impertinence of 
the envoy (who declined to accompany the Shah to Mazandaran) provided the 
Shah the opportunity to challenge the Mughal Emperor for a trial of strength. 
The letter sent by the Shah contained references to Aurangzeb’s fratricide and 
his ineffective government resulting in disorder. The news of the Shah’s intended 
march reached Aurangzeb before the arrival of Tarbiyat Khan. Preparations 
started for war and an embargo was placed on all kinds of trade with Persia. The 
governor of Surat was ordered to stop all ships sailing to Persia. But the news of 
the death of the Shah in 1666 averted the danger. Tarbiyat Khan, however, lost 
favour and was declined audience for a year because of listening tamely to the 
Shah’s insulting remarks.

The next Persian ruler, Shah Sulaiman (1666-1694), was rather incompetent, 
and his pious and righteous son and successor Sultan Hussain lacked diplomacy 
and political acumen. Aurangzeb was aware of the difficulties involved in the 
Qandahar campaign. He assisted the rebel Persian governor of Herat in 1688. He 
persuaded Prince Muazzam to go to Qandahar as he himself was preoccupied 
with problems of Jats, Sikhs, Marathas, and, the rebel son Akbar who had 
crowned himself in 1681. Although Aurangzeb was keen to secure help from the 
Shah, the latter desisted from it. The diplomatic relations with Abdul Aziz and 
his brother Subhan Quli of Turan were strengthened and their sectarian affinity 
was emphasized. The plans of raid on Bala Murghab in 1685 and the proposed 
anti-Persian alliance and a joint invasion of Iran were also contemplated. Almost 
simultaneously the Uzbeg ruler Abdul Aziz sought friendship of Shah Abbas II. 
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But the Perso-Uzbeg alliance could not materialize as Turan was threatened by 
Urganj and Khwarazm and torn by internal and external dissensions, devoid of 
a good leadership. The Safavi Empire was also, during this period, in a state of 
slow but sure dissolution. It was in no position to extend its support to Deccan 
Kingdoms. By 1687, Aurangzeb managed to destroy the two remaining Deccan 
kingdoms of Bijapur and Golconda and annexed their territories. As no threats 
existed from Central Asia and Iran, Aurangzeb’s position was strengthened.

Thus, Aurangzeb left the Mughal Empire in a ‘state of diplomatic isolation’ except 
for an insignificant embassy from Bukhara in 1698. Although Aurangzeb never 
dreamt of the recovery of Qandahar, the Mughal-Safavi relations deteriorated 
gradually and even an embassy from the Ottoman ruler remained unanswered.

6.11    DECLINE OF THE MUGHAL EMPIRE  
So far we have seen that the Mughal Empire held sway over a large part of India 
for nearly three centuries, but a drastic decline in its power and prestige came 
about by the first half of the 18th century. Not only did the political boundaries 
of the Empire shrink, the decline also saw the collapse of the administrative 
structure so assiduously built by rulers like Akbar and Shah Jahan. In the wake 
of the collapse of the Mughal power a number of independent principalities 
emerged in all parts of the Empire. However, the processes of the decline and 
the emergence of regional polities have been intensely debated among historians. 
The objective of this Section is to provide you with an overview of the problem 
of the decline of the Mughal Empire.

The historiographical perspective on the Mughal decline can be divided into 
two broad sections. First, the Mughal-centric approach, i.e., historians attempt 
to identify the causes of the decline within the structure and functioning of the 
Empire itself. Secondly, the region-centric approach where the perspective goes 
out of the precincts of the Empire into the regions to look for the causes of turmoil 
or instability in different parts of the Empire. 

6.11.1	 Empire-Centric Approach
The Empire-centric approach for explaining Mughal decline has progressed 
through different stages. Initially, theories focussed on the individual rulers and 
their policies. William Irvine and Jadunath Sarkars wrote the first detailed histories 
of this period1. They attributed the decline to a deterioration in the characters 
of the Emperors and their nobles. Sarkar had analyzed the developments of this 
period in the context of law and order. He, therefore, held Aurangzeb as the arch 
culprit. According to Sarkar, Aurangzeb was a religious fanatic. He discriminated 
against sections of the nobles and officials on the basis of religion. This led to 
wide scale resentment among the nobility. He argued that Aurangzeb’s successors 
and their nobles were mere shadows of their predecessors and were thus unable 
to set right the evils of Aurangzeb’s legacy.

Jagirdari Crisis

In 1959 the publication of Satish Chandra’s Parties and Politics at the Mughal 
Court, 1707-40 (Delhi, 1982, 3rd edition) marked the first serious attempt to 
study the structure of the Mughal Empire. Both its functioning and its plans were 
examined to understand the nature of the Empire and the reasons for its subsequent 
decline. Satish Chandra studied the working of certain key institutions of the 
1 Irvine, W. (1971) (Reprint) The Later Moghuls, (New Delhi); Sarkar, Jadunath (1938) The Fall of Mughal 
Empire, (Calcutta); (1912, 1916, 1919 and 1924) History of Aurangzeb, I-V, (Calcutta).
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Availability of the revenues to be assigned and the ability of the Mughals to 
collect them thus became two crucial pre-requisites for an effective working of 
the system. According to Chandra, Mughal decline has to be seen in the Mughal 
failure, towards the end of Aurangzeb’s reign, to maintain the system of the 
mansabdar-jagirdar. As this system went into disarray, the Empire was bound 
to collapse.

Athar Ali’s work on nobility and their politics in the late seventeenth century 
appeared in 1966 (M. Athar Ali, The Mughal Nobility under Aurangzeb, Bombay, 
1966 reprint, 1970). In this work the problems attending the annexation of the 
Deccan states, the absorption of the Marathas and Deccanis into the Mughal 
nobility, and the subsequent shortage of jagirs have been emphasized. The sudden 
increase in the number of nobles, caused due to the expansion of the Empire into 
the Deccan and Maratha territory, created a crisis in the functioning of the jagir 
system. According to Athar Ali, the nobles competed for better jagirs, which 
were increasingly becoming rare due to the influx of nobles from the south. The 
logical consequence was the erosion in the political structure which was based 
on jagirdari to a large extent.

In an important paper published in 19692, S. Nurul Hassan puts forward the 
argument that the agrarian relations as they developed during the Mughal rule 
gave rise to an authority structure which worked like a pyramid. In this form the 
rights of various kinds came to be superimposed upon each other. The zamindars 
as a class, were quite loyal to the state. But in the kind of agrarian situation 
that obtained in the Mughal empire, conflict between them and the state as also 
among themselves could not be checked. This often resulted in law and order 
problems and decimated the authority of the state. After the death of Aurangzeb 
and weakening of the imperial authority this equilibrium got disturbed. The 
zamindars in this situation could be contained only by a group which would be 
independent of the support of the zamindars. Since such a class had not emerged 
by this time, the pattern of agrarian relations could not be changed. The collapse 
of the system became inevitable.

Agrarian Crisis

After the pioneering work of Satish Chandra, historians continued to examine 
various aspects of the functioning of the Empire in order to identify the reasons 
for its political collapse. The focus had evidently shifted from personalities 
and policies of individual rulers to larger and broader developments that were 
weakening the very structure on which the Mughal edifice had been built. Irfan 
Habib attempted an in-depth analysis of the collapse of the Empire in his seminal 
work (The Agrarian System of Mughal India, New Delhi, 1963). According to 
Habib, the mechanism of collection of revenue that the Mughals had evolved 
was inherently flawed. The imperial policy was to set the revenue at the highest 
rate possible to secure the greatest military strength for the Empire, the nobles. 
On the other hand, they tended to squeeze the maximum from their jagirs, even 
if it ruined the peasantry and destroyed the revenue paying capacity of the area. 

Since, the nobles’ jagirs were liable to be transferred frequently, they did not find 
it necessary to follow a far-sighted policy of agricultural development. As the 
burden on the peasantry increased, they were often deprived of their very means 
of survival. In reaction to this excessive exploitation of the peasantry, the latter 
2Hassan, S. Nurul (1969) ‘Zamindars Under the Mughals’, Land Control and Social Structure In Indian 
History, ed. R.E. Frykenberg (Madison).



155

Mughal Polity: Akbar to 
Aurangzeb

had no option but to protest. The forms of rural protest in Medieval India were 
varied in nature. In many areas the peasants took to flight. Entire villages were 
left deserted due to the large scale migration of peasants to the towns or other 
villages. Very often the peasants protested against the state by refusing to pay 
the revenue and were up in arms against the Mughals. Habib argued that these 
peasant protests weakened the political and social fabric of the Empire.

Re-examination of ‘Crisis’

J.F. Richards, M.N. Pearson and P. Hardy also give a pivotal position to the Mughal 
involvement in the Deccan and the affairs of the Marathas in their explanation 
of the decline of the Empire (Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. XXXV No.2, Feb., 
1976, pp. 221-63). However, they differ from the Aligarh historians in their 
understanding of the nature of the Empire. For instance, according to Pearson, 
Mughal rule was indirect. It was not state control but local ties and norms which 
governed the lives of people. It was only for the nobles that the concept of the 
Mughal Empire outweighed other ‘primordial attachments’. The nobles were 
bound to the Empire only by patronage, which depended on the ‘constant military 
success’ of the Emperor. Pearson emphasizes the absence of an impersonalized 
bureaucracy, and its not too optimistic consequences for the Mughal state.

In the 1970s, J. F. Richards added a new dimension to the theories of Mughal 
decline which looked at bejagiri (the absence of jagirs) as a major cause of the 
decline of the Mughal Empire. Using archival material from Golconda, Richards 
questioned the long held belief that the Deccan was a deficit area which generated 
bejagiri leading to the Mughal decline. He argued that the augmentation of the 
revenue resources of the Empire following the annexation of the Deccan states 
roughly kept pace with the expansion of the nobility during the second half of 
Aurangzeb’s reign. The lack of pai baqi land was due to a deliberate decision 
on Aurangzeb’s part to keep the most lucrative jagirs under khalisa in order to 
provide for a continued campaigning in the Karnataka and against the Marathas. 
Thus, the crisis was an administrative one and not caused by bejagiri.

In the 1980s, Satish Chandra’s researches resolved the problem of bejagiri to 
some extent. He made use of newly discovered archival sources to make a clear 
distinction between bejagiri and the crisis in jagirdari. According to Satish 
Chandra, it is important to understand the structure of the Medieval Indian 
society before one can talk about the background of the non-functionality of 
jagirdari. Satish Chandra argues that in the 17th century the social conflicts 
which the Mughals were unable to resolve within the broad framework of the 
class alliance forged by them, were reflected in financial crisis and in the crisis 
of the jagir system, the two being interrelated. The crisis of the jagir system 
had made its appearance fairly early in the history of the Empire. The problem 
re-surfaced under Jahangir and Shah Jahan when the Empire had expanded to 
fringe areas beyond the fertile tracts of the Ganga-Yamuna doab. Towards the 
end of Shah Jahan’s reign, the difference between jama (assessed revenue) and 
hasil (revenue actually collected) in jagir lands became too glaring. According 
to Satish Chandra, perhaps the only manner in which the crisis of the jagirdari 
system could have been deferred for a longer period was a rapid development of 
the economy, both in agricultural and non-agricultural sectors.

The Mughal decline has also been explained in terms of participation in the 
18th century politics of groups conventionally regarded as non-political. Karen 
Leonard argues that ‘indigenous banking firms were indispensable allies of the 
Mughal State’, and that the great nobles ‘were more than likely to be directly 
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began ‘the redirection of their economic and political support’ towards regional 
politics and rulers, including the English East India Company in Bengal, this led 
to bankruptcy, a series of political crises and the downfall of the Empire.3 

The assumptions of Leonard’s conclusions do not get adequate support from 
the existing studies of Mughal polity and economy. Philip Calkins and M.N. 
Pearson, researching on Bengal and Gujarat respectively, give some evidence of 
merchants, participation in politics.4 However, Pearson refrains from suggesting 
that the Mughal finance system was dependent on merchants’ credit. Calkins also 
limits his generalization to the period and the region he examines.

6.11.2 	R egion-Centric Approach
Muzaffar Alam and Chetan Singh have used in their works region-centric approach 
to explain Mughal decline.5 While Muzaffar Alam has made comparative study 
of the developments in the Mughal subas of Awadh and Punjab, Chetan Singh 
has made an in-depth study of the regional history of the 17th century Punjab. 
Their studies are significant in that they throw new light on both the nature of 
the Mughal Empire as well as the process of its weakening and eventual decline 
in the 17th and early 18th century.

Centre-Region Relationship

Viewing the Mughal State from the perspective of the regional literature of 
the Mughal suba of Awadh, Alam suggests that the Mughal Empire signified a  
co-ordinating agency between conflicting communities and the various indigenous 
socio-political systems at different levels. The basis of the Empire in a measure 
had been negative; its strength lay in the inability of the local communities and 
their systems to mobilize beyond relatively narrow bounds. Political integration 
in Mughal India was, up to a point, inherently flawed. It was to a large extent 
conditional on the co-ordination of the interests and the political activities of the 
various social groups led by local magnates. 

Mughal nobles were in a way representative of the Mughal Emperor. Yet the 
nobility also had its tensions. The policy of jagir transfer, by checking the 
noble’s ambition to build a personal base, was meant to strengthen the imperial 
organization. But it inconvenienced the nobles who opposed and resisted its 
implementation. In many regions of the Mughal Empire it was left unimplemented 
in the 17th century. Alongside the local elites (zamindars) and the nobles, the 
village and qasba based madad-i ma’ash holders (men of learning, who were given 
revenue free grants of land by the Mughal Emperors) and a very large numbers 
of lower level officials drawn from various regional and local communities, were 
all integrated intimately into the framework of the Empire.
According to Alam, the Mughal decline in the early 18th century has to be seen in 
the inability of the state to maintain its policy of checks and balances between the 
zamindars, jagirdars, madad-i ma’ash holders and the local indigenous elements, 
like the Shaikhzadas in Awadh. In the early 18th century, there was a thrust of the 
3Leonard, Karen (1979) ‘The “Great Firm” Theory of the Decline of the Mughal Empire’, Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, Vol. 21 No. 2, April:161-167.
4Calkins, Philip C., (1970) ‘The Formation of a Regionally Oriented Ruling Group in Bengal’, Journal of 
Asian Studies, Vol. XXIX No. 4, Aug.; Pearson, M. N. (1976) Merchants and Rulers in Gujarat (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press).
5Alam, M., (1986) The Crisis of Empire in Mughal North India, Awadh and the Punjab, 1707-1748 (New 
Delhi); Singh, Chetan, (1991) Region and Empire: Punjab in the Seventeenth Century (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press).
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nobles towards independent political alignments with the zamindars in order to 
carve out their own fortunes. Alongside there was an attempt between the various 
co-sharers of Mughal power (the zamindars, madad-i ma’ash holders, etc.) to 
encroach on each other’s rights and territorial jurisdictions.
Alam’s major concern is to analyze what triggered off the misbalancing of the 
social and political equilibrium in the early 18th century. In other words, what 
caused the Mughal edifice to collapse in the early 18th century? He is of the 
view that the late 17th and early 18th century, at least in the Awadh and Punjab 
regions, registered unmistakable economic growth. This is in sharp contrast to 
the more generalized argument about the early 18th century being in the throes 
of a financial crisis that was postulated by Satish Chandra and others. Social 
groups that had hitherto shared Mughal power and contributed to the political 
stability of the Empire, now began to take advantage of the economic boom in 
their regions. Many of them amassed wealth which helped them to increase their 
power to encroach on the rights and privileges of others. The political edifice of 
the Empire was bound to suffer in the face of these developments.
Muzaffar Alam concludes that the decline of the Mughal Empire was manifested 
both in Awadh and the Punjab in a kind of political transformation and in the 
emergence and configuration of the elements of a new subadari. The genesis for 
the emergence of independent regional units was present in both the provinces. 
But in Punjab it ended in chaos, while Awadh witnessed a stable dynastic rule.

Contours of Regional Polities

Muzaffar Alam’s plea to unde3rstand the complexities of Mughal decline by 
looking at regional development in the early 18th century India has been followed 
up by Chetan Singh, whose work, Region and Empire, takes a new look at the 
regional history of the Mughal North India. The history of the ‘Mughal’ Punjab 
is reconstructed in the context of both the Mughal politics as well as the wider 
political changes that swept through the contemporary West Asian world. He 
argues that the Mughal administrative infrastructure no doubt linked the region to 
the Mughal administrative core. Yet, this conventional form of integration had its 
limitations. For local society and polity were subjected to a variety of stresses and 
the administrative system responded by transgressing the formal administrative 
divisions and sub-divisions of the Mughal governmental system. This was true 
both of the genera] administration where pragmatic considerations led to flexibility 
in the creation of local offices and the kind of function they performed, as well 
as of revenue administration. In the revenue administration, with the passage of 
time, certain norms and conventions evolved which along with formal rules and 
regulations contributed to the stability of the Mughal Empire.
However, by the late 17th century the silting of the river Indus had adversely 
affected the riverine traffic of Punjab. Its most serious implication was the 
gradual erosion of the highly commercialized Punjab economy. The political 
upheavals in contemporary Turkey, fall of Qandahar to the Shah of Iran and the 
Mughal attempt to recover it virtually brought overland traffic to a standstill. This 
development coincided with the Yusufzai uprising (1667) in North-West Punjab 
and the Afridi rebellion in 1678. Singh argues that these political disturbances 
had grave social and economic consequences for Punjab: they disrupted trade 
and thereby gradually eroded the economy which was based on a commercialized 
agrarian sector. Thus, he concludes, the social unrest which eventually led to the 
dissociation of Punjab from the Empire was the product of long term processes. 
These processes had silently and steadily been at work in the region even before 
the political weakening of Empire had gained momentum in the 18th century.
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of the ‘crisis of Empire’. For contrary to Muzaffar Alam’s study of Mughal Awadh 
and Punjab, which traces the dissociation of these regions from the Mughal 
Empire from the early 18th century, Singh sees the process at work in the hey-
day of the Empire. Thus, looking at the disintegration of the Empire from the 
point of view of the regional history of Punjab, a different picture emerges. Not 
only did different subas of the Empire dissociate from it for different reasons, 
but very often the dissociations were caused by political, social and economic 
developments beyond the purview of the Mughal Empire.
An Overview
It is difficult to find a single explanation commonly applicable to the problems 
of the Mughal Empire in all its regions and provinces. For similar reasons it is 
difficult to accept a view of Mughal decline which applies uniformly to all parts 
of the Mughal Empire. The Mughal Empire at best represented a consensus of 
both the centre and the peripheries. In the early 18th century, it was this consensus 
which was disturbed. Different peripheries that had constituted the Empire 
followed their own different paths of developments. The 18th century regional 
histories thus indicate the endeavour to make use of the possibilities for growth 
within existing social structures. Evidently the regional history perspective on 
Mughal decline negates the application of one general theory to explain Mughal 
collapse all over India.
Regions, held together by these heterogenous linkages to the Mughal core, were 
bound to be vulnerable to the kinds of social, economic and cultural changes 
that swept through 17th century Mughal India. Different regions were affected in 
different ways. While in some regions links with the Mughal core were severed, 
in others they were retained. It was logical that the different regions followed 
different paths of dissociation from the Mughal Empire. Mughal decline was thus 
much more complex than what the historians subscribing to the Mughal-Centric 
approach would have us believe.
Thus, the decline of the Mughal Empire, it was initially believed, was the 
consequence of an administrative maladjustment due to which erupted a crisis 
in the jagir system, which ultimately led to the emergence of regional powers. 
Subsequently, the enquiries pertaining to the economic infrastructure of the 
Mughal empire point towards an agrarian crisis at the close of the seventeenth 
century, giving rise to rebellions by the Jats, Satnamis and Sikhs. To accept, 
however, one single explanation for the Mughal decline – an explanation that will 
cover all regions and provinces of the Empire – is a difficult proposition. In the 
early 18th century, probably the delicate equilibrium that had so long sustained 
the edifice of the Mughal system got disturbed. What followed then was a process 
of readjustment of all the diverse constituents of this system, the result being a 
dislocation of the Empire and the emergence of regional powers.
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3)	 What is the core argument in jagirdari crisis as the cause of the Mughal 
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4)	 What explanation does Muzaffar Alam offer for the decline of the Mughal 
Empire?
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6.12	 SUMMARY
In this Unit, we studied the fact that Akbar became Emperor at a very young 
age. During the first four years, Bairam Khan worked as regent for the young 
Emperor. The nobility was divided into various factions each trying to establish its 
supremacy. Akbar gradually took control of the situation and created a dedicated 
group of nobles faithful to him. The Mughal Empire’s control was limited to a 
small territory.

Akbar started a policy of conquests and brought large areas in the east, west, 
north and south under the Empire, though success in the south was confined to 
the regions of Deccan only. Along with conquests, the process of consolidation 
was also initiated. As a result, the conquered territories were placed under a 
unified administrative system. The consolidated Empire created by Akbar was 
maintained with a measure of success by his successors for more than hundred 
years. During the reign of Aurangzeb, new territories in the south (Bijapur, 
Golconda, etc.) and in the North-East were added. The notable achievement of 
the Mughal Emperors lay in securing the help of the autonomous chieftains for 
the expansion and consolidation of the Empire.

In the ultimate analysis, this Unit has tried to bring out the geo-political and 
commercial significance of the North-West frontier, control over which was the 
bone of contention between the Mughals, Safavis and Uzbegs. The Unit also 
taken into account various the pertaining to Mughal decline. The Unit ends with 
a discussion on various theories pertaining to Mughal decline. This debate is 
never ending. To accept, thus, one single explanation for the Mughal decline in 
the 18th century is a difficult proposition. 

6.13	 KEYWORDS
Akbarnama	 The official chronicle of the reign of Akbar, written in  
	 Persian by the court historian Abul Fazl ibn Mubarak

Pargana	 An administrative unit comprising of a number of villages

Regent	 A person who administers a state/kingdom when the legal  
	 monarch is a minor or unable to rule due to other reasons
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Political Structures Suba	 A province; Subas were established by Emperor Akbar  
	 during the administrative reorganization in 1580. Initially,  
	 there were 12 provinces and after the Deccan conquest,  
	 the number reached 15

6.14	 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS 
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress-1

1)	 See Section 6.2 
2)	 See Section 6.2 
3)	 See Sub-section 6.3.2
4)	 See Sub-section 6.3.4
5)	 See Section 6.4 

Check Your Progress-2

1)	 See Section 6.5
2)	 See Section 6.6
3)	 See Section 6.7
4)	 See Section 6.7

Check Your Progress-3

1)	 See Section 6.8
2)	 See Section 6.9
3)	 See Section 6.11
4)	 See Section 6.11
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