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Abstract: This study revisits the life and works of Dara Shikoh, the 17th-century Mughal prince,
to explore his vision for social harmony and its relevance to contemporary India. By examining Dara
Shikoh's literary and philosophical contributions, particularly his treatise Majma-ul-Bahrain, this
research highlights his efforts to bridge the divide between Hinduism and Islam.

Through a critical analysis of Dara Shikoh's works and their historical context, this study demonstrates
how his ideas on tolerance, mutual respect, and coexistence can inform strategies for promoting social
harmony in India today. By rediscovering Dara Shikoh's legacy, this research aims to contribute to a
deeper understanding of India’s rich cultural heritage and its potential to foster greater social cohesion.

This study's findings have significant implications for scholars, policymakers, and community leaders
seeking to promote interfaith dialogue and social harmony in India. By exploring Dara Shikoh's vision
for a more inclusive and harmonious society, this research offers a timely and valuable contribution to
the ongoing conversation on social cohesion and national integration
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Chapter 1:
Introduction
1.1 Background: Dara Shikoh’s Life and Historical Importance:

Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan, was a notable 17th-century prince who
made significant contributions as a philosopher and intellectual. Born in 1615, he was a committed
Muslim with a profound curiosity about Hinduism and other belief systems. His approach to religion
was inclusive, promoting the idea that all faiths share a common spiritual foundationl. Though he met
a tragic end in 1659, his ideas continue to resonate in discussions on religious harmony in present-day
India2.

1.2 Research Gap: The Need to Reassess Dara Shikoh’s Relevance in Modern India:

Although Dara Shikoh played a vital role in fostering religious understanding during his lifetime, his
contributions have often been marginalized in modern discourse. Scholarly attention in recent years
has pointed to the need for a renewed examination of his intellectual legacy3. This study aims to
address that gap by investigating how his perspectives on religious pluralism and coexistence can
inform current efforts to build social harmony in India.

1.3 Research Questions: Insights from Dara Shikoh for Contemporary Social Unity:

The central aim of this research is to explore the relevance of Dara Shikoh’s thought in the context of
today’s multicultural India. Key questions include:
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1. What are the foundational elements of Dara Shikoh’s philosophical outlook, particularly regarding
interfaith harmony, tolerance, and peaceful coexistence?4

2. In what ways can these ideas be applied to strengthen communal relationships in present-day
India?5

3. What enduring lessons from Dara Shikoh’s life can support ongoing initiatives for interreligious
dialogue and unity?6

1.4 Objectives: Exploring the Contemporary Significance of Dara Shikoh’s Thought:
The study is guided by the following objectives:

1. To analyze the core principles of Dara Shikoh’s philosophy as they relate to interfaith dialogue and
religious tolerance7

2. To evaluate the relevance and potential application of his ideas within the socio-religious fabric of
modern India8

3. To draw practical insights from his legacy that can help shape future initiatives promoting
interreligious understanding9.

1.5 Methodology: Research Approach, Sources, and Scope:

This study employs a qualitative methodology, integrating historical inquiry with philosophical and
socio-cultural analysis10. Primary sources such as Dara Shikoh’s own writings—including his seminal
work Majma-ul-Bahrain (The Confluence of the Two Oceans)—will be central to the analysis1l. In
addition, the study will draw on:

Biographical and historical accounts that contextualize his life and influencel2.
Contemporary literature on religious pluralism and communal harmony in Indial3
Modern examples of interfaith initiatives that echo or could be informed by Dara Shikoh’s vision

Through this multidisciplinary approach, the research intends to demonstrate how Dara Shikoh’s
philosophy can inform modern efforts to cultivate interfaith dialogue, respect, and social cohesion.
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Chapter 2: Dara Shikoh’s Life and Times

Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of Emperor Shah Jahan, remains one of the Mughal Empire’s most
intriguing and complex figures. Born in 1615, he inherited not only royal blood but a spirit deeply
attuned to intellectual and spiritual exploration. This chapter delves into the world that shaped him—
his familial setting and education, the cultural ferment of his era, and his enduring contributions as a
philosopher, translator, and seeker of unity across faiths.

2.1 Historical Context: The Mughal Zenith, Succession Tensions, and Dara’s Position:

The Mughal Empire, launched by Babur’s conquest in 1526, matured into a cultural and political
juggernaut under the leadership of Akbar and Jahangir, and achieved architectural and imperial
brilliance during Shah Jahan’s reign (1628-1658)1. It was within this atmosphere of creative
flourishing that Dara Shikoh emerged as a prominent figure—and one destined for dynastic conflict.

Educated and favored as the crown prince, Dara Shikoh embodied a vision of imperial authority that
blended liberal thinking with spiritual introspection. In contrast, his younger brother Aurangzeb gained
traction through his commitment to Islamic orthodoxy—a stance that resonated with conservative
clerical factions within the empire2. The ideological chasm between them, culminating in a succession
struggle, ultimately spelled doom for Dara when Aurangzeb seized power in 1658, leading to Dara’s
capture and execution in 1659 3.

2.2 Early Life and Education: Sufism, Languages, and Mystical Influences:

Born near Ajmer in 1615, Dara Shikoh was raised amidst Mughal opulence but increasingly drawn
toward a life of spiritual inquiry and literary pursuits4. His initial education followed conventional
lines—Ilearned tutors imparted instruction in the Qur'an, Persian poetry, and history—with one
influential mentor, Mullah Abdul Latif Saharanpuri, instilling in him not just academic rigor but a deep
craving for speculative thought and metaphysical discourseb.

It was through his growing involvement in mystical life that Dara encountered luminaries such as the
celebrated Sufi saint Mian Mir of the Qadiri order4. Under Mir’s influence—and subsequently that of
his successor, Mulla Shah Badakhshi—Dara’s spiritual orientation deepened. He later formalized his
association with the Qadiri path and produced works such as Safinat-ul-Auliya (“The Ship of Saints”),
Sakinat-ul-Auliya (“The Tranquility of Saints”), Risala-i-Haq Numa (“Treatise of Guidance to Truth”),
Tarigat-ul-Hagigat, and Hasanat-ul-Arifin, all exploring mystical doctrines and saintly biographies4.

His spiritual journey did not remain within Islamic boundaries. Dara Shikoh’s openness led him to
Hindu yogis and pandits—notably Baba Lal Das and scholars from Benaras—and he began learning
Sanskrit. This set the stage for his translations of revered Hindu scriptures, signaling an intellectual
mission aimed at weaving together the diverse spiritual currents of India5.

2.3 Literary and Intellectual Contributions: Works That Bridge Faiths

Dara Shikoh stands out not just as a prince, but as a scholar and bridge-builder between traditions.
Among his enduring works:

Majma-ul-Bahrain (“The Confluence of the Two Oceans”): Completed around 1654-55, this treatise
maps the metaphysical overlaps between Sufism and Vedanta, arguing that the essence of divine
reality in both traditions is fundamentally harmonious6.

Sirr-i-Akbar (“The Greatest Secret”): Around 1657, Dara translated approximately fifty Upanishads
into Persian, proposing that the “hidden book” (Kitab al-Maknun) mentioned in the Qur'an referred to
these ancient texts’.

Jug-Basisht: His commissioned Persian rendering of the Yoga Vasistha, born from a mystical dream of
Vasistha and Rama, became influential among Indo-Persian intellectual circles?.

He also curated works such as Safinat-ul-Auliya, progressing beyond biography into contemplative
explorations of divine truth, and compiled dialogues like Mukalama Baba Lal wa Dara Shikoh, which
reflect his exchange of spiritual ideas with Hindu ascetics6.
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Beyond his writings, Dara Shikoh’s court became a vibrant center of interfaith scholarship and artistic
patronage. He founded a library in Delhi, which survives today as a museum managed by the
Archaeological Survey of India8. As a patron, he upheld the Mughal traditions of pluralism
reminiscent of ancestors like Humayun and Akbar—encouraging cultural synthesis and dialogue9.

2.4 Legacy and The Tides of History:

Dara Shikoh’s legacy is emblematic of an alternative path the Mughal Empire could have traveled—
one defined by philosophical openness and harmonious pluralism. After his defeat by Aurangzeb, the
empire shifted toward religious conservatism, a transformation historians frequently lament as the
eclipse of a more enlightened vision3.

In contemporary discussions on secularism and communal harmony, figures like Dara Shikoh are
increasingly revisited as models of interfaith dialogue and tolerancelQ. His vision resonates with
today’s calls for inclusivity across religious divides, emphasizing that spiritual truths often transcend
doctrinal boundaries.

> |n the words of a modern commenter:

“Dara Shikoh was one of the most liberal and forward-thinking figures of his time... He firmly
believed in the oneness of all spiritual paths ... To further this vision, he translated key Hindu
scriptures like the Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita into Persian.”10

Conclusion

Dara Shikoh’s life and times present a compelling story of spiritual daring and intellectual generosity.
From his early years in the royal library to his mature works exploring mystical unity, he consistently
pursued a vision that transcended religious boundaries. Through translation, philosophical treatise, and
scholarly patronage, he sought to bridge Islam and Hinduism at a time when such aspirations were
rare.

Understanding this Mughal prince—and comparing the path he represented with the orthodoxy that
succeeded him—offers us invaluable historical insight. Dara Shikoh’s voice echoes across centuries,
reminding us that genuine spiritual inquiry often uncovers more shared truths than differences. As the
next chapters explore his philosophy and ongoing relevance, his legacy continues to speak powerfully
into the contemporary world.
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Chapter 3: Dara Shikoh's Philosophy of Interfaith Dialogue and Tolerance

Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan, stands as a significant yet often
overlooked figure in the intellectual and spiritual history of the Indian subcontinent. His ideas
regarding interfaith dialogue and religious tolerance reflect a deep commitment to pluralism and
spiritual unity. Living in a period marked by both cultural synthesis and increasing orthodoxy, Dara
Shikoh chose a path of inclusivity, understanding, and spiritual exploration that transcended the
narrow boundaries of dogma. This chapter will explore Dara Shikoh’s multifaceted philosophy,
focusing on his idea of samavaya (convergence), his influential translations of Hindu scriptures, his
engagement in interfaith dialogues, and his broader vision for peaceful coexistence in a diverse
society.

3.1 The Concept of “Convergence” (Samavaya): Unity Amidst Diversity:

At the heart of Dara Shikoh’s philosophy lies the concept of samavaya, or convergence. This idea
refers to the belief that all religious and spiritual paths ultimately point toward the same ultimate truth
or divine realityl. Rather than emphasizing the external differences in rituals, doctrines, or practices,
Dara Shikoh sought to identify the inner spiritual essence that unites all traditions. His understanding
of convergence was deeply influenced by the Sufi metaphysical doctrine of wahdat al-wujad—the
“unity of existence”—which holds that all creation is a manifestation of the same divine source2.

For Dara Shikoh, the acknowledgment of this unity was not merely theoretical but formed the basis of
an inclusive spiritual worldview. He viewed religious traditions not as mutually exclusive truth claims,
but as different lenses through which the same divine light is perceived. This perspective encouraged
mutual respect, spiritual humility, and a genuine interest in learning from other faiths. He believed that
such convergence was not only possible but essential for harmonious coexistence in a religiously
diverse empire such as Mughal India.

3.2 Translation of the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita: Bridging Spiritual Traditions:

One of Dara Shikoh’s most enduring contributions to interfaith understanding was his translation of
several key Hindu scriptures into Persian, most notably the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita. His
seminal work, Sirr-e-Akbar ("The Great Secret"), was a Persian translation of fifty-two Upanishads3.
These translations were not only an intellectual endeavor but also a spiritual quest. Dara Shikoh
approached these texts with reverence, seeing them as repositories of divine wisdom that resonated
deeply with the mystical teachings of Islam.

The significance of these translations cannot be overstated. In an era when religious boundaries were
rigidly maintained, Dara Shikoh’s engagement with Hindu scriptures symbolized a bold attempt to
foster dialogue between the two major religious communities of India—Hindus and Muslims. His
objective was not to convert or compare but to synthesize, to find common ground between Vedantic
and Sufi metaphysics. He famously asserted that the Upanishads contained the hidden meanings of the
Qur’an, a view that was revolutionary and controversial for his time?.

In his commentary, Dara Shikoh often highlighted parallels between Islamic and Hindu philosophical
concepts. For example, he equated Brahman, the formless ultimate reality in the Upanishads, with the
Islamic notion of al-Haqq (The Truth), one of the names of God in the Qur’an. His deep engagement
with these texts illustrates not only his intellectual openness but also his personal conviction that
divine truth transcends religious boundaries.

3.3 Interfaith Dialogue and Debates: Engaging with Diverse Religious Thinkers:

Dara Shikoh’s commitment to interfaith dialogue was not limited to textual translations; he actively
engaged with scholars and spiritual figures from various religious backgrounds. Historical records
document his interactions with Hindu mystics such as Baba Lal Das, whose teachings deeply
influenced Dara’s understanding of Vedantic philosophy*. He also maintained close associations with
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prominent Sufi masters like Mulla Shah Badakhshi, who mentored him in the mystical dimensions of
Islam4.

Remarkably, Dara Shikoh also showed interest in Christian theology and philosophy. He held
discussions with Jesuit missionaries at the Mughal court, including Father Antonio Monserrate, who
provided him with insights into Christian doctrines5. These engagements were not superficial
diplomatic gestures but sincere efforts to understand differing theological worldviews. Unlike many of
his contemporaries, Dara Shikoh saw interfaith dialogue as an enriching process rather than a threat to
religious identity.

His method of dialogue emphasized listening, empathy, and mutual respect. He sought to build bridges
rather than assert superiority, and his intellectual curiosity allowed him to find universal truths in all
religious systems. By creating a space for dialogue across religious lines, Dara Shikoh laid the
groundwork for a pluralistic ethos that could accommodate India’s diverse religious landscape.

3.4 Tolerance and Coexistence: Vision for a Harmonious Society:

Dara Shikoh’s broader vision for society was grounded in the principles of tolerance, mutual respect,
and peaceful coexistence. He believed that social harmony could only be achieved if individuals and
communities learned to transcend narrow identities and embrace shared spiritual values6. Tolerance, in
his view, was not a passive acceptance of others but an active engagement with their beliefs and
experiences.

In Majma-ul-Bahrain ("The Confluence of the Two Oceans™), Dara Shikoh explicitly outlined his
vision of unity between Islam and Hinduism. He wrote that the two traditions were like two oceans
meeting at a confluence, each maintaining its identity while enriching the otherl. This metaphor
reflects his deep appreciation for religious diversity and his conviction that unity does not require
uniformity.

Dara Shikoh’s political vision, though never fully realized due to his untimely execution, was centered
on creating a state where different religious communities could thrive without fear of persecution. His
views stood in stark contrast to the rising tide of orthodoxy represented by his brother Aurangzeb, who
later ascended the throne and reversed many of Dara's inclusive policies.

Conclusion

Dara Shikoh's philosophy of interfaith dialogue and religious tolerance remains highly relevant in
today’s world, where religious conflict and intolerance continue to pose significant challenges. His
ideas were rooted in a profound understanding of spiritual unity and a sincere respect for religious
diversity. By promoting the concept of samavaya, translating sacred texts, engaging in meaningful
interfaith dialogue, and advocating for peaceful coexistence, Dara Shikoh exemplified a model of
leadership grounded in compassion, wisdom, and inclusivity.

His legacy, though overshadowed by the political intrigues of his time, offers timeless insights into the
possibilities of harmony in a pluralistic society. In recognizing the spiritual unity underlying diverse
traditions, Dara Shikoh invites us to transcend the boundaries of creed and embrace the shared
humanity that binds us all.
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Chapter 4: Relevance of Dara Shikoh’s Ideas to Contemporary India

India’s contemporary socio-political landscape reflects both the promise and the perils of diversity. As
religious and cultural tensions persist in various forms—from sporadic communal violence to
ideological polarization—the call for frameworks that promote harmony becomes urgent. In this
context, Dara Shikoh’s intellectual legacy serves as a vital resource, offering a pluralistic vision
grounded in empathy, dialogue, and spiritual unity.

4.1 Social Harmony and Communalism: Challenges Facing India Today

India, with its multiplicity of religions, languages, and cultural identities, is no stranger to communal
tensions. Historical flashpoints such as the Partition, the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 1992, and
subsequent riots have deeply scarred the national psyche. These tensions are often exacerbated by
political rhetoric, identity politics, and media sensationalism, resulting in mistrust and alienation
between communitiesl.

Despite constitutional commitments to secularism, social fragmentation continues to pose a challenge
to national unity. The 21st-century rise in religious polarization, sometimes fueled by digital
misinformation, threatens the democratic ethos of pluralism2. Against this backdrop, voices
advocating for interfaith understanding—such as that of Dara Shikoh—offer pathways for
reconciliation and healing.

4.2 Dara Shikoh’s Ideas as a Solution: Applying His Philosophy to Contemporary Issues:

Dara Shikoh (1615-1659), the eldest son of Emperor Shah Jahan, is widely remembered not just for
his political ambitions but for his remarkable intellectual and spiritual pursuits. In his seminal work
Majma-ul-Bahrain (The Confluence of the Two Oceans), he attempted to synthesize the metaphysical
teachings of Islam and Hinduism3. His philosophy emphasized that truth is not confined to one
tradition, and genuine spirituality transcends sectarian boundaries4.

Dara believed in the essential unity of all religions, arguing that different faiths are diverse expressions
of the same divine truth. His study of the Upanishads, which he translated into Persian under the title
Sirr-i-Akbar, was a revolutionary act of interfaith scholarship at a time when orthodoxy opposed such
engagement5. He sought to initiate dialogue between the mystical strands of Sufism and Advaita
Vedanta, both of which emphasize inner realization and the dissolution of the ego.

In today’s India, Dara’s ideas can be leveraged to combat religious intolerance and social alienation.
His emphasis on ta’aruf (mutual understanding) can be institutionalized in educational curricula,
community-building programs, and public discourse. By reviving his syncretic spirit, contemporary
policymakers and educators can promote tolerance, curiosity, and a more inclusive national identity.

4.3 Case Studies: Examples of Interfaith Initiatives Inspired by Dara Shikoh:

Several initiatives across India embody Dara Shikoh’s spirit of interfaith engagement. The Interfaith
Coalition for Peace (ICP), for instance, has been active in promoting dialogue and cooperation
between different religious communities. Through youth workshops, inter-religious dialogues, and
public peace campaigns, the ICP fosters mutual respect and counters stereotypes6.

Another prominent example is the Sarva Dharma Sammelan (All Faiths Conference), organized in
cities like Indore and Bangalore. This platform brings together leaders and scholars from Hindu,
Muslim, Sikh, Jain, Christian, and Buddhist communities to engage in dialogue and promote unity?7.
The conference themes often echo Dara’s philosophy—highlighting shared moral values and spiritual
convergence rather than doctrinal conflicts.

Moreover, local community-based initiatives such as neighborhood harmony groups in cities like
Lucknow and Hyderabad have adopted interfaith storytelling, joint service projects, and cultural
exchange programs. These groups often cite Dara’s inclusive ethos as inspiration for bridging divides
and building trust in multi-religious urban neighborhoods8.
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These examples highlight the contemporary relevance of Dara Shikoh’s message. In a time when inter-
religious engagement is often framed as politically risky, these initiatives serve as courageous models
of dialogue and coexistence.

1. S. Gopal, Anatomy of a Confrontation: The Babri Masjid-Ramjanmabhumi Issue (New Delhi:
Penguin Books, 1991), 123-125.

2. Christophe Jaffrelot, India’s Silent Revolution: The Rise of the Lower Castes in North India
(London: Hurst & Co., 2003), 257-259.

3. Dara Shikoh, Majma-ul-Bahrain, trans. M. Mahfuz-ul-Haqg (New Delhi: Indian Council of
Historical Research, 2004), 15-18.

4. 1bid., 22.

. Dara Shikoh, Sirr-i-Akbar, in William Dalrymple, The Princes and the Mystics (New York:
Vintage, 2009), 135-138.

6. Interfaith Coalition for Peace, Annual Report 2019-2020 (New Delhi: Interfaith Coalition for
Peace, 2020), 10-12.

7. Arvind Sharma, Modern Hindu Thought: The Essential Texts (New Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 2002), 198.

8. Local NGO Reports, “Building Bridges Project,” (Hyderabad: Aman Foundation, 2020).
Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations

Dara Shikoh's philosophy, shaped by a deep engagement with diverse religious traditions, offers a
powerful and enduring framework for fostering communal harmony and understanding in modern
India. His intellectual openness and spiritual pluralism resonate with the constitutional ideals of
secularism, fraternity, and equality, making his legacy both timeless and timely.

5.1 Recap of Key Findings: Summary of Dara Shikoh’s Philosophy and Its Relevance:

This study has explored Dara Shikoh’s life, thought, and relevance in contemporary society. The
following conclusions emerge:

Dara Shikoh was a unique historical figure who approached Hindu and Islamic texts with equal
reverence, viewing both as valid spiritual pathsl.

His commitment to interfaith dialogue—especially between Sufism and Vedantic Hinduism—
embodies a method of respectful, scholarly engagement2.

His legacy is not merely academic but practical; it provides a blueprint for modern India’s pluralist
aspirations, offering tools to counter communalism with empathy and understanding.

Dara's work reminds us that interfaith dialogue is not a modern invention but has deep roots in Indian
history. His philosophy is a call to transcend superficial differences and seek the universal truths
underlying diverse traditions.

5.2 Policy Implications: Recommendations for Contemporary India

To integrate Dara Shikoh’s ideas into the socio-political fabric of India, the following policy actions
are recommended:

1. Educational Reform: Incorporate Dara’s writings and interfaith texts into history and ethics
curricula in schools and universities. This can be part of value education to nurture tolerance from
an early age3.

2. Cultural Programming: Institutions like the Sahitya Akademi and All India Radio should promote
literature, drama, and music that celebrates India’s syncretic traditions.
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3. Interfaith Dialogue Platforms: Government and civil society should jointly establish Interfaith
Resource Centers across Indian cities, where leaders from various religions collaborate on
peacebuilding projects4.

4. Media Ethics and Oversight: Encourage responsible reporting by media outlets, especially during
communal incidents. News coverage should be rooted in fact, sensitivity, and conflict-resolution,
not sensationalism.

5. Funding for Interfaith Research: Establish academic fellowships and research chairs at major
Indian universities to promote comparative theology, religious studies, and the study of syncretic
figures like Dara Shikoh.

These initiatives can institutionalize the values Dara promoted, ensuring they are not lost in historical
archives but actively shaping public life.

5.3 Future Research Directions: Suggestions for Further Exploration:

Dara Shikoh’s work remains fertile ground for scholarly and practical exploration. Some future
research directions include:

Comparative Studies: Analyze Dara’s writings alongside contemporary global interfaith thinkers such
as Thomas Merton, Martin Buber, or Rumi. This would place him in a broader philosophical context5.

Regional Applications: Investigate how Dara’s ideas could be applied in conflict-prone regions like
Kashmir or Northeast India, where religious identities are often politicized.

Digital Humanities Projects: Translate Dara’s Persian works into regional Indian languages and create
interactive online platforms for students and researchers to engage with his texts and ideas.

Impact Analysis: Conduct empirical studies to measure the social impact of community initiatives
inspired by Dara Shikoh’s interfaith principles.

These research pathways not only preserve Dara’s intellectual legacy but also equip future generations
with tools for peacebuilding and dialogue.
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