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Akbar’s India 
 

 
POSSIBLE ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

• What perspective did Akbar 
have on religions of India? What 
perspectives did others have on 
the way in which Akbar ruled his 
empire? 

• What impact did Akbar’s 
approach have on the Mughal 
Empire? 

• How did Akbar manage to rule 
peacefully over such a diverse 
empire? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BACKGROUND 
A’bul-Fath Jalal ud-din Muhammed Akbar (1542-1605), 
commonly known as Akbar or Akbar the Great is one of 
the two great historical leaders of India and is often 
considered one of the greatest leaders the world has 
ever seen. He ruled the Mughal Empire from 1556-1605. 
While he was an exceptional military commander and 
vastly increased the size of the empire in his early reign, 
his greatness is attributed to the way that he chose to 
oversee the empire and deal with the challenges of 
ruling a culturally diverse empire; the Mughals were 
Muslim and most of the people they ruled were Hindu. 
 
Akbar gained control of the empire at the age of 13. With 
the help of Bairam Khan, Akbar consolidated his rule 
and spent the next 30 years working to expand his 
empire. Along with his military gains, Akbar also used 
diplomacy. Even as he was engaged in warfare to 
expand his empire, Akbar was greatly concerned with 
the question of how to maintain it.  He put into place a 
rational system of administration. He also put into place 
a set of policies meant to incorporate the Hindu majority 
into the empire. Akbar abolished jizya, a tax on non-
Muslims. He brought Hindu advisors and administrators 
into his administration, and most regional governors did 
as well.  
 
Despite not being able to read, Akbar was very interested 
in philosophy and religion. At Fatehpur Sikri, the capital 
he built, he invited scholars and holy men from the many 
religious traditions of India to debate and talk. As he 
learned more, he became frustrated with how bigoted 
and inflexible many of the religions were. Towards the 
end of his life created his own religion Din-I Ilahi, which 
was an attempt to combine the best of the religions of 
India and bring together his subjects. It was an attempt 
to build tolerance in the empire, but it never gained 
traction outside of the Mughal Court.  
 
While Akbar’s religious acceptance made him popular 
with some, it triggered a strong reaction among the 
orthodox scholars in his court. Some scholars have 
argued that the religious intolerance of Aurangzeb, who 
ruled after Akbar from 1658-1707, was part of that 
backlash against Akbar. This case study looks at 
resources that provide both an overview of the Mughal 
Empire and a deeper look at Akbar and his religious and 
cultural tolerance.  
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RESOURCES 
 
Articles 

• Mughal Empire (1500s,1600s) 
(BBC) 

• Multicultural Akbar (The 
Economist) 

•  Religious and Cultural 
Interactions in Mughal India 
(South Asian Arts) 

• Jesuit Mission at the Court of 
Mughal Emperor (The 
Telegraph) 

• The Art of the Mughals before 
1600 (The Met) 

• Read: Mughal Empire (Khan 
Academy)  

• Finding Tolerance in Akbar, 
the Philosopher-King 
(Huffington Post) 

• Religion at Akbar’s Court 
(Columbia)  

 
Audio 

• Incarnations: India in 50 Lives 
(BBC) 

 
Images 

• The Mughal Empire Project 
(The Mughal Empire Project 
Weebly) 

• The Mughal Empire 1605 from 
the Historical Atlas of South 
Asia by Schwatzberg 
(University of Chicago) 

• World Heritage Sites - 
Fatehpur Sikri (Archaeological 
Survey of India) 

• Fatehpur Sikri (UNESCO)  
• Rai Surjan Hada Making 

Submission to Akbar (Victoria 
and Albert Museum) 

• Akbar (Victoria and Albert 
Museum) 

• Battle of Sarnal in Gujarat (Victoria and Albert 
Museum) 

• Badhur Khan (Victoria and Albert Museum) 
 
Websites 

• Explore the Mughal period at the British 
Museum (The British Museum) 

• The Meeting of Two Oceans (PBS) 
• Indian Religions (UCLA) 
• Chapter 12 - Akbar’s Religious Views, as 

Described by Baudani (Ibiblio) 
• Akbar’s Dream (Columbia)  

 
Videos 

• Akbar founds Fatehpur Sikri as his capital 
(PBS) 

• Akbar the Great Mughal Emperor – History 
India (Mocomi Kids) 

• Akbar, The Great (Part 1) – Mughal Emperor – 
Animated Full Movie – Stories for Kids 
(Geethanjali - Cartoons for Kids)  

• Akbar, The Great (Part 2) – Mughal Emperor – 
Animated Full Movie – Stories for Kids 
(Geethanjali - Cartoons for Kids) 

 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/islam/history/mughalempire_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/islam/history/mughalempire_1.shtml
http://www.economist.com/node/347080
http://www.economist.com/node/347080
https://southasianarts.blogspot.com/2010/04/religious-and-cultural-interactions-in.html
https://southasianarts.blogspot.com/2010/04/religious-and-cultural-interactions-in.html
https://southasianarts.blogspot.com/2010/04/religious-and-cultural-interactions-in.html
https://www.telegraphindia.com/west-bengal/calcutta/jesuit-mission-at-the-court-of-mughal-emperor/cid/1824645
https://www.telegraphindia.com/west-bengal/calcutta/jesuit-mission-at-the-court-of-mughal-emperor/cid/1824645
https://www.telegraphindia.com/west-bengal/calcutta/jesuit-mission-at-the-court-of-mughal-emperor/cid/1824645
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/mugh/hd_mugh.htm
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/mugh/hd_mugh.htm
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-1750/xcabef9ed3fc7da7b:unit-1-the-world-in-1750/xcabef9ed3fc7da7b:1-3-expanding-to-a-global-scale/a/read-mughal-empire-beta
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/whp-1750/xcabef9ed3fc7da7b:unit-1-the-world-in-1750/xcabef9ed3fc7da7b:1-3-expanding-to-a-global-scale/a/read-mughal-empire-beta
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/finding-tolerance-in-akba_b_3031746.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/finding-tolerance-in-akba_b_3031746.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/craig-considine/finding-tolerance-in-akba_b_3031746.html
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/ikram/part2_12.html
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00islamlinks/ikram/part2_12.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b05wq1fh
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b05wq1fh
http://themughalempireproject.weebly.com/culture-and-political-maps.html
http://themughalempireproject.weebly.com/culture-and-political-maps.html
http://themughalempireproject.weebly.com/culture-and-political-maps.html
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/reference/schwartzberg/pager.html?object=082
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/reference/schwartzberg/pager.html?object=082
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/reference/schwartzberg/pager.html?object=082
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/reference/schwartzberg/pager.html?object=082
http://asi.nic.in/asi_monu_whs_fatehpursikri.asp
http://asi.nic.in/asi_monu_whs_fatehpursikri.asp
http://asi.nic.in/asi_monu_whs_fatehpursikri.asp
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/255/gallery/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9608/rai-surjan-hada-making-submission-painting-mukund/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9608/rai-surjan-hada-making-submission-painting-mukund/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9608/rai-surjan-hada-making-submission-painting-mukund/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9441/akbar-painting-kesav-kalan/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9441/akbar-painting-kesav-kalan/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9461/battle-of-sarnal-in-gujarat-painting-lal/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9461/battle-of-sarnal-in-gujarat-painting-lal/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O9621/badhur-khan-painting-kesav-kalan/
http://www.mughalindia.co.uk/room.html
http://www.mughalindia.co.uk/room.html
http://www.pbs.org/thestoryofindia/timeline/5/
https://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/southasia/Religions/religions.html
http://www.ibiblio.org/britishraj/Jackson5/chapter12.html
http://www.ibiblio.org/britishraj/Jackson5/chapter12.html
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00generallinks/tennyson/akbarsdream.html
http://www.pbs.org/thestoryofindia/gallery/photos/15.html#fatehpur_sikri_video
http://www.pbs.org/thestoryofindia/gallery/photos/15.html#fatehpur_sikri_video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTcwboZ0NB4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTcwboZ0NB4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jozsxthJAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jozsxthJAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9jozsxthJAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y291yitmcqE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y291yitmcqE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y291yitmcqE

