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In YeY4, a manuscript was prepared at the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar (Y°£Y—
Y1.2) and signed by the highest-ranking state officials and the most prominent
religious scholars; it subsequently became known as the Mahzar. In this document,
Akbar was introduced as an Imam whose obedience was obligatory, who was deemed
the most just, the wisest, and the most knowledgeable of God. Accordingly, in religious
matters disputed among the mujtahids, his judgment—provided that it was based on
the proper administration of the realm and the improvement of the people’s
livelihood—was to constitute the final and decisive ruling. The objective or objectives
underlying the formulation of this important religious-historical document have long
been a subject of debate and controversy among scholars interested in the history of
Muslim India. Employing a descriptive-analytical method, the present study seeks to
address the principal question of what motive or motives, in light of the political and
social circumstances of Indian society during Akbar’s reign, informed the drafting and
official promulgation of this significant religious-historical document, and which of
the proposed interpretations most closely corresponds to historical reality. The findings
indicate that several considerations may have motivated Akbar to formulate the
Mahzar, including acquiring sufficient authority to resolve religious disputes arising in
the Ibadat Khana (House of Worship), combining religious authority with political
sovereignty, formally proclaiming an independent Islamic caliphate, and attaining the
status of divinely sanctioned kingship and the position of Zill Allah (“Shadow of
God”). Among these possibilities, the second objective—which also encompassed the
first—appears to have been the most prominent. Nevertheless, the pursuit of the third
and fourth objectives would not have been implausible for an ambitious monarch such
as Akbar.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Mahzar, drafted in September YeV4 at the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar, is among the
most important religious-political documents of early modern Muslim India. Written in Persian and
endorsed by leading governmental and religious authorities, it elevated Akbar’s position in matters of
religious disagreement. The document stated that the rank of a just ruler before God was higher than that
of an individual mujtahid and described Akbar as exceptionally just, wise, and knowledgeable of God.
Whenever qualified jurists disagreed on a religious question, the emperor could select the opinion that
best served public welfare, orderly government, and the livelihood of the people; where no established
ruling existed, he could also issue a judgment so long as it did not contradict an explicit religious text.
Badauni preserved the Mahzar while interpreting its consequences critically, whereas Abu al-Fazl, despite
his support for Akbar and the role of his father, Shaykh Mubarak, in preparing the document, did not
explicitly define its ultimate purpose (Badauni, YA%e; Allami, YAA%a). These ambiguities led modern
scholars to interpret the Mahzar variously as a means of resolving religious disputes, establishing royal
infallibility, limiting the ulama, asserting an independent caliphate, or constructing divinely sanctioned
kingship (Buckler, Y4Y¢; Smith, Y4°A; Sharma, Y1Ae; Roychaudhury, Y3Ae),

This study uses a descriptive-analytical and comparative method to determine which interpretation
best accords with the political, social, and religious conditions of Akbar’s reign. It compares contemporary
accounts and later historical interpretations with the language of the Mahzar and the wider trajectory of
Akbar’s religious policy. The contrast between Abu al-Fazl and Badauni is particularly important because
both were contemporaries with direct knowledge of the emperor’s policies, yet they represented sharply
different positions: Abu al-Fazl was a leading supporter of Akbar’s ideological project, whereas Badauni
was a critical Sunni scholar who regarded many of the emperor’s later innovations as deviations from
established Islam (Badauni, YA1e; Allami, YAA%a, YAATD). The study also evaluates historians who
approached the document from juridical, political, diplomatic, and ideological perspectives. Some
emphasized internal religious disorder, while others focused on the tension between royal and clerical
authority or on Akbar’s position in relation to the Ottoman and Safavid worlds (Ikram, Y472; Graham,
Y414; Qureshi, YAV ¢; Atharali, Y 4VA; Roychaudhury, Y3Ae; Burke, Y 4A%). This comparative framework
treats the Mahzar not as an isolated decree but as part of a broader transformation in the structure of
Mughal sovereignty.

The first major interpretation links the Mahzar directly to the disputes of the Ibadat Khana, or
House of Worship, which Akbar established for religious discussion. Its meetings initially involved
Muslim scholars, Sufis, nobles, and sayyids, but participation later expanded to Shi‘is and representatives
of Hinduism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism. Although intended to
encourage intellectual exchange, the debates increasingly deteriorated into quarrels, denunciations, and
accusations of unbelief, deeply frustrating Akbar and weakening his confidence in the ulama’s capacity
to provide coherent guidance (‘Allami, YAATa, YAATh; Badauni, YA1e; Chandra, Y+ + V). Shiyal therefore
interprets the Mahzar as the written solution to this crisis and presents Shaykh Mubarak as recognizing
Akbar as the authority capable of ending juristic disagreement (Shiyal, Y+ +Y). A related interpretation,
associated with Smith, Buckler, Haig, Lane-Poole, and Politella, describes the Mahzar as an “infallibility
decree” that enabled Akbar to suppress opposition to his religious policies (Buckler, Y4Y¢; Haig, Y4YV;
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Politella, Y417; Lane-Poole, Y4A+; Smith, Y 4eA). Roychaudhury and Sharma, however, reject this reading
because Akbar’s authority remained restricted: he could choose among conflicting juristic opinions and
exercise limited independent judgment, but could not contradict explicit scriptural provisions, and his
decisions had to serve public welfare (Roychaudhury, Y4Ae; Sharma, ) 4Ae),

A more persuasive interpretation places the Mahzar within the structural conflict between political
sovereignty and the institutional authority of the ulama. In the Mughal polity, religious scholars not only
interpreted Islamic law but also occupied important offices as judges, muftis, and senior administrators,
giving them substantial influence within government (Graham, Y419). Atharali therefore identifies
Akbar’s attempt to weaken the autonomous power of the ulama and combine religious and political
authority as the strongest motive for the Mahzar, a view broadly shared by several other scholars (Atharali,
VavA; Smith, Ya0A; Burke, yaAq; Ikram, Ya#0; Haig, yavv). The controversy surrounding ‘Abd al-Nabi’s

execution of a Brahmin, despite disagreement over the appropriate punishment and strong objections at
court, illustrates the practical stakes of this conflict. By acting through an authority that Akbar regarded
as excessive and insufficiently accountable to the sovereign, the religious establishment challenged royal
supremacy (Qureshi, Y4V ¢; Ikram, Y472), The Mahzar can therefore be understood as a mechanism for
transferring the final locus of religious-juridical decision-making from clerical officeholders to the
emperor. Shaykh Mubarak’s enthusiastic support is also significant because he had earlier encouraged the
elevation of Akbar’s temporal sovereignty toward spiritual leadership (‘Allami, YAATDb; Badauni, YA1e).
From this perspective, ending the disputes of the Ibadat Khana was one immediate effect of a broader
attempt to consolidate religious and political authority in the ruler.

Other interpretations connect the Mahzar with Akbar’s external relations and with wider concepts
of sacral kingship. Roychaudhury and Buckler place the document within the rivalry among the Mughal,
Ottoman, and Safavid dynasties over sovereignty and religious prestige. Earlier Mughal rulers had
experienced periods of dependence on or accommodation with Safavid power, while the Ottoman sultans
claimed broader Sunni caliphal authority. The weakening of both regional powers in the late sixteenth
century therefore provided Akbar with an opportunity to redefine the religious-political status of the
Mughal monarchy. From this perspective, the Mahzar helped him assert independence from both Safavid
Shi‘i authority and Ottoman Sunni supremacy without provoking unnecessary sectarian conflict within
his empire (Buckler, Y4Y¢; Roychaudhury, Y4Ae). A further interpretation relates the document to
divine Kingship. Its description of Akbar as the “Shadow of God” and its emphasis on public welfare
correspond with Abu al-Fazl’s conception of sovereignty as a divine radiance and of the monarch as a
paternal guardian of the people (‘Allami, YAA%a, YAATD). Ikram and Srivastava associate this paternal
image with Indian traditions of rulership, while Graham considers a possible relationship with Shi‘i
concepts of the divinely guided Imam (Ikram, )47¢; Srivastava, Y4A4; Graham, Y414). Rizvi likewise
situates these ideas within an Indo-Persian tradition that closely connected divine favor, kingship, and the
metaphor of the ruler as God’s shadow (Rizvi, Y 2AY).

The comparative assessment indicates that the Mahzar should neither be reduced to a practical
device for ending theological quarrels nor regarded as an unrestricted decree of royal infallibility. Four
principal objectives emerge: obtaining sufficient authority to end religious conflicts, appropriating the
decisive power of the jurists and unifying political and religious authority, asserting independence from
rival Islamic centers of caliphal legitimacy, and advancing a conception of Akbar as a divinely sanctioned
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sovereign or “Shadow of God.” The first objective is plausible but too limited to explain the document’s
political significance, because the disputes of the Ibadat Khana could have been addressed through less
consequential administrative measures. The third and fourth objectives are compatible with Akbar’s
ambition and with later developments in his imperial ideology, but they go beyond what can be firmly
established from the immediate provisions of the Mahzar. The most convincing interpretation is therefore
the second: Akbar’s primary purpose was to combine final religious and political authority in the person
of the emperor. This interpretation also incorporates the first objective, because control over juridical
decision-making gave him the means to terminate disputes among religious scholars, while it remained
compatible with the later pursuit of caliphal independence and sacral kingship. The Mahzar consequently
marked a decisive stage in the transformation of Mughal sovereignty, shifting the emperor from the
executor of juristic authority toward the final arbiter of contested religious judgment and the central source
of an integrated political-religious order.
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