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The Biography of Aurangzeb: Mughal Emperor of
Contradictions

Want to delve into the life of one of India's most controversial rulers? This comprehensive biography
of Aurangzeb, the Mughal emperor, unravels the complexities of his reign, exploring his religious zeal,
military prowess, and ultimately, his lasting legacy - a legacy that continues to spark debate
centuries later. We'll navigate his rise to power, his policies, and their profound impact on the Mughal
empire and the subcontinent. Prepare for a journey through a life marked by both extraordinary
achievements and undeniable brutality.

Aurangzeb's Early Life and Rise to Power (1618-1658)

Aurangzeb, born in 1618, was the third son of the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan. His upbringing was
steeped in both religious devotion and political maneuvering. Unlike his flamboyant older brothers,
Aurangzeb cultivated an image of piety and austerity, cleverly using his religious convictions to
garner support amongst the populace and within the court. This calculated piety, however, often
masked ruthless ambition. His early career involved significant military campaigns, showcasing his
strategic abilities and solidifying his reputation as a capable commander. He cleverly played political
games, skillfully navigating the complex power dynamics within the Mughal family. The death of his
brothers and the eventual illness of Shah Jahan paved the way for Aurangzeb's ascendance to the
throne in 1658, after a bitter succession struggle.

Reign of Aurangzeb: Consolidating Power and Religious
Policies (1658-1707)

Aurangzeb’s reign witnessed both expansion and contraction of the Mughal empire. He successfully

suppressed rebellions, consolidating his power and extending the empire's reach. However, his most
defining characteristic was his unwavering commitment to a strict interpretation of Sunni Islam. This
manifested in several controversial policies:

Religious Policies and Their Impact:

Destruction of Temples: Aurangzeb’s policy of demolishing temples and imposing jizya (a tax on non-
Muslims) alienated significant segments of his population, particularly Hindus and other religious
minorities. While he justified these actions as promoting religious purity, they fueled widespread
resentment and rebellion, contributing to the weakening of the empire's foundations.

Religious Tolerance (or the Lack Thereof): While often portrayed as a religiously intolerant ruler, a
nuanced view reveals a more complex reality. Aurangzeb did show some tolerance towards certain
religious groups at times. However, his overall actions demonstrated a clear bias towards Sunni Islam,
severely impacting religious harmony within the empire.

Patronage of Islamic Scholars: Aurangzeb actively patronized Islamic scholarship and learning,
fostering the development of religious institutions and the dissemination of Sunni Islamic thought.



This aspect of his reign significantly shaped the intellectual landscape of the Mughal empire.
Aurangzeb's Military Campaigns and Expansion:

Aurangzeb’s military campaigns were extensive and often successful, leading to further expansion of
the Mughal empire. He conquered several territories, demonstrating his strategic brilliance and the
effectiveness of his military forces. However, these military successes came at a steep cost, both in
terms of human lives and the depletion of the empire's resources. The constant warfare strained the
empire’s finances and contributed to growing unrest among the populace.

Key Military Victories and Consequences:

Deccan Wars: Aurangzeb's protracted campaigns in the Deccan region significantly drained the
empire's resources and manpower, ultimately weakening its overall strength.

Conquest of Bijapur and Golconda: These victories, while significant military achievements,
exacerbated the tensions within the empire and further alienated the local populations.

The Legacy of Aurangzeb: A Complex and Contentious
Narrative

Aurangzeb's legacy is profoundly complex and continues to fuel intense debate. He's remembered by
some as a devout Muslim who diligently enforced Islamic law, while others see him as a tyrant who
ruthlessly suppressed dissent and persecuted religious minorities. His reign represents a pivotal
moment in Mughal history, marking both a period of consolidation and a beginning of the empire's
gradual decline. His strict religious policies, coupled with costly military campaigns, ultimately
weakened the empire's foundations, setting the stage for future instability and eventual collapse. His
story serves as a reminder of the complexities of power, the enduring impact of religious policy, and
the ever-present tension between religious zeal and political pragmatism.

Conclusion:

The biography of Aurangzeb offers a fascinating, if often troubling, glimpse into a pivotal period in
Indian history. His life, marked by ambition, religious devotion, and military prowess, shaped the
course of the Mughal empire and left an indelible mark on the subcontinent. Understanding
Aurangzeb requires a careful examination of his actions within the historical context, acknowledging
both his achievements and his failures to build a complete and nuanced picture.

FAQs

1. What was Aurangzeb's relationship with his father, Shah Jahan? Their relationship was complex
and fraught with tension. Aurangzeb's ambition and his father's favoritism towards other sons
led to considerable rivalry and ultimately, a struggle for the throne.



1. Did Aurangzeb promote any positive social reforms? While his religious policies were largely
controversial, Aurangzeb did implement some administrative reforms aimed at improving
governance and efficiency within the empire. However, these were overshadowed by the
negative impacts of his religious policies.

1. How did Aurangzeb's reign contribute to the decline of the Mughal Empire? His costly wars,
strict religious policies that alienated large segments of the population, and the overall strain on
the empire’s resources all significantly contributed to its weakening and eventual decline.

1. What are some primary historical sources used to study Aurangzeb's life and reign? Aurangzeb's
own letters and official documents, along with contemporary chronicles and accounts from
various sources (both within and outside the Mughal court), provide crucial information.

1. How is Aurangzeb viewed in contemporary India? His legacy remains highly controversial in
modern India. While some admire his administrative skills and religious devotion, many criticize
his religious intolerance and the negative impact of his policies on religious harmony. His image
is far from uniform and continues to spark debate.
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