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Shivaji and his Insurgent Legacy 

 With the accession of Aurangzeb to the Mughal throne in 1658, the empire 

arrived at a crossroads. Aurangzeb’s great-grandfather, Akbar (r. 1556-1605), 

established the Mughal Empire as a tolerant state, where the Hindu majority and 

the ruling Muslim minority lived harmoniously. Akbar made a significant effort to 

find religious common ground within his empire, creating a state with many 

sources of legitimacy aside from Islam. The jizya, a tax typically levied on non-

Muslims in Muslim empires, was notably absent from Akbar’s empire. These 

tolerant policies were continued by his grandson, Shah Jahan, until the civil war 

that colored Aurangzeb’s rise to power. As Aurangzeb took the Mughal throne, he 

declared himself a deeply devoted Muslim, and worked to reverse the tolerant 

state of his ancestors. This decision caused rebellions to break out all over the 

empire, which consumed his reign. The most damaging of these rebellions was 

led by the unlikely yet inspirational Shivaji Bhonsla, whose nontraditional tactics 

brought Aurangzeb’s empire to its knees. 

 The downfall of Aurangzeb came from a most unexpected place. Shivaji 

Bhonsla (1627-1680) was to an aristocrat of Maratha origin – a small, low caste 

ethnic group from western India. The beginning of the rise of the Marathas to 

prominence came several generations earlier, when many began resorting to 
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banditry in order to survive economically. These bandits eventually organized 

together as mercenary organizations. Shivaji’s grandfather had been a leader of 

such a band, leaving his descendants with moderate holdings in the Western 

Ghats within the Sultanate of Bijapur. Shivaji began his military aspirations at a 

young age; by taking advantage of the weakness of the Bijapur Sultan, Shivaji 

carved out an independent holding through a series of conquests. He solidified his 

holdings with a series of hill fortresses throughout his territory, which proved 

difficult for his enemies to take. Careful tax collection and administration of his 

territory allowed Shivaji to create a formidable military. Shivaji’s acquisition of 

ships allowed him to order expeditions to get wealth on the seas – either through 

trade or through piracy (Richards 205-207). 

 Shivaji’s conquests showcased a fundamental change in how wars were 

fought in South Asia. The Marathas, a generally short people, made excellent 

horseman, and were able to strike quickly and escape before their enemies could 

launch a counter-attack. The incorporation of the lance extended the reach of 

Shivaji’s cavalry, further enhancing their military power. The Marathas contrasted 

sharply with the Rajputs, a militaristic Hindu group that had failed to stop the 

Mughal invasion. The Rajputs had a deep sense of honor that prevented them 

from using underhanded tactics to win battles at any cost. It was better to lose an 

honorable battle than to lose honor and win a battle. Shivaji, on the other hand, 

seemed quite willing to use covert “special operations” or dishonest tactics to win 

above all else. It this – Shivaji’s desire to win at all costs – that made him and his 

Maratha army such a problem for the Mughal Empire. 
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 An example of these underhanded tactics came in 1657, when the Sultan 

of Bijapur sent Afzal Khan, a powerful Pashtun general, to subdue Shivaji’s 

rebellious territory. Worried about the prospect of defeating such a foe, Shivaji 

feigned surrender, and asked Afzal Khan to come to his camp to accept surrender. 

When Afzal Khan entered Shivaji’s tent, however, Shivaji used a concealed blade 

to murder the general, and then quickly ambushed and decimated his army. Such 

a dishonest move disgusted the Rajputs, but proved startlingly effective at 

preserving the Maratha territory.   

 Having thus humiliated the Muslim Sultanate in Bijapur, Shivaji earned 

the direct scrutiny of the emperor Aurangzeb. In 1660, the emperor sent his 

relative, Shaista Khan, to defeat the defiant Maratha leader. He is initially quite 

successful, capturing Puna, one of Shivaji’s fortifications. Shivaji, however, know 

the layout of this fort, and entered the fort at night with a small military 

detachment. Shivaji failed to kill Shaista Khan, though he left him wounded and 

demoralized. Shaista Khan’s son and many of his retainers were left dead by the 

engagement. Shivaji escaped unscathed. Stories like this of Shivaji were 

circulated widely among the Marathas, who united around Shivaji.  

 With the Mughal invasion largely weakened, Shivaji carried out raids and 

piracy to boost his own treasury. He took 10 million rupees, an immense sum, 

from the port city of Surat. He captured pilgrims bound for Mecca and charged 

ransoms for their release – an action insulting to the Islamic Mughal Empire 

(Richards 210). 
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 Aurangzeb once again tried to subdue the stubborn Marathas, this time 

with the Rajput general Jai Singh. This time, Shivaji’s military suffered greatly, 

and was pushed back severely. Shivaji, greatly demoralized by his defeats and a 

divine warning he received in his sleep, agreed to cede most of his forts and 

surrender to Aurangzeb as a vassal. However, once he arrived at Delhi, the non-

courtly Shivaji took insult at the emperor’s disrespect, and began to yell at 

Aurangzeb. This episode ended with Shivaji being arrested, and likely would have 

led to his execution. However, in another showing of his superhuman cleverness 

and luck, Shivaji escaped from Aurangzeb and returned to his kingdom. Once 

back in Maratha territory, he reverted to his old ways of capturing forts and 

raiding into Mughal territory. His raids proved disastrous to Mughal trade, 

because it began to appear to foreign traders as though the empire was incapable 

of defending its territory. 

 In 1674, Shivaji made a revolutionary decision for the Hindu insurgency – 

he crowned himself king. With this ceremony, he became a legendary figure for 

those who would wish to do away with oppressive Muslim rule over the Hindus. 

It also led to two important concepts that would later play an important role for 

India: “Svaraj, or political freedom, and Sva-dharma-raj, or self-rule of the 

Hindus” (In class notes).  These defining characteristics bolstered later Indian 

nationalism, and were disastrous for the foreign Mughal Empire. Though Shivaji 

died in 1680, his legacy as a leader continued to inspire the Maratha insurgency 

against the Mughal Empire. 
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 After a brief spout of violence surrounding the succession, Shivaji’s son 

Shambhaji took over his father’s mantle. He proved to be quite unlike his father in 

two respects: he did not act tolerantly toward the Muslims he conquered, and he 

lacked the military cleverness that so defined his father’s military. He proves no 

match for Aurangzeb, who captured him and brutally murdered him. Shambhaji’s 

son, as well, was captured.  

 Quite unexpectedly, the loss of its leader did not cripple the Marathas. 

Instead, the Maratha people rose together with a shared sense of religious and 

national pride, and heavily resisted the Mughal Empire. After seeing the failure 

and corruption of his past generals, the aging Aurangzeb went to the Deccan to 

fight against the rebellion himself. However, he proved unable to contain the 

Marathas, who cut his supply lines and launch quick, overwhelming raids against 

the Mughal armies. Aurangzeb dedicated much of his life to fighting the 

insurgency, but ultimately failed. The emperor died in his camp in 1707, 

effectively signaling the defeat of the Mughal Empire.  

 The Marathas propped up the Mughal State as nominally in charge of 

India so as to prevent invasions by nearby Muslim empires; however, their 

strategy proved unsuccessful. 1761, Ahmad Shah Abdali invaded with a Muslim 

army from Afghanistan. Abdali won a costly battle that decimated the Marathas, 

but also left him very vulnerable. The destruction of the major military giants in 

South Asia opened the door for small territories and princely states to assert and 
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solidify their power. For example, the Sikhs carved out a small territory around 

present day Kashmir. India thus fell into a state of localism. 

 Then came one of the most defining moments in Indian history – the 

British East India Company stumbled into this divided power vacuum. As the 

East India Company slowly gained influence in India – eventually leading a 

conquest – there was not a single organized power to oppose them. The puppet 

leaders – those of the Marathas and of the Mughals – were unable to prevent the 

growing foreign control.  

 Tracing back the sequence of events that led to the conquest of India by 

the British, it is quite plausible to place the blame on Aurangzeb. His disastrous 

anti-Hindu policies bankrupted his empire and led to the destruction of the 

tolerant state his ancestors had built. Akbar’s empire was built around unity and 

common ground, whereas Aurangzeb harshly imposed the ways of the Muslim 

minority onto the Hindu majority. It is no surprise that figures like Shivaji 

emerged to protect their way of life. These insurgencies – especially that of the 

Marathas – brought about a civil war that destroyed the empire’s stability and 

unity. The resulting period of localism was not able to prevent the British inroads, 

which eventually dominated the country up until the 1940s. British control of 

India enabled European imperialism on a global scale and profoundly affected the 

fate of India up to this day. 

  


