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Introduction: The Sixth Mughal Emperor

Few figures in Indian history are as polarizing and intellectually compelling as
Aurangzeb Alamgir, the sixth Mughal Emperor. Known formally as Muhi-
ud-Din Muhammad, Aurangzeb ruled a vast portion of the Indian
subcontinent for nearly half a century, from 1658 until his death in 1707. His
reign represents both the territorial zenith of the Mughal Empire and the
beginning of its long, complex decline. Understanding the biography of
Aurangzeb Mughal Emperor is essential not only for students of South
Asian history but for anyone seeking to comprehend the religious, political,
and cultural currents that continue to shape the region today. He was a man of
immense ambition, personal piety, and military ruthlessness, leaving behind a
legacy that is debated with passion in classrooms, books, and public discourse
to this day.

Early Life and Royal Upbringing

Born on November 3, 1618, in Dahod, Gujarat, Aurangzeb was the third son
of Emperor Shah Jahan and Empress Mumtaz Mahal. Growing up in the
opulent Mughal court, he received an education that was typical for a prince
of his stature. He was trained in statecraft, military strategy, and
administration. Crucially, he also developed a reputation for a strict, orthodox
Islamic education, memorizing the Quran at a young age and showing a deep
interest in Islamic jurisprudence and theology. This early life of Aurangzeb
was markedly different from his older brother Dara Shikoh, the favorite son
of Shah Jahan, who was known for his liberal, mystical, and syncretic
approach to religion. While Dara Shikoh studied the Upanishads and sought
common ground between Islam and Hinduism, Aurangzeb gravitated toward a
more conservative interpretation of his faith. This fundamental ideological
divide between the brothers would later become a defining feature of their
struggle for power.

The War of Succession: A Bloody Path to
the Peacock Throne

As Shah Jahan fell seriously ill in 1657, a bitter and devastating war of
succession broke out among his four sons: Dara Shikoh, Shah Shuja, Murad
Baksh, and Aurangzeb. The biography of Aurangzeb Mughal Emperor is
incomplete without examining this pivotal conflict. Unlike the relatively
orderly transitions of earlier Mughal emperors, this was a brutal civil war.
Aurangzeb proved himself to be a masterful strategist and a pragmatic
politician. He formed a temporary alliance with his younger brother Murad,
defeated Shah Shuja in the east, and then turned his attention to Dara Shikoh,
who commanded the largest army and was the designated heir.

The decisive battles were fought at Samugarh (May 1658) and Khajwa.
Aurangzeb's superior generalship and his ability to secure the loyalty of key
nobles ensured his victory. Dara Shikoh was captured, paraded through the
streets of Delhi in a humiliating fashion, and later executed on charges of
heresy. Shah Jahan was placed under house arrest in the Agra Fort, where he
spent his last eight years gazing at the Taj Mahal, the tomb of his beloved
wife. Aurangzeb eliminated his other brothers, Murad Baksh and Shah Shuja,
consolidating his power with a cold, calculated precision that would
characterize his entire reign.

Consolidation of Power and Early
Reforms

After ascending the throne in 1658, Emperor Aurangzeb adopted the title
Alamgir, meaning "Conqueror of the World." His early reign focused on
stabilizing the empire and imposing a more orthodox Islamic order on the
Mughal state. He reversed many of the liberal policies of his predecessors,

particularly those of his great-grandfather Akbar. The practice of Jizya, a tax
on non-Muslim subjects, was reimposed in 1679. This decision, along with
other policies seen as discriminatory, alienated many Hindu nobles and
subjects. He also cracked down on what he considered un-Islamic practices,
such as the celebration of the Hindu festival of Holi at the court and the
construction of new Hindu temples. However, it is crucial to note that his
motivations were complex. He was not simply a bigot; he was a devout
Muslim who believed in ruling according to his interpretation of Sharia law.

Administrative and Military Acumen

Aurangzeb was a tireless administrator. He personally handled a vast volume
of petitions and state documents, ensuring that the imperial machinery
functioned efficiently. He expanded the empire to its greatest territorial extent,
encompassing almost the entire Indian subcontinent from the Hindu Kush in
the north to the Deccan Plateau in the south. His military campaigns were
relentless. He spent the last 25 years of his life in the Deccan, personally
leading campaigns to annex the sultanates of Bijapur and Golconda. This
relentless expansion, however, came at a tremendous cost. The treasury was
drained, the army was stretched thin, and the Mughal administration was
forced to rely on local Maratha leaders who would eventually become
formidable enemies.

The Maratha Challenge: Aurangzeb's
Enduring War

The single most significant challenge of Aurangzeb's life as Mughal
emperor was his conflict with the Marathas, led by the legendary
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj. Shivaji, a brilliant guerrilla tactician, carved
out an independent Maratha kingdom from the heart of the Mughal Deccan.
Aurangzeb, unable to tolerate this challenge to his authority, launched a
massive military campaign to subdue the Marathas. After Shivaji's death in
1680, the Maratha resistance was carried forward by his son Sambhaji and,
later, by his grandson Shahu and the formidable Peshwas.

The war against the Marathas became a quagmire for the Mughal Empire.
Aurangzeb could never achieve a decisive victory. The Marathas, using their
knowledge of the rugged terrain and their hit-and-run tactics, kept the Mughal
armies perpetually engaged. This prolonged war drained the Mughal treasury,
weakened the military, and exposed the limitations of the empire's centralized
military structure. It is often said that the seeds of the Mughal Empire's
decline were sown in the hills of the Western Ghats during Aurangzeb's
relentless, unsuccessful campaign against the Marathas.

The Deccan Campaigns and the Siege of
Golconda

A significant chapter in the biography of Aurangzeb Mughal Emperor is
his conquest of the Deccan Sultanates. The siege of Golconda in 1687 is a
particularly telling episode. The fort was considered impregnable, with
massive granite walls and sophisticated defenses. The Mughal army besieged
it for eight months. The defenders, led by the Qutb Shahi dynasty, resisted
fiercely. The siege was eventually broken not by force of arms but through
bribery and betrayal. A Mughal officer, through bribery, managed to open the
gates. This victory, while expanding the empire, also demonstrated a reliance
on treachery and immense financial expenditure. The annexation of Bijapur
and Golconda brought immense wealth to the Mughal treasury in the short
term, but it also exposed the empire to the direct threat of the Marathas, who
were now operating deep inside Mughal territory.

Religious Policies and Their
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Consequences

No discussion of Aurangzeb's rule is complete without a frank examination
of his religious policies. While he was personally a pious and austere Muslim,
his policies had profound and often negative consequences for the empire's
social fabric. The reimposition of the Jizya tax, the destruction of some Hindu
temples, and the dismissal of many Hindu officials from high posts created
deep resentment. It is important to note that the narrative is not entirely one-
sided. Aurangzeb did, at times, grant land grants to Hindu temples and
employed a significant number of Hindus in his administration. However, the
general trend of his reign was toward a more exclusive, Islamic identity for
the state.

This created a fundamental rupture from the more pluralistic policies of
Akbar. While Akbar had sought to unite his diverse empire through a policy
of Sulh-i-Kul (universal peace), Aurangzeb's approach unintentionally sowed
the seeds of communal division. His policies alienated the Rajputs, who had
been loyal allies of the Mughals for generations, and gave the Marathas a
powerful ideological rallying cry of defending Hinduism against a tyrannical
empire. The long-term social and political consequences of these policies

continue to resonate in modern Indian politics.

In stark contrast to his predecessors, who were prolific builders of grand
monuments, Aurangzeb was not a patron of architecture. He was an austere
man who considered the construction of grand tombs and palaces a waste of
resources. He famously built the Badshahi Masjid in Lahore, which remains
one of the largest and most beautiful mosques in the world, a testament to his
religious devotion rather than personal vanity. He also built the small,
unassuming Moti Masjid (Pearl Mosque) within the Red Fort in Delhi.

However, his lack of patronage for the arts and architecture is not a sign of
cultural decline. Literature, particularly Persian and Urdu poetry, flourished
during his reign. The compilation of the Fatwa-e-Alamgiri, a comprehensive
legal code based on Islamic jurisprudence, was one of his most significant
intellectual contributions. This code became the basis for Islamic law in South
Asia for centuries. While the Mughal court under Aurangzeb might have
lacked the glitter and glamour of Shah Jahan's era, it was marked by a
seriousness of purpose and a focus on legal and theological scholarship.

Historians often describe Aurangzeb as a tragic figure, trapped by his own

ambition and piety. He was a man of simple tastes. He personally copied the
Quran, made caps and prayer mats to earn a modest income for himself, and
lived a life of extreme frugality. He did not drink alcohol or indulge in music
at his court. He was a devoted father in his own way, though his relationships
with his sons were often fraught with tension and rebellion, mirroring his own
actions against his father Shah Jahan. His personal piety coexisted with a
ruthless political pragmatism. He was capable of ordering the execution of his
own brother and imprisoning his father, all while maintaining a deep sense of
personal religious devotion. This duality is what makes the biography of
Aurangzeb Mughal Emperor so fascinating and complex.

Aurangzeb died on March 3, 1707, at the age of 88, in his camp at
Ahmednagar in the Deccan, still relentlessly pursuing the Maratha rebellion.
His death marked the effective end of the Mughal Empire as a centralized,
powerful state. He made a simple request for his burial: a small, open-air
grave in the courtyard of the shrine of the Sufi saint Khwaja Zainuddin in
Khuldabad, near Aurangabad. He wanted no grand mausoleum, no domed
structure. The proceeds from the sale of the caps he had sewn and copies of
the Quran he had made were used to pay for his funeral expenses. The grave
is a simple, unadorned slab, a stark contrast to the Taj Mahal built by his
father. It is a fitting monument to a man who valued piety over pomp, yet
whose actions undeniably weakened the empire he had so tirelessly expanded.

In the years immediately following his death, the empire fragmented. The
Marathas rose to dominance, the British began to establish their foothold, and
the Mughal emperors who succeeded Aurangzeb were mere figureheads,
ruling over a rapidly shrinking territory. The decline was not instantaneous,
but the foundations had been fatally weakened by the wars of the Deccan and
the alienation of key social groups.

The biography of Aurangzeb Mughal Emperor is a story of immense
ambition, ruthless determination, and profound contradictions. He was a
brilliant military strategist and a capable administrator who expanded his
empire to its greatest size. He was also a deeply pious man whose religious
policies alienated the very subjects he sought to rule. He was a loving son who
imprisoned his own father and a devoted father whose sons rebelled against
him. His legacy is not a simple one. He is reviled by some as a bigoted tyrant
and admired by others as a defender of the faith.

What is undeniable is his



