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Introduction

The Muslim presence in the Indian subcontinent occurred in the 

context of a region of ancient civilizations, empires, religious 

traditions, languages and peoples. This was a world with a long 

history of exchange linked to Central Asia, Iran and the worlds of 

the Indian Ocean.

Muslim traders first arrived in Kerala in the south, where they 

settled, integrated and in time established themselves as part 

of a thriving fishing and trading community. In the north, the 

Muslim presence was first established by way of conquest. This 

quest for territory occupied many of the early advances of rival 

dynasties but was also accompanied by the spread and settle-

ment of Muslims migrating from Central Asia. The first Mughal 

ruler, Babur, established his authority in 1526. The dynasty ruled 

for over three hundred years and came to an end in 1858, when 

the last emperor, Bahadur Shah, was imprisoned and exiled by 

the British. At its peak in the eighteenth century, the Mughal 

Empire in the subcontinent extended from Kashmir to the north 

to Hyderabad in the south, Afghanistan to the west and Ben-

gal to the east. It reflected the full diversity of traditions and 

practice of the Islamic faith, in both urban and rural settings. 

Significant conversion of local peoples by Sufi teachers and 

others had taken place and a tradition of devotional literature 

and writings existed in a significant number of Indian languages. 

The use of Persian at court and the teaching of Arabic in institu-

tions of higher learning had attracted scholars and poets, whose 

writings became influential across the region. Moreover, this 

growing Muslim population coexisted and interacted with the 

established majority Hindu traditions, as well as Jainism, Zoroas-

trianism, Sikhism and other local observances.

While a great deal of scholarly attention has been paid to the 

nature and history of Muslim conquest, succession rivalries and 

| 1 | Moti Mosque, Red Fort complex, Agra, India, a late 19th-century view of the 

prayer hall. 

| 2 | Moti Mosque, Delhi, India, a late 19th-century image of the courtyard.
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conflicts, much less attention has been paid to the cultivation 

and growth of a parallel civil society and the enabling condi-

tions, particularly in Mughal society, that gave rise to a genuinely 

pluralistic world. This essay is concerned primarily with tracing 

those aspects and dimensions in Mughal society that gave rise 

to a cosmopolitan culture that embraced diverse facets of life 

and society. These included the promotion of trans-regional 

trade and commerce, the arts, architecture and cultural produc-

tion that rivalled any other society of the time and left a perman-

ent and visible mark on South Asian society.

The Enabling Context

Babur’s Memoirs1 set the tone for how the dynasty envisaged its 

role in creating an intellectual foundation and a visual aesthetic 

that integrated its vision of a past heritage within the landscape 

of its new environment. It believed that the ethic of responsibil-

ity inherent in its mandate as rulers encompassed, in addition to 

the obligation to bring peace and harmony to its subjects, a duty 

to enhance the environment, ornament the landscape, under-

take public works and promote learning. The translation of these 

ideals, under royal aegis, was the key to attracting artists, build-

ers, designers and engineers from neighbouring regions.

Moreover, the Mughals recruited and promoted Hindu 

soldiers and court officials in their army and administration. 

Departments related to state revenue and fiscal affairs were led 

by Hindu specialists. The Mughals built and sustained alliances 

with Hindu rulers to enable power and influence to be dispersed 

more broadly and inclusively.

Their collaborative efforts with local cultural and human 

resources helped pluralize the character of their rule and 
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projects. For instance, the second emperor, Humayun, expressed 

his love and commitment to art and learning by inviting artists, 

establishing institutions of learning and a library. His successor 

Akbar, though unschooled, carried the tradition further, filling 

his court with artists, poets and intellectuals from all communi-

ties. Moreover, Akbar married a Hindu princess, ended a tax 

levied traditionally on non-Muslim subjects and devised policies 

that extended certain rights to all his subjects. His long reign 

provided the opportunity to allow for a conscious development 

of the ideal of sovereignty in which diverse subjects felt a com-

mon allegiance to a just ruler and a harmonious state. They were 

influenced in this regard by works on ethics and governance, 

such as Nasir al-Din Tusi’s well-known philosophical treatise, 

Akhlaq-i Nasiri (The Nasirean Ethics),2 written in 1235, which 

had a crucial influence on their Timurid and Mongol ancestors. It 

taught a respect for diversity and values of justice and tolerance. 

Translated into practice, the judicious and statesman-like leader-

ship exercised by these early rulers, coupled with their invest-

ment and active patronage in the pursuit of cultural excellence, 

was pivotal in making architecture, art, literature and learning 

key constituent elements in the creation of a pluralistic society. 

While they cultivated religious scholars and respected the sharia, 

their rule was guided by pragmatism and inclusiveness, rather 

than solely by a traditionalist legal framework.

Expressions of Cultural Pluralism Under the Mughals

Accompanying Humayun to India after a period of forced exile 

were two Iranian artists. After his unexpected and premature 

death, his successor Akbar employed their services in a large 

atelier he had built to undertake a massive artistic representa-

tion of the famous Hamzanameh,3 the classic folktales about 

the travels and exploits of the Prophet Mohammed’s uncle, 

Hamza. The 1400-page masterpiece reflected the evolution and 

maturing of a distinctive Mughal style of painting. The combined 

talents of Iranian and local Indian artists led to a creative inte-

gration, marking an orientation that enhanced rather than dimin-

ished the sources of inspiration.

The Hamzanameh project was only the beginning of a long 

period of artistic endeavour that extended to the other fine 

and decorative arts, such as music, dance, textile and jewel-

lery design and in religious contexts, Qur’anic calligraphy and 

illumination.

The emperors built libraries to house their collections and 

other manuscripts. Akbar’s Imperial Library had a collection of 

24,000 volumes, systematically catalogued according to sub-

ject and language. Members of the royal family and the nobility 

also possessed their own collections. Contrary to stereotype, 

women of the court received an excellent education and often 

produced and sponsored works.

The patronage of writers extended to the commissioning of 

translations of works into Persian, including Hindu classics, 

like the Mahabharata, the Ramayana and the Atharva Veda. 

This encouragement of languages spurred an exchange of 

know ledge, empathy and respect for one another’s traditions 

and literary heritage, and produced a conducive environment 

for attracting writers. It further stimulated a vigorous literary 

culture of new writings in several languages, giving impetus to 

the flower ing of Hindi and Urdu literature.

| 3 | Jama Mosque, Delhi, India, a late 19th-century exterior view.

| 4 | Lal Qil’a, Delhi, India, a 19th-century image of the Delhi Gate at the Red Fort.
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Among the most visible representations of the Mughal legacy 

are its cities, monuments and gardens. Though initially inspired 

by Central Asian and Iranian models, Mughal architecture and 

design responded vigorously to the socio-ecological world in 

which they lived. The pluralist spirit that marked other cultural 

expressions carried over to Mughal buildings. The heterogeneity 

and cultural framing derived from the immediate environment 

resonates in many of these structures.

The finest surviving examples, such as Humayun’s Tomb-

Garden in Delhi, the Taj Mahal in Agra or the Shalimar Gardens 

in Lahore and Kashmir, remain enduring expressions of universal 

and shared values about the role and relationship of nature to 

human beings. They also evoke ethical and spiritual notions of 

beauty and its presence in the design of the built environment, 

and are a reminder of the responsibility of stewardship while on 

earth. The combined effect of these monuments and gardens 

has continued to fascinate and attract people from all walks of 

life and backgrounds, across the centuries.

Bridging and Connecting Faith Traditions

Mughal society was multi-religious. Though Muslim teaching 

and historical tradition included respect for the Ahl al-Kitab 

(People of the Book), generally Jews and Christians, the encoun-

ter with Hinduism was more ambivalent. The policies and atti-

tudes of Mughal rulers like Akbar led to greater acceptance and 

interaction. A critical role in this mutual exchange was played 

by the Sufi and other esoteric traditions of Islam. Their uni-

versalist and pluralist outlook and openness to learning about 

Hindu philosophy and mystical teachings allowed for a sharing 

of common spiritual understandings and the development of 

devotional traditions in several Indian languages. This vast oral 

and written literature employed a shared conceptual vocabulary 

and reached beyond the narrow doctrinal interpretations of faith 

to engage a large segment of both Muslims and Hindus in their 

respective cultural idioms.

The Mughal ruler Akbar is probably best known for his con-

scious and public attempt to promote exchanges and dialogue 

between all the religions of the empire. He made it a practice 

to host in his palaces regular discussions with religious leaders 

and scholars of all faiths, who, while engaging in debate and 

defence of their beliefs, also sought to promote mutual under-

standing, reconcile views and build common ground. In Akbar’s 

time, such discussions also included Jesuit missionaries from 

Portugal. Commenting on the promotion of such religious plur-

alism, a study notes: “In the history of Muslim-Christian relations, 

few encounters were as tolerant or as culturally rewarding.”4

Akbar’s great-grandson Dara Shikoh built on this tradition by 

translating the Hindu Upanishads into Persian and wrote a book 

entitled Majma’ al-Bahrayn (The Mingling of the Two Oceans),5 

seeking to show commonalities and affiliations between Hindu 

and Muslim spiritual ideals. This accepting spirit was upset 

during the reign of Aurangzeb, who defeated Dara Shikoh, his 

brother and rival to the throne, in battle and subsequently had 

him killed. Aurangzeb reversed many previous Mughal policies 

and instituted what he perceived to be a more rigorous Muslim 

form of governance. His actions hindered the momentum of the 

pluralistic vision of his predecessors but could not undermine 

the rich and diverse expressions of the Indo-Muslim civilization 

and its embrace of many ethnicities and religions.

Conclusion

The new generations of Muslims in Mughal society included the 

descendants of Central Asian, Iranian and Arab migrants, and 

local populations from all parts of India who had adopted the 

new faith. The interaction of all these cultural strands found 

expression in Indian languages, as well as Persian and Arabic. 

Hindu epics in Sanskrit had been translated into Persian and 
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poetry was composed in several Indian languages, widening 

outlooks, creating empathetic knowledge and encouraging 

greater mutual understanding. The participation of Hindus in the 

administration of the state, the expansion of international trade 

and the development of new technologies and practices of agri-

cultural production had forged a strong mercantile and entre-

preneurial culture, which constituted the backbone of the econ-

omy benefitting rural and urban populations alike. Encroaching 

European interests, while driven by expansionist aims, brought 

new cultural influences that the Mughals often admired and 

imitated. Even as the long period of Mughal rule was coming to 

an end, a new, distinctive and cosmopolitan Indo-Muslim soci-

ety had already taken shape, forged out of a shared heritage of 

Muslim cultural influences and the indigenous traditions of the 

subcontinent. This pluralistic legacy remains to our day, a sig-

nificant feature of South Asian society and daily life.
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| 5 | Preceding pages: the Wazir Khan Mosque and market in the Walled City 

 of Lahore, Pakistan.

| 6 | Nizammudin Basti, Delhi, India, a 19th-century photograph of 

Nizammudin Dargah.

| 7 | Nizammudin Basti, Delhi, India, a recent image of Nizammudin Dargah.
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