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ABSTRACT

This research paper explores how Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan, helped bring people of different religions and backgrounds together
in medieval India. The main goal of this study is to understand how Dara Shikoh’s ideas and actions supported cultural unity and social equality at a time when
society was divided by religion and class. To do this, the paper looks closely at Dara Shikoh’s writings, especially his translation of Hindu texts like the Upanishads
into Persian, and his efforts to encourage open conversations between Hindus and Muslims. The research uses a mix of reading Dara Shikoh’s own works, studying
what other historians have written about him, and comparing his approach to other leaders of his time. The findings show that Dara Shikoh’s work made it easier
for people of different faiths to understand each other, and his ideas about respect and kindness are still important for building a peaceful society today. This study
is important because it reminds us that dialogue, empathy, and learning from each other can help overcome divisions and create a more united and fair community.
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1. Introduction

Medieval India was a vibrant mosaic of diverse religions, cultures, languages, and social traditions. This diversity enriched the subcontinent’s cultural
and intellectual life but also often led to tensions and divisions, especially along religious and social lines. The Mughal Empire, which ruled large parts
of India from the early 16th to the mid-18th century, played a crucial role in shaping the political, cultural, and religious landscape of the time. Within
this empire, Dara Shikoh, the eldest son and chosen heir of Emperor Shah Jahan, emerged as a remarkable figure who sought to bridge the gaps between
communities and promote harmony in a period marked by growing religious orthodoxy and social stratification.

Dara Shikoh’s life and work reflect a deep commitment to understanding and uniting India’s diverse spiritual traditions. Unlike many rulers who
maintained political control through force or division, Dara believed that the spiritual truths found in Hinduism and Islam were fundamentally connected.
His conviction led him to translate key Hindu scriptures, such as the Upanishads, into Persian—the language of the Mughal court and Islamic
scholarship—making these ancient texts accessible to Muslim intellectuals. Through this work, Dara aimed to foster mutual respect and dialogue between
Hindus and Muslims, challenging the widespread misconceptions and prejudices that separated the communities.

His most famous philosophical work, Majma-ul-Bahrain (“The Mingling of Two Oceans”), is a pioneering attempt to compare and harmonize Sufi
Islamic mysticism with Hindu Vedantic thought. Dara’s approach was not simply academic; it was deeply spiritual and practical. He invited scholars,
muystics, poets, and thinkers from different religious backgrounds to his court, encouraging open conversations and collaborative learning. This created a
unique cultural space where ideas could be exchanged freely, and religious differences could be seen as complementary rather than conflicting.

However, Dara Shikoh’s inclusive vision was met with resistance from conservative factions within the Mughal court, particularly from his younger
brother Aurangzeb, who favored a more orthodox and rigid interpretation of Islam. The struggle for succession after Shah Jahan’s illness led to Dara’s
defeat and execution in 1659, marking a shift in Mughal policy towards greater religious exclusivism. Despite this tragic outcome, Dara’s legacy survived
in the syncretic cultural traditions of India, influencing later movements that emphasized religious tolerance and social equality.

This research paper aims to provide a comprehensive study of Dara Shikoh’s contributions to cultural unity and social equality in medieval India. By
analyzing his writings, translations, and efforts at fostering interfaith dialogue, the paper seeks to understand how Dara’s vision challenged the divisions
of his time and laid the groundwork for a more inclusive society. The study also highlights the relevance of Dara Shikoh’s ideas in today’s world, where
religious and cultural differences continue to pose challenges to social harmony.

In exploring Dara Shikoh’s life and work, this paper underscores the timeless importance of empathy, dialogue, and respect in building bridges across
diverse communities. His example offers valuable lessons for contemporary societies striving to overcome polarization and embrace the strength found
in unity amid diversity.
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2. Literature Review

The study of Dara Shikoh’s contributions to cultural unity and social equality has a long and varied history, with scholars from India and around the
world offering different perspectives over time. Early historical accounts, such as those by Jadunath Sarkar (1912) and R.C. Majumdar (1951), focused
on the political and religious context of the Mughal Empire, highlighting Dara’s rivalry with Aurangzeb and his defeat as a turning point in Indian history.
S.A.A. Rizvi (1978) and K.S. Lal (1980) further explored the religious atmosphere of the Mughal court, describing Dara as a rare voice for tolerance
and dialogue.

Louis Massignon (1922) was among the first Western scholars to recognize Dara’s efforts to bridge Sufi Islam and Hindu philosophy, especially through
his work Majma-ul-Bahrain Annemarie Schimmel (1975) and Yohanan Friedmann (1971) expanded on these ideas, emphasizing Dara’s role in the
development of Indo-Islamic mysticism. Irfan Habib (1982) and Satish Chandra (1993) analyzed the social and economic structures of Mughal India,
noting how Dara’s inclusive outlook contrasted with the growing orthodoxy of his time.

In the 1990s, scholars like Muzaffar Alam (1996) and Richard Eaton (1993) began to re-examine Dara’s philosophical writings and translations, arguing
that his efforts were not just personal but also part of a broader movement for religious pluralism. Audrey Truschke (2017) brought new attention to
Dara’s translations of the Upanishads and the Gita, showing how these works made Hindu philosophy accessible to Persian-speaking Muslims and even
influenced European thinkers when the translations reached the West. Carl Ernst (2003) and Bruce Lawrence (2002) highlighted Dara’s role in
promoting interfaith dialogue and understanding, while William Dalrymple (2008) popularized Dara’s story for a wider audience, portraying him as a
symbol of lost tolerance.

Recent Indian scholars have continued to build on this foundation. Bilal Ahmad Sheikh (2020) and 1. Sandhya Jyosthna (2024) have focused on Dara’s
legacy as a champion of multiculturalism and spiritual unity, emphasizing his belief in the common roots of all religions. Newer research from journals
like IJCRT (2023), Kuey.net (2024), and Academia.edu (2025) has examined Dara’s translation methods, his relationships with Hindu scholars, and
the impact of his work on later generations. Studies by Syed Athar Abbas Rizvi (2019), Shireen Moosvi (2021), and Harbans Mukhia (2022) have
highlighted the importance of Dara’s open-mindedness and his efforts to create spaces for dialogue and learning.

Other scholars, such as Catherine Asher (2015), have discussed the artistic and cultural achievements of Dara’s court, while G.N. Sharma (2018) and
S.M. Ikram (2017) have explored his influence on literature and philosophy. Online resources, including Wikipedia and Indian Culture portals, provide
accessible summaries that reflect the growing public interest in Dara’s life and contributions.

Overall, the literature shows a clear progression: from early political histories that saw Dara mainly as a failed heir, to more recent studies that recognize
his deep and lasting impact on India’s religious and cultural landscape. Today, Dara Shikoh is widely acknowledged as a pioneer of interfaith
understanding and a key figure in the history of cultural unity and social equality in India. His legacy is seen as especially relevant in a world still
struggling with questions of religious and cultural diversity.

3. Objective of the Study

e  To study Dara Shikoh’s efforts for cultural unity in medieval India.
e  Toexamine his role in promoting social equality.
e  Toanalyze his translations and interfaith dialogues.

e  To assess the relevance of his ideas today.

4. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach based primarily on secondary data to examine Dara Shikoh's contributions to cultural unity and social
equality in medieval India. The methodology combines historical analysis, textual interpretation, and comparative study to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the subject.

The methodology involves several key approaches:

1. Systematic review and analysis of secondary literature to identify key themes and patterns in scholarly interpretations of Dara Shikoh's contributions.
2. Historical contextualization of Dara Shikoh's work within the broader religious and political landscape of the Mughal Empire.

3. Comparative analysis of Dara's approach to religious pluralism with other historical models of managing diversity in the Indian subcontinent.

4. Critical evaluation of different scholarly perspectives on Dara Shikoh's legacy and its significance for understanding cultural unity and social equality
in medieval India.



International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 6, Issue 7, pp 3262-3266 July 2025 3264

This secondary data-based approach allows for a nuanced understanding of how Dara Shikoh's intellectual pursuits and personal convictions contributed
to cultural unity and social equality in medieval India, despite the challenges he faced from orthodox religious authorities.

5. Discussion

e  Dara Shikoh's Vision of Cultural Unity

Dara Shikoh's approach to cultural unity was rooted in his profound belief in the essential unity of religious truths across different traditions. As the eldest
son of Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan, he used his position to foster understanding between Hindu and Muslim communities during a time when religious
divisions were common. His vision was shaped by his deep engagement with both Hindu and Sufi philosophies, which led him to recognize the underlying
similarities between these seemingly different religious traditions.

At the core of Dara's philosophy was the concept that different religions were simply various paths to the same divine truth. In his seminal work "Majma-
ul-Bahrain" (The Mingling of Two Oceans), completed in 1065 A.H. (1655 CE), he explicitly argued for the unity of God and the underlying oneness of
all religions.This work compared Islamic Sufi concepts with Hindu mysticism and concluded that they were essentially identical. Through this
philosophical framework, Dara provided an intellectual foundation for peaceful coexistence and mutual respect between communities.

What made Dara Shikoh's approach revolutionary was his active engagement with Hindu texts and scholars, rather than merely tolerating Hindu subjects
as previous Muslim rulers had done. He assembled teams of Hindu pandits and Muslim scholars who worked collaboratively on translation projects,
creating a model of intellectual cooperation that embodied his vision of cultural unity.His court became a vibrant center for intellectual exchange where
scholars from diverse religious backgrounds could engage in respectful discussion.

e  Contributions Through Translation and Scholarship

Dara Shikoh's most significant contribution to cultural unity was his extensive translation work, which made Hindu philosophical concepts accessible to
Persian-speaking audiences. By gaining proficiency in Sanskrit, he sought to bridge the perceived divide between faiths, emphasizing their underlying
unity. His translations included major works such as:

1)  The Upanishads, which he titled "Sirr-i-Akbar" (The Great Secret), completed in 1067 A.H. (1657 CE)

2)  The Bhagavad Gita (1067 A.H.)

3) The Yoga Vasishtha, written at his instance (1067 A.H.)

4)  Records of his dialogues with the Hindu mystic Baba Lal Das in "Mukalama'-i-Baba Lal wa Dara Shikoh" (1062 A.H.)

In the preface to his translation of the Upanishads, Dara boldly argued that they were "an ancient work which are the fountainhead of the ocean of
monotheism".This statement directly challenged the view that Hindu traditions were polytheistic or idolatrous, offering instead a perspective that
recognized the monotheistic elements within Hindu philosophy.

Dara's translation methodology was sophisticated and respectful. He sought to capture not just the literal meaning of Sanskrit terms but their deeper
philosophical significance, creating a shared conceptual vocabulary that facilitated genuine dialogue between traditions. His work went beyond mere
linguistic conversion to include careful interpretation and contextual explanation.

e  Sufism as a Bridge Between Traditions

A central element of Dara Shikoh's quest for religious unity was his devotion to Sufism, an Islamic mysticism that emphasizes inner spiritual
experience[3]. He saw Sufism as a natural bridge to connect Islam with Hinduism, highlighting shared mystical experiences and values across both
traditions. As an initiate of the Qadiri Sufi order, Dara promoted a form of Islamic spirituality that emphasized inner experience over external conformity.

His engagement with Sufism and Hinduism was more than just an intellectual exercise; it was an intrinsic part of his spiritual journey towards
understanding the divine. This blend of beliefs and practices culminated in a unique syncretic culture within his court, where saints, scholars, and mystics
from varied backgrounds were welcomed. Through these efforts, Dara Shikoh infused the spirit of liberalism into medieval Indian life and expanded the
horizons of the Indian mind.

. Opposition and Historical Impact

Despite his noble intentions, Dara Shikoh's vision faced significant opposition from orthodox religious authorities within the Mughal court. His younger
brother Aurangzeb, who favored a more orthodox and rigid interpretation of Islam, became his chief rival. Their contrasting visions for the empire came
to a head in the war of succession following Shah Jahan's illness.

The competition for succession was a defining moment in Dara Shikoh's life. While he advocated for a more inclusive approach towards different religions
and cultures, Aurangzeb favored a return to orthodox Islamic rule. Their rivalry reached its climax when Aurangzeb defeated Dara in the battle of
Samugarh in 1658. Following his defeat, Dara was captured, subjected to a mock trial, and eventually executed in 1659.
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Dara Shikoh's death marked the end of a liberal and inclusive chapter in the Mughal Empire's history. Aurangzeb's ascent to power signified not just a
political shift but also a considerable alteration in the socio-cultural fabric of the empire. Dara's vision of blending different religions was replaced by a
stricter interpretation of Islamic laws. This shift had profound implications for Hindu-Muslim relations and the cultural trajectory of India.

. Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

Despite his tragic end, Dara Shikoh's legacy as a champion of cultural unity and religious pluralism endures. His works and his pursuit of spiritual and
cultural unity have left an indelible mark, making him a figure of interest and respect across different communities. His approach to religious diversity
laid the groundwork for what is now known as Ganga-Jamuni tehzeeb, a syncretic culture that blends Hindu and Islamic traditions.

Throughout his life, Dara Shikoh worked for unity and communal harmony among the Muslim and Hindu communities of India. His belief in the essential
unity of religious truths fostered interfaith understanding that continues to resonate in contemporary discussions on religious harmony and cultural
diversity. In today's world of religious polarization, Dara's message of unity in diversity remains particularly relevant.

Dara Shikoh's legacy offers valuable lessons for addressing modern challenges of religious polarization and cultural division. His emphasis on finding
common ground between different traditions, his respect for diverse perspectives, and his commitment to dialogue provide a model for promoting harmony
in diverse societies. By recovering and reinterpreting this aspect of India's past, we can find inspiration for addressing present challenges and building a
future where diversity enriches rather than divides our shared cultural landscape.

6. Conclusion

Dara Shikoh's contributions to cultural unity and social equality in medieval India represent a remarkable chapter in the subcontinent's history. As this
research has shown, his vision transcended the religious divisions of his time, offering a model of engagement across difference that remains relevant in
our contemporary world of cultural polarization and religious conflict.

Dara's approach to cultural unity was distinguished by its depth and authenticity. Rather than advocating mere tolerance or political accommodation, he
immersed himself in the study of Hindu philosophy, seeking to understand it on its own terms while identifying genuine parallels with Islamic mysticism.
His conviction that different religions were simply various paths to the same divine truth provided an intellectual foundation for peaceful coexistence and
mutual respect between communities.

His translation projects, particularly his rendering of the Upanishads into Persian as "Sirr-i-Akbar" (The Great Secret), stand as monumental achievements
in cross-cultural communication. By making Hindu philosophical concepts accessible to Persian-speaking audiences, he created possibilities for
intellectual exchange that transcended linguistic and religious boundaries. His bold assertion that the Upanishads were "“the fountainhead of the ocean of
monotheism" directly challenged prevailing views that Hindu traditions were polytheistic or idolatrous.

Dara Shikoh's syncretic vision was grounded in his belief in Tawhid (Oneness of God) and his view that all religions connect to the same divine source.
As a follower of Sufi mysticism and the Qadiri order, he saw Sufism as a natural bridge between Islam and Hinduism, highlighting shared mystical
experiences and values across both traditions. His court became a vibrant center for intellectual exchange where scholars from diverse religious
backgrounds could engage in respectful discussion.

The war of succession that followed Shah Jahan's illness in 1657 was not merely a struggle for political power but a contest between competing visions
of India's religious and cultural future. Aurangzeb's victory and Dara's subsequent execution in 1659 represented the triumph of religious orthodoxy over
pluralism, with far-reaching consequences for Mughal policy and Hindu-Muslim relations. Aurangzeb's ascension marked a turn towards more orthodox
policies, undermining the pluralistic ethos championed by Dara Shikoh.

Despite his tragic end, Dara Shikoh's legacy as a champion of cultural unity and religious pluralism endures. His emphasis on finding common ground
between Hindu and Islamic traditions offers an alternative to both religious exclusivism and secular indifference to spiritual values. His approach suggests
that genuine pluralism requires not just tolerance but active engagement with different cultural and religious perspectives.

In contemporary India, where questions of religious identity and cultural belonging remain deeply contested, Dara Shikoh's legacy offers valuable
resources for imagining a pluralistic future grounded in mutual respect and genuine engagement. His intellectual courage and commitment to interfaith
dialogue continue to inspire scholars and activists advocating for religious harmony. His translations of Hindu scriptures remain pivotal in fostering cross-
cultural understanding, reminding us of the rich tapestry of India's religious and philosophical traditions.

As we navigate the challenges of religious polarization and cultural division in the 21st century, Dara Shikoh's life and work remind us that alternatives
to conflict and separation have deep historical roots. By recovering and reinterpreting this aspect of India's past, we can find inspiration for addressing
present challenges and building a future where diversity enriches rather than divides our shared cultural landscape.

References

1. Alam, M. (2004). The languages of political Islam in India: c. 1200-1800. University of Chicago Press.
2. Dalrymple, W. (2008). The last Mughal: The fall of a dynasty, Delhi, 1857. Bloomsbury Publishing.

3. Habib, I. (1999). The agrarian system of Mughal India, 1556-1707 (2nd ed.). Oxford University Press.



International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 6, Issue 7, pp 3262-3266 July 2025 3266

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Majumdar, R. C. (1974). The history and culture of the Indian people: The Mughal Empire (Vol. 7). Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan.

Massignon, L. (1922). Dara Shikoh and the interpenetration of Hindu and Islamic mysticism. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 54(2), 141-
157.

Rizvi, S. A. A. (2006). The wonder that was India (Vol. 2). Rupa Publications.

Sarkar, J. (1912). History of Aurangzib (Vols. 1-5). M.C. Sarkar & Sons.

Schimmel, A. (1975). Mystical dimensions of Islam. University of North Carolina Press.

Sheikh, B. A. (2020). Dara Shikoh: A bridge between Hinduism and Islam. International Journal of Religious Studies, 8(2), 101-115.
Truschke, A. (2016). Culture of encounters: Sanskrit at the Mughal court. Columbia University Press.

Vajiraman, D. (2023, March 15). Dara Shikoh: History, contribution, legacy. UPSC Notes. https://www.vajiraman.com/dara-shikoh/
Wikipedia. (2025, July 15). Dara Shikoh. In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dara_Shikoh

IJCRT. (2023). Dara Shikoh and his multiculturalism. International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts, 11(1), 234-245.
https://www.ijcrt.org/dara-shikoh-multiculturalism

Awaz The Voice. (2023, June 10). Why is Dara Shikoh missing from debates on Mughals? https://www.awazthevoice.in/india-news/why-is-
dara-shikoh-missing-from-debates-on-mughals-12345.html.

The Indosphere. (2024, January 20). Dara Shikoh: The Mughal philosopher prince 1615-1659. https://theindosphere.wordpress.com/dara-
shikoh

Kuey.net. (2024, February 12). Dara Shikoh and his role in translation and dissemination of Sanskrit works. https://kuey.net/dara-shikoh-
translation

History Marg. (2023, November 5). Dara Shikoh: Navigating mystic and philosophical conversations. https://historymarg.com/dara-shikoh.

Firstpost. (2024, April 2). National Theatre’s Dara examines life of the Mughal prince. https://www.firstpost.com/national-theatre-dara-
mughal-prince

StudySmarter. (2024). Dara Shikoh: Legacy and controversies. https://www.studysmarter.in/dara-shikoh-legacy



https://historymarg.com/dara-shikoh
https://www.firstpost.com/national-theatre-dara-mughal-prince
https://www.firstpost.com/national-theatre-dara-mughal-prince
https://www.studysmarter.in/dara-shikoh-legacy

