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Sayyid Ahmad Khan in Historical Perspective

ISMAIL AB. RAHMAN

The Sirat-i-Fandiyat, written and published by Sir Sayyid Ahmad
Khan in Agra in 1896, two years before his death, is one of the most
important historical documents that relates to Sir Sayyid’s family
background. Excerpts and certain anecdotes from it, as C. Shackel
points out, can be found in two of Sir Sayyid’s biographies written
by Altaf Husain Hali and Lieut-Colonel G.F.I. Graham, namely
The Hayat-i- Jawed and The Life and Work of Syed Ahmed Khan respec-
tively.!

The Sirat-i-Faridiyat on the one hand reflects Sir Sayyid’s strong
awareness of the history of his family background because it was writ-
ten when he was very old. On the other hand, the Sirat describes ““the
author’s own picture of his mother, uncles and grandfather”.?

Sir Sayyid’s father, Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi Khan b-
Jawad al-Daula Jawad ‘Ali Khan had a very close relationship with
the Mughal Emperor at that time; the Emperor Akbar Shah. The
intimate relationship between Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi Khan
with the King can be proved when the latter sometimes used to call
him “Brother Muttaqi”.

The friendship between them began since Akbar Shah was a
prince. Therefore, when he succeeded his predecessor, Shah ‘Alam,
as a King of the Mughal Empire, he strongly wished his beloved
friend to serve under his reign.® But Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi
Khan was a man of different temperament.* He requested to be
excused or forgiven from accepting the King’s offer.* Instead, he told
the Emperor Akbar Shah to appoint his father-in-law, Khwaja Farid
al-Din replacing him. He told the Emperor about his father-in-law’s
success as an attache, and then when the ambassador of the Govern-
ment of India (under the East India Company’s rule) to Iran wasill,
Khwaja Farid al-Din took over the charge of the Embassy. Sayyid
Muhammad Muttaqi Khan also advised the King to appoint his
father-in-law wazir or a minister. The King accepted his advice.

Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi, as J.M.S. Baljon says, was not a
man of the world. Therefore, his interest was very much concerned
with derwish orders rather than state affairs.® He followed a Sufi sect
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of Shah Ghulam ’Alj, the great Sufi of Delhi who expressed the new
type of Sufism introduced by Shaikh Ahmad of Sirhind.” Graham
describes Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi Khan as a recluse and when
his father, Jawad al-Daula ‘Ali Khan, Sir Sayyid’s grandfather, died,
Sayyid Muttaqi refused all titles from the Emperor.®

The relationship between Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s family with
the Mughal Kings was not new, for as we know, his grandfather,
Jawad al-Daula ’Ali Khan served under the reign of the Mughal
Emperor, Alamgir II. It is said that from his father’s side, Sayyid
Ahmad Khan was descended from the Prophet Muhammad in the
36th degree.® His family background from his paternal side goes
back to his great-great-grandfather, Sayyid Hadji, a native of Herat,
Afghanistan. Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s ancestors escaped from the
Umayyad’s oppression moved to Damghan (Persia) and then
settled down in Herat (Afghanistan).'® It was possibly during the
time of Shah Jahan’s rule (1628-1666) that Sir Sayyid’s family
moved and settled down in India and attained important posts.'!

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s maternal grandfather, Khwaja Farid
al-Din Ahmad Khan Bahadur was a descendant of Hadrat Khwaja
Yusuf Hamdani, one of the great Sufis whose lagab or title was Abu
Ya’qub.'?

Khwaja Farid al-Din Ahmad was born in Delhi in A.-H. 1161/A.D.
1747 and his father was Khwaja Ashraf. He had a great interest in
the mathematical sciences. He had five children, one of them was Sir
Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s mother, ‘Aziz al-Nisa Begam.'?

During the time of the Marquess of Wellesley as Governor-
General in Calcutta, Khwala Farid al-Din served as a Superinten-
dent for the College in Calcutta in 1791.'* In 1799 he was appointed
attache to Persia by the Governor-General Lord Wellesley. Later
on, when he returned to Calcutta, he was appointed Political Officer
at the Court of Ava (Burma).'s In 1815, Khwaja Farid al-Din
served as wazir or prime minister under the Emperor Akbar Shah II.
He was honoured by the King with the titles of Dabir al-Daula Amin
al-Mulk Mugslih-Jang.'® After he resigned form his office, '’
Maharaja Ranjit Singh invited him to Lahore to serve under him.
Following the advice of his eldest daughter, Sir Sayyid’s mother, he
declined the offer. She said to him:

God has given you sufficient means to live 1n as much comfort and ease as you wish:
even were you to receive more than this, 1t could produce no corresponding increase
in your easy circumstances. It 1s not a good plan for you to go to Lahore and
admunister Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s dominions while we are all living under British
sovereignty. Who knows what may happen, what changes of fortune there may be,
or what sort of difficulties may present themselves? Besides, you are now weak and
your health 1s poor, and I do not wish to go there.'®
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He died in 1828.
SIR SAYYID AHMAD KHAN

In this aristocratic and religious family, Sir Sayyid was born on the
17th October, 1817, at Delhi.!® His family background as mentioned
above, especially from his maternal side played an important role in
Sir Sayyid’s later life. In fact, from his maternal side, Sir Sayyid in-
herited the great versatility that he showed in his life.?° In the house
of his maternal grandfather, Khwajad Farid al-Din, Sir Sayyid was
born and grew up. Therefore, it is not surprising that in his historical
writing of his family background, his maternal grandfather and his
mother, ‘Aziz al-Nisa Begam, received long biographies from him. As
a matter of fact, the Sirat-i-Fanidiyat derives its name from the word
‘Farid’, his maternal grandfather’s name. This is, of course, enough
evidence to show remarkable influences of his grandfather and his
mother on his life. Since his father was a recluse, therefore, his
mother was solely responsible for his education.?!

Remembering those days that passed away while his mother was
still alive, Sir Sayyid mentions in the Sirat the effectiveness of his
mother’s advice to him that made him to remember. Sir Sayyid says:

I remember that someone to whom I had been of benefit served me very ill, when
all the evidence I needed for him to be severely pumished by a ““court-martial” came
into my possession. I was led astray by my baser instincts into being prepared to exact
my revenge. When my late mother heard of this, she said to me, “There is nothing
better you can do than to forgive him. If you must have his wickedness punished by
a judge, then it1s the height of folly to want to snatch your enemy from the clutches
of the mighty, powerful and greatest of Judges, who punishes the deeds of all, and
to give him 1nto the hands of the feeble and impotent judges of this world. So, if you
have decided on hostility and revenge, leave hum to the hands of the mighty Judge.?*

This advice, as Sir Sayyid himself acknowledges, affected his
feelings so much that “now I do not wish God to revenge me on him
in the world to come,”??® says Sir Sayyid.

Furthermore, he points out that he well remembers the way that
his mother taught him lessons. Sir Sayyid received his early education
at home from his mother until he was twelve years old. If he had
learned something from his mother during the day, he had to repeat
it to her at night.?* She taught him some lessons on the Gulistan and
she also listened to him while he was reading the elementary Persian
books.?® She kept with her a scourge, being made up of three thongs
of plaited thread and a wooden handle to punish him with, but she
never beat him although she was angry with him many times.?®

It is clear that Sayyid Ahmad was educated in traditional ways,
he learned Qur’an, studied Persian and Arabic. He did not show
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any success in his study of those subjects. As a result, he left them
without finishing them.?” He also did not learn English.?®

When he was eleven or twelve years old, Sayyid Ahmad slapped
an old servant. Consequently, his mother punished him by not
allowing him to stay in the house. Throw him out of the house, and
let him go where he pleases. He’s not fit to live at home, said his mo-
ther. Sayyid Ahmad took refuge at his aunt’s house which was not
far away from his house for three days. Then, his aunt went to see
his mother asking her to forgive him. She replied that she would for-
give him if the servant forgave him. Therefore, Sayyid Ahmad went
to see the servant asking his forgiveness and it was granted. This
event also affected Sayyid Ahmad’s feeling that made him conclude

~ a good mother 1s better than a thousand teachers.??

Sayyid Ahmad’s mother, as his father, was a religious woman,

following the Sufi sect of Hadrat Shah Ghulam ‘Ali. The family of
his mother were followers of the great Sufi at that time, Shah ‘Abd.
al ‘Aziz and his family. As a result, if some members of the family had
troubles, they came to Shah Abd. al ‘Aziz and his family to get a
charm in order to protect them from some illnesses. But his mother
did not believe in this sort of faith. It happened that, when Sayyid
Ahmad’s sons, Sayyid Hamid and Sayyid Mahmud, were given
charms to wear by other members of the family, there was a tradition
that these children should not eat egg or chicken, (according to their
belief, if they took those things, some catastrophic event would
happen to them). Sayyid Ahmad’s mother thought that the above
belief was not in accord with the faith in God. Therefore, when she
ate with the boys, she used to give them some egg dish or chicken
curry or chicken pilau.®® His mother’s religious attitude had also
some influence on his later religious thought. He was in favour of his
mother’s view as he points out:
Even now, when my religious views are founded upon rational principles, I find in
my mother’s beliefs no element that might be denominated infidel or heretical, with
the single exception of her belief that the dead receive the reward of ‘bodily worship’
(‘ibadat-¢ badani), that is, of reading the Holy Qur'an and bestowing alms or of
reciting prayers for the dead and distributing food.

I believe in neither of these practices—I do not believe in the acting by proxy
(niyabat) involved in ‘bodily worship’, nor in that involved in ‘worship by wealth’
(ibadat-e mali), except when the deceased has in his life-time given in trust to some-
one some of his property for a charitable purpose.®!

Sayyid Ahmad, although did not show any remarkable progress
in his study of Arabic and Persian, also studied other subjects such
as mathematics, and his uncle also taught him some basic texts in
arithmetic and some propositions of Euclid on astronomy.®?
Obviously, in his childhood, Sayyid Ahmad had no great interest in
his studies. Therefore, in January 1837, he gave up his studies.®?
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Some writers, such as Shan Muhammad divide the periods of Sir
Sayyid’s life into four. The first period of his life is between 1817 and
1837. Shan Muhammad regards these twenty years as not very
important.** It is not known why Sayyid Ahmad was not interested
in his study. Possibly his easy life made him less serious in his study.

The second period of Sir Sayyid’s life spanned the years from 1837
to 1857. His father, Sayyid Muhammad Muttaqi Khan died in 1838
that forced Sir Sayyid to seek employment to support his family.
Now, after his father’s death, life for Sayyid Ahmad was not as easy
as it had been. He was no longer a small child who had no fear and
grief. His father’s death, as Baljon says, gave him better direction.??
Accordingly, Sayyid Ahmad was employed with the British service
as Shiristehdar of the Criminal Department in the office of Sadr Amin
at Delhi. In January, 1839, he was appointed Naib Munsh: or deputy
reader in the Commissioner’s Office at Agra, Mr. (afterwards Sir
Robert) Hamilton. Later on, in December 1841, he became munsif
or sub-Judge of Fatehpur Sikri for ten years. In January 1846, he
was moved to Delhi.?®

Within this second period of his life, his interest in academic works
began to flourish. It is not known why his attitude towards education
changed so fast to a positive one. Possibly his service with the East
India Company, his intellectual intercourse with British officers and
his increasing awareness of the importance of education were among
the factors that changed his mind towards education. Considering
the post he held in his service with the East India Company, one can
say that this gave him a great opportunity to develop his talent in
academic works and literature. Among his works in this period are:

1. Jila al-qulub br dhikr al-Mahbb (Polishing of the Hearts by Remem-
nering the Beloved), 1841.

2. Tuhfat-» Hasan (The Gift to Hasan), 1844, Nur al-Hasan was
Sir Sayyid’s teacher in Agra in the early 1884s /?]
3. Tadhkirah-1 ahl-i Dihli (Biography of the People of Delhi, contai-
ned in the fourth chapter of the first edition of Athaar al-
Sanadid), 1846.
. Kalimat al-Haqq (The True Discourse), 1849.
. Rah-v sunnah dar radd-1 bid’ah ( The Path of the Sunnah in Rejection
of Innovation), 1850.
6. Namigah dar bayan-i mas’alah-1 tasauwur-i Shaikh. (A Letter Ex-
planing the Teacher of tasauwur-i Shaikh), 1852.

7. Aghaz-i tarjumah-1 Kimya-1 sa’adah. (Beginning of the translation
of al-Ghazal?'s famous The Elixir of Happiness), 1853.

8. Athar al-Sanadid, 1852 (Second Edition—revised edition).

9. A’in-1 Akbani. (No date was given).3’

TN
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The last two works, namely Athar al-Sanadid and A’in-i Akbari
are not religious works compared with the rest of the above works.
Historically, these two works are very important for modern histo-
rians, for the Athar al-Sanadid describes the history of the old build-
ings and monuments and peoples of Delhi. The A’in-i-Akbar, edited
by Sayyid Ahmad in 1856 is concerned with “the administration
report and statistical return of the government of the great Mughal
Emperor Akbar.”38

Jila’ al-Qulub b dhikr al-Mahbub (Polishing of the Hearts by Remem-
bering the Beloved) is the biography of the Prophet Muhammad. This
tract was written to be used as a handbook for maulud recitations.?®
Jila’ al-Qulub was written in three languages: Arabic, Persian and
Urdu. It begins with:
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Praise be to Allah, the Lord of the worlds, and blessings and peace upon our satyd
(leader) Muhammad, the Seal of the messengers and upon his family; the good and
pure ones and upon the Companions, the stars of religion! The best of all
rememberances 1s the remembrance of the Prophet. ..

The Risalah ends with another praise to the Prophet Muham-
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Oh God, blessing be upon the pure spinit of the Prophet,
The intercessor of mankind on the day of the nsing and judgement,

The bringer of good news and warner, the lord of all people.
The generous Apostle, [messenger | of good character and nature.

Who 1s like him among the people, the progeny of Adam,
His disposition grand and full of fragrance?

When your light shines upon the descendants of Adam
Even the good angels are altogether proud.

When the face of Muhammad shines mn light »
There remains no light that could illuminate a star.

He has given drink to the company of the prous from the basin of Kauthar
[“The Pond of Abundance” in Paradise ]

Praise be to you, O Lord of the world
Peace be upon you, O best of vision.**

Within this period, Sayyid Ahmad wrote mainly on religions or
theological issues following traditional lines. Jila’ al-Qulub,
Tadhkirat-1 ahl-i-Dihli, and Kalimat al-Haqq are presented in such a
way that reflect his strong commitment to and understanding of
Islamic teachings. Tadhkirat-i ahl-i-Dihli was written, as we
understand from its main point, to show that thousands of Delhi’s
inhabitants followed the tarigah-1 sunnat-» Muhammad: or the Way of
the Prophet Muhammad.*' Kalimat-1-al-Haqq is also devoted by
Sayyid Ahmad to praise the Prophet Muhammad and his tarigat
where the Prophet is regarded as the one true pir or teacher.*?

Looking at the whole of Sayyid Ahmad’s writings in general
until 1857, one cannot deny that he was interested in history. Athar
al-Sanadid is one work that supports this argument. The rest of his
works at this stage, such as fila al-Qulub b1 dhikr al-Mahbub and
Tadhkirat-i-ahl-1-Dihli, although they are not considered as historical
works, were written on historical lines. 7ila’ al-Quliib deals with the
history of the Prophet Muhammad’s birth, how he became a prophet
and a messenger of God, his miracles and his farewell pilgrimage.
Tadhkirat-r-ahl-i-Dihli is concerned with the history of the people in
Delhi.

The third period of his life began with two important events: the
outbreak of the 1857 Mutiny against the British and the death of his
mother. This period started from 1857 to 1877.® During the out-
break of 1857, Sayyid Ahmad was a “Sadr-amin” or sub-Judge in
Bijnore.** He played a remarkable role in saving the lives of many
Europeans during the Mutiny. He strongly believed that British rule
would remain in India and therefore, no power could uproot it from
India.*® Sayyid Ahmad showed his loyalty to the British govern-
ment in this critical time. He was in charge of the district of Bijnor
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for some time on behalf of the British without any military help.*¢
In the Sirat-i-Faridipat, Sayyid Ahmad describes that during this
great revolt, his mother, the children and his relatives were in Delhi
while he was at Bijnor. His mother had great confidence that the
British would come back to restore the order. She said to people:

The British will soon return. You all stay quietly at home: the British will do nothing
to those who take no part in the disturbances.*’

Sayyid Ahmad soon went to Delhi to find out his mother.*®
According to him, his mother strongly believed that the British would
not harm any one who was not involved in or took part in the rebel-
lion. Therefore, when Delhi nearly fell; many peoples left the city but
she with her sister remained in Delhi believing the British would not
harm the innocent people. But as Sayyid Ahmad adds, his mother’s
belief proved to be wrong because when the soldiers came, the whole
house was looted. As a result, she and her sister lived in the small
room that was occupied by her servant, Zaiban. When Sayyid
Ahmad arrived at his mother’s house, he learned that she was with-
out food and water for several days. When she saw Sayyid Ahmad
she said:

Why are you here? People are being killed here. Go away? We shall suffer what we
must,

He replied:

Set your mind at rest; no one will kill me. I have on me letters from all the officials,
and have just been with the British officers in the Fort and the Governor of Delhi.*®

It was very fortunate for Sayyid Ahmad’s mother and her sister
because he arrived home while they were in great trouble. After
giving them water which he got from the Fort, he took them to
Meerut, and his mother died there in 1857. For Sayyid Ahmad, the
year 1857 was very important. The great Mutiny of that year taught
him many lessons. He remained loyal to the British because he
believed that the British rule would continue and there was no other
political power which could rule the country.*° Sayyid Ahmad did
everything he could in helping the British in that crucial time in the
history of India. His effort and support during the mutiny had been
acknowledged by the Lieutenant-Governor of the North-West pro-
vinces, Sir John Strachey, who said on the 11th December, 1880, at
Aligarh:

No man ever gave nobler proofs of conspicuous courage and loyalty to the British
Government than were given by him in 1857: no language that I could use would
be worthy of the devotion he showed.?!
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Due to his remarkable services to the British Government especially
during the mutiny of 1857, he was given an estate that once belonged
to Mir Sadiq Ali and Mir Rustam Ali who supported the rebellion
against the British. But he did not want to accept because he did not
intend to stay in India.’? In any case, the British government
awarded him and his eldest son a political pension of Rs. 200 per
mensem. 3

The failure of the mutiny of 1857 brought the end of the Mughal
Empire in India. Muslims were accused of acting as engineers of the
rebellion against the British authority. The wahhab: movement was
also said to be responsible for the mutiny. Through the revolt,
Muslims also were accused of trying to restore the Muslim power in
India. The social, eductional and political situation of the Muslims
before the mutiny were other factors that helped the mutiny develop.
Due to their opposition to British rule, the Muslims did not take
Western education and there were few Muslims entering the service
of the British government.>* As a result of the mutiny also, Muslims
suffered much more than the Hindus although the latter also took
part in the abortive rebellion.

Sayyid Ahmad had witnessed the collapse of Muslim power in
India and the decadence and backwardness of the Muslims political-
ly, educationally and economically. All these situations worried him
and made him intend to leave the country. He thought how difficult
it would be to regenerate the spirit of the Muslim society. But finally
he put off his intention of leaving because it would not help to solve
Muslim problems. He had to face reality. At that time, Sayyid
Ahmad was really in a dilemma. His great sympathy to the Muslims
after the mutiny and his loyalty to the British government were in
balance. In other words, his sympathy to his Muslim people did not
put off his loyalty to the British, just as his loyalty to the British did
not reduce his sympathy to the Muslims.

He analysed the great event of 1857 that totally separated the
Muslims from the British administration. At this stage Sayyid Ahmad
stood between Muslim prejudice towards the British as well as British
prejudice towards the Muslims. He appeared and played a role of
reconciliation between the Muslims and the British. The relation
between the Muslims and the British reached its lowest point after the
mutiny. But Sayyid Ahmad wanted to keep a warm relationship
with both of them. More than that, he strongly attempted to diminish
the prejudices that arose between these two sides. This was indeed not
an easy task. After the mutiny of 1857, Sayyid Ahmad wrote several
books concerning politics and theology. The great mutiny inspired
him to find out the roots of the revolt. On the other hand, he also
wanted to prove that the Muslims were loyal subjects to the British
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rule. As a result, he published two works. First he wrote in 1858 a tract
called Asbab-1 Baghawat-i-Hind or “The Causes of the Indian Revolt”.
Then, a few years later, he published at Meerut another work called
An Account of the Loyal Mahomedans of India in 1860-61.

In the Asbab-i-Baghawat-i-Hind, Sayyid Ahmad thought five
factors that were responsible for the rise of the rebellion:

1. Ignorance on the part of the people: by which I mean misapprehen-
sion of the intentions of Government.

2. The passing of such laws and regulations and forms of procedure as
Jarred with the established customs and practice of Hindustan, and
the mtroduction of such as were in themselves objectionable.

3. Ignorance on the part of the Government of the condition of the
people; of their modes of thought and of life; and of the grievances
through which their hearts /they] were becoming estranged.

4. The neglect on the part of our rulers of such points as were essential
to the good Government of Hindustan,

5. The bad management and disaffection of the army 3°

In the Asbab-i-Baghawat-i-Hind, Sayyid Ahmad frankly but poli-
tely criticised the British government which, according to him, did
not understand the culture and the way of thinking of the peoples.
He believed that the rebellion was not because of economic problems.
He says in the Asbab:

I do not say that Government has made no attempt to acquaint itself with the cha-
racteristics, and economy of the country. I am well aware that serious efforts have
been made .. ButI do say that Government has not succeeded 1n acquainting 1tself
with the daily habats, the modes of thought and of life, the likes, and dislikes, and
the prejudices of the people. Our Government never knew what troubles each
succeeding sun might bring wath 1t to 1ts subjects, or what sorrow might fall upon
them with the mght. Yet day by day troubles and anxieties were increasing upon
them. Secret causes of complaint were rankling in their breasts. Lattle by little a cloud
was gathering strength, which finally burst over us 1n all 1ts violence.*®

Sayyid Ahmad’s view as cited above is constructive. Neither
British officials nor his European friends expressed their opposition
to his idea. His idea concerning the causes of the mutiny reflects the
view of, at least, some people—if not all of them —who were involved
in the rebellion. In his essay entitled The Loyal Mohammedans of India,
Sayyid Ahmad tried to convince the Muslims that it is not against
Islam to obey or become loyal to a non-Muslim ruler. On the other
hand, he also attempted to convince the BritisH that the Muslims were
loyal subjects of the British. In order to convince all of them, Sayyid
Ahmad had to refer to the history of the Prophet Muhammad and
the beginning of his mission. He had referred to Quranic verses which
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relate to the basis for a warm relationship between Muslims and
Christians. The Qur’an says in the passage which Sayyid Ahmad
referred to:
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Thou shalt surely find the most violent of all mgn 1in enmity against the true
believers to be the Jew and the 1dolators, and thou shalt surely find those
among to be the most inclinable to entertain friendship for the true believers,

who say, ‘we are Christian” This cometh to pass because there are priests
and monks among them and because they are not elated with pride.?’

To his Muslim countrymen, Sayyid Ahmad points out in his The
Loyal Mohammedans of India that the Christians are like them. They
are people who believe in the revelation from heaven, in the prophets
and pay a great respect to the word of God in their Holy Book.

“It was therefore needful and proper,” says Sayyid Ahmad, “that where the blood
of Christians was spilt, there should also have mingled with 1t that of Mohammedans;
and those who shrunk from manifesting such devotedness, and sided with the rebels
wilfully disobeyed the injunctions of religion, besides proving themselves ungrateful
to their salt, and thereby incurring the severe displeasure of Government, a fact that
1s patent to every peasant.®®

Furthermore, Sayyid Ahmad describes how the Ethopian
Christian King called Najashi protected Muslims who sought refuge
in his country from the oppression of the Kuffar or the idolatrous
people of Mecca.>®.

All these historical facts and Qur’anic verses were used by Sayyid
Ahmad in order to reconcile the Muslims and the British. This is a
crucial role played by him in a very critical period of Muslim-British
relationship. According to Aziz Ahmad and G.E. von Grunebaum,
the mutiny of 1857-1858 is a sign of the end of Muslim attitudes of
resistance to the British. Instead, the Indo-Muslim elite began to
realise that it was only

a workable modus vivendi with the British rulers in India and in assimilating at least
certain practical elements of the dominant Western civilization,

that could guarantee economic and social survival of Muslims in
India.®® There is no doubt that Sayyid Ahmad appeared as a leading
figure amongst Indian Muslims at that time in restoring close ties
between the Muslims and the British. He was among those Muslim
elites who saw a reconciliation policy as the best way for Muslim sur-
vival in India. Sayyid Ahmad realised that educationally, the
Hindu community was far more advanced than Muslims. Educatio-
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nal campaigns and reformation led by the Hindu elite such as
Rammohun Roy had not been in vain. Rammohun was older than
Sayyid Ahmad. Therefore, it is possible that Sayyid Ahmad had a
knowledge concerning Rammohun’s educational intercourse with
Christian missionaries in promoting Western education to his Hindu
countrymen.

Sayyid Ahmad also knew, as Rammohun did, the importance of
Western Science and education to the Muslims. There is no evidence
to prove that Sayyid Ahmad was influenced by Rammohun Roy in
his possitive attitude towards Western education. But one thing was
clear, that due to the failure of the mutiny and the establishment of
the British rule in India, Muslims in one way or another had to come
closer to the West and study Western learning. They could not isolate
themselves from Western civilization.

Due to his reinterpretation of Muslim theology and his strong
support of the British rule in India, Sayyid Ahmad faced “‘a conser-
vative challenge in religion and a pan-Islamic challenge in politics.”¢!
But for Sayyid Ahmad those challenges could not change his thinking
and attitude.

Analysing his works throughout the period of twenty years, 1857
-1877, one can see some effects on his works as a result of his intellec-
tual intercourse with Western education and Christianity. Apart
from his Asbab Baghawat-1-Hind and An Account of the Loyal Mahomedans
of India, some other works were also published within this period. The
most important works relating to Muslim-Christian dialogue are
Tabyin al-Kalam Fi Tafsir al- Taurat wa-al-Injil ‘ala Millat-i-al-Islam,
The Mohamedan Commentary on the Holy Bible, published in three
volumes: volume I in 1862, volume I in 1865 and volume I11 in 1887;
Ahkam-1 ta’am ahl-: Kitab first published in 1866 and A Series of Essays
on the Life of Mohammed and subjects subsidiary thereto, published in
London in 1870.

It is interesting to learn how Sayyid Ahmad became interested
in extending his religious exploration into another faith, namely
Christianity. During his time, a theological controversy had already
arisen between his teacher, Maulana Nur al-Hassan (d. 1868) and
a Christian missionary stationed at Agra since 1835, named Carl
Gottlieb Pfander, (d. 1869). The controversy between them took
place in the late 1830s and the early 1840s.°? Among Pfander’s
works are the Mizan-ul-Hagqq (Balance of Truth), Miftah-ul-Asrar
(Key to mysteries) and Tang-ul-Hyat (Way of Salvation).®® As a
result of his study of Islam, Pfander was involved in a religious
controversy with Muslims, among them Nur al-Hasan himself and
Sayyid Ahmad’s friends: Maulwi fmam Shahid, Maulwi Ghulam
Jilani and Maulwi Muh Shafi.®* A controversy also arose between
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Pfander and Sayyid Ali Hassan, another Muslim scholar who wrote
a tract called Kitab al-Istifsar (Book of Questions). According to
William Muir, the first four “Questions” in the book deal with the
rejection of the doctrine of Trinity. The next ten criticise the truth
and authority of the Bible. The fifteenth question is devoted to show
the greatness of the Prophet Muhammad’s miracles. The Bible as the
author says, is in favour of the Prophet Muhammad’s prophecies
rather than Christ. Chapter sixteen in this book deals with this ques-
tion. The seventeenth and the eighteenth chapters discuss challenges
and obstacles faced by all prophets including the Prophet Muham-
mad and the beauties and excellencies of Islam respectively. Accor-
dingly, Pfander wrote and published in 1847 an article called Hall ul-
Ishkal (Solution of Difficulties) as a reply to Kashf ul-Astar and Kitab-
-Istifsar.®> The Kitab-i-Istifar ended Pfander’s theological contro-
versy with Muslim scholars.®® Apart from the Pfander-Hassan con-
troversy, a theological debate also arose between the Anglican mis-
sionary Joseph Wolff and another Muslim scholar Maulana
Muhammad Ishaq Muhaddith Dihlawi, a grandson of Shah ‘Abd al-
Aziz in the early 1830s.°7

All the controversies that arose between Muslim and Christian
scholars inspired Sayyid Ahmad and William Muir (1819-1905) to
open a new field of controversy. The theological misunderstanding
that arose between these two figures was probably not due to Sayyid
Ahmad’s interpretation of Jesus but to Muir’s interpretation of the
Prophet Muhammad. It is not known how far previous theological
debates that occured between Muslim and Christian scholars influ-
enced Sayyid Ahmad to devote his study to Christian Scriptures.
But one thing is clear, that in the Tabyn al-Kalam fi Tafs: al- Taurat
wa-al-Injil “ala millat al-Islam, he adopted a moderate view and
attitude (but still Islamic) in his study of Christian and Jewish scrip-
tures. Unlike Sayyid Ali Hassan’s Kitab al-Istifsar (Book of Ques-
tions), the Tabyin al-Kalam is not offensive in its interpretation of
Judaeo-Christian scriptures. It is rather a sympathetic Muslim inter-
pretation of Biblical scriptures. The efforts initiated by Sayyid
Ahmad in his writing on Biblical commentary are very rare in the
Islamic history of Muslim study of the Judaeo-Christian scriptures
“from a sympathetic Muslim point of view. It marks also the begin-
nings of religious pluralism in Islamic India.””¢® At this stage we see
how Sayyid Ahmad extended his role as a mediator between the
Muslims and the British rule. The Tabyn al-Kalam in one way or
another reflects his great respect for the Judaeo-Christian holy books.
Appraising the moderate attitude adopted by him in a wider context,
one can say that it is not against the teachings of Islam. For Muslims
also have to believe other prophets sent by God before the Prophet
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Muhammad and books revealed by Him before the Qur’an. The six
pillars of Islamic Faith (0kY! O ) are concerned with these sub-
jects. Itis possibly due to this reason (beside other reasons) that influ-
enced him to adopt such a moderate view and attitude as mentioned
above. By working of Judaeo-Christian scriptures, Sayyid Ahmad
was able to use intelligibly several works published by Christian and
Jewish scholars at that time. Among them are:

1. Thomas Hartwell Horne, An Introduction to the critical study

knowledge of the Holy Scriptures.

2. Thomas Scott, The Holy Bible, containing the Old and New Tes-

taments.

Nathaniel Lardner, The works of Nathaniel Lardner.

George and Mant R. D’Oyly, The Holy Bible.

Patrick Lowth, 4 Critical Commentary and Paraphrase on the Old

and New Testament, and the Apocrypha.

John William Colenso, The Pentateuch and Book of Joshua cri-

tically examined.

7. John Eadie, A Biblical Cyclopaedia or Dictionary of Eastern Anti-
quities.

8. Anon. Ecce Homo, or 4 Critical Inquiry into the History of Fesus
Chnist, being a Rational Analysis of the Gospels.

9. William Muir, Masil: Kalisa K7 tarikh.

10. Johann Lorenz von Mosheim, An Ecclesiastical History, Ancient
and Modern from the Birth of Christ to the Beginning of the Present
Century.

11. Solomon ben Isaak Rashi, Commentary of the Pentateuch.®

S e o

Furthermore, Sayyid Ahmad wrote an article called Ahkam-:-
{@’am ahl-i-Kitab concerning Muslims eating food with Christians
or people of the Book. As the Tabywn al-Kalam, Ahkam-i-{a ‘am ahl-1-
Kitab is also not offensive to the Christians. For the tract explains that
it is lawful for the Muslims to eat with the peoples of the Book. Sayyid
Ahmad bases his argument regarding the above subject on the Holy
Qur’an, Sura Al-ma’idat, verse 5:

b U (Salaby oS T OESU g ) plaby DL (ST ()

This day are ye allowed to eat such things as are good and the fo_c_)d of those
to whom Scriptures were given is also allowed as lawful unto you and your
food is allowed as lawful unto them.

It is the purpose of Sayyid Ahmad in writing this article to remove
misunderstanding that arose among the Muslims relating to this
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matter. While he was busy in writing and publishing those books, he
did not forget the progress of his Muslim countrymen especially in
education. This is the field to which Sayyid Ahmad devoted much
of his time. He believed of education.

That it may remove prejudices, soften asperities, and substitute a rational conviction
of the benefits of our Government; that 1t may unite the people and their rulers in
sympathy; and that the differences which separate them may be gradually lessened
and ulumately annihilated.”®

According to Graham, Sayyid Ahmad’s motto was “Educate,
educate, educate.” He once said to Graham:

All the socio-political diseases of India may be cured by this treatment. Cure the
root, and the tree will flourish.”!

For him, progress in education was one of the factors that could
bring a change in society. Like Rammohun Roy, Sayyid Ahmad
beleived that non-religious subjects such as Geography, the Modern
Arts and Sciences and History were very important to his people.
Therefore, in 1858, he opened a school at Moradabad concentra-
ting on the study of Modern History.”?

The traditional subjects such as Logic, Philosophy, Arabic Li-
terature and Religion as already enjoyed by the Muslims were inade-
quate for them in facing challenges of the age. He was deeply con-
cerned with the educational progress of his Muslim countrymen and
co-religionists before and after the mutiny of 1857.7% To promote the
spirit of education among his people, he took the initiative in estab-
lishing The Translation Society. The Society which is also known as
The Scientific Society of Aligarh was set up on the gth January, 1864,
at Ghazipore. He was very anxious to make his co-religionists accept
English education. He saw that through mastering English language,
they could study subjects like Political Economy, Geography, His-
tory and Natural Sciences and master them. It was the purpose of the
foundation of the Sientific Society to translate into Urdu English
books which are concerned with those subjects. Therefore, people
could get benefit from them. Concerning the backwardness of his
people, he prescribed for them a remedy:

The reason why we are all so backward nowadays, 1s that whilst we are learned in
and benefited by the philosophy, sciences, and arts of antiquity, we are almost en-
tirely 1ignorant of those of modern times, which the youth of the present age seems
so much to admure...

Now, as we are not likely to become proficient in German, French, & c., as we have
all their learned works mn the English tongue, and as Hindustan 1s now governed by
the English, I'think 1t 15 very clear that English 1s the language to which we ought to
devote our attention.”*
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He hoped that religious prejudices would not hinder the Mus-
lims in learning other languages including English. We learned Per-
sian, he said, and yet no religious prejudice prevented us from study-
ing that language.

How, then, can any religious objection be raised against our learning and perfecting
ourselves in English?* he added.”®

When he was transferred from Ghazipore to Aligarh in April
1864, the Scientific Society became weak. Therefore, he decided. to
move its office from Ghazipore to Aligarh. Under his direction, the
Society successfully translated and published in Urdu many works
which were written in English.”® Among them are:

Rollin’s Ancient History of Egypt

Scott Burn’s Modern Farming

William Semor’s Political Economy
Harris’s Electricity

Wilkinson’s Geography, compiled from various English works
Selections from Mill’s Political Economy
Todhunter’s Trigonometry

Todhunter’s Algebra for Beginners
Todhunter’s Euclid

Barnard Smuth’s Arithmethic for schools
Galbraith’s Plain Trigonometry

and many others.”’

In 1866, the Scientific Society took another step by publishing a
weekly paper called The Aligarh Institute Gazette. It was a bilingual
paper, using both Urdu and English. Sayyid Ahmad was fully in
charge of the paper, writing most of its editorial. Therefore, the paper
survived as long as Sayyid Ahmad lived.”® As a result of his great
contribution in education, the Viceroy Lord Lawrence awarded him
a gold medal and a copy of Macaulay’s works in November, 1866.7°
There is no doubt that he had a great interest in introducing and
popularising Western education to his people. He decided to send his
son, Sayyid Mahmud to pursue his studies in Cambridge University.
He also intended to join him in England to study the educational
system at the Universities of Cambridge and Oxford. He planned to
establish a university in India following Cambridge-Oxford models.

On the 1oth April, 1869, Sayyid Ahmad and his two sons, Sayyid
Mahmud and Sayyid Hamid left India for England. On their arrival
in England, they stayed in a house at Mecklenburg Square, London.
Several of his English friends who had been in India, had returned
to England. He was fortunate to meet Lord Lawrence, Lord Stanley
of Alderly, Carlyle, Sir John William Kaye, the Duke of Argyll (then
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Secretary of State for India), Colonel Graham himself and many
other well known figures at thaf time. The Duke of Argyll introduc-
ed him to the Marquis of Lorne. He was invested by the former with
the insignia of Companion of the Star of India.®°

In England, Sayyid Ahmad visited Cambridge and Oxford Uni-
versities and studied the British educational system. He also frequently
went to the India Office Library doing his research for his writings
as he had planned before he came to London. His main purpose was
to reply to Sir William Muir’s work on the Life of Mahomet (the Pro-
phet Muhammad). Muir’s work on the Prophet’s life was first pub-
lished in the Calcutta Review, January-June 1853, concerning three
main points: The Qur’an, Tradition and Earliest Biographers of
Mahomet.?! The above subjects had been repeated in the first vol-
ume of the new edition of the Life of Mohamet.®? In London, Sayyid
Ahmad wrote Essays on the Life of Mohammed in order to reply to Muir’s
the Life of Mohamet.

According to Graham, towards the end of 1870, Sayyid Ahmad
came back from England after being there for about seventeen months.
He then continued his service with the government of India as a na-
tive judge at Benares.®® In 1872, Sayyid Ahmad was again involved
in a controversy with the Hon. W.W. Hunter as a result of the latter’s
work on Indian Muslims. Hunter wrote a book called The Indian
Musalmans questioning the loyalty of the Muslims to the British rule.®*
As already mentioned, Sayyid Ahmad appeared in the history of
Muslim Indians as a figure who anxiously attempted to promote a
good relationship and good understanding between the Muslims
and the British in India. Therefore, he regarded the publication of
Hunter’s work on Indian Muslims as not helpful in achieving this
purpose. Consequently, he replied to Hunter’s work by publishing
his book called Syed Ahmad Bahadoor. C.S.1., on Dr. Hunter's ““Our Indian
Moussulmans — are they bound in conscience to rebel agants the Queen?®°

Apart from this controversy, Sayyid Ahmad also started a period-
ical called the Tahdhib al-Akhlag in order to reform the Muslim Com-
munity in India. The periodical ceased and resumed several times:
Its first period was from December 1870-September 1876, its second
period from April 1879~July 1881 and its third period from April
1894 to February 1897. The periodical was concerned with the reli-
gious and social life of Muslims.®® The Tahdhib al-Akhlag became a
voice of Sayyid Ahmad to his people; He said:

The aim of this periodical 1s that the Muslims of India should be persuaded to adopt
the best kind of cwvilisation so that the contempt with which the cwvilised people look
upon them should be removed and they may join the comuty of civilised people ..
It 1s true that religion plays a great part in making a people civilised. There are, no
doubt, some religions which stand 1n the way of progress. It 1s our aim to judge where
Islam stands in this regard.®?
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Along with the appearence of Tahdhib al-Akklag, Sayyid Ahmad
also set up the Commuttee Khwastagar Taraqi-1- Musalmanan-i-Hindustan
or “The Committee for the Better Diffusion and Advancement of
Learning among the Muhammadans of India” on 26th December,
1870, at Benaras.®® In 1875, The Muhammadan Anglo Oriental
College was established, indicating the first important reaction of
the Muslims in India to the challenge of the modern age, and pre-
paring them intellectually and otherwise to deal with ““the process of
social change and to take a fresh stock of their medieval heritage.”®®
Some Muslim ‘ulama’ did not agree with his educational scheme.
But more than that, they disagreed on religious grounds with Sayyid
Ahmad’s new interpretation of the Qur’an. He believed that Com-
mentary on the Qur’an must be made in the light of the nineteenth
century rationalism,

not carng for tradition and the Canon Law and rejecting all that was in conflict with

reason and nature, and taking the Qur’an as the only decisive law for his religious
a0
Views.

This affected his interpretation of Jesus and his view on the concept
of miracles in Islamic theology.

Sayyid Ahmad started writing Tafsir al-Qur’an (commentary on
the Qur’an) in 1876, the year he retired from his service to the govern-
ment of India. As a result, controversy arose between him and those
“ulama’.

In the fourth period of his life (1877-1898), Sayyid Ahmad de-
voted much of his time to writing the Tafsir al-Qur’an. Seven volumes
of his new interpretation of the Qu’ran were published. Apart from
that he also published Tahrr fi usil al- Tafsir (Principles of Exegesis),
in 1892.°' Within this period also, he wrote many articles relating to
the political survival of Muslims in India, his opposition to the es-
tablishment of the All India National Congress and religious and
educational essays. It is also known that Sayyid Ahmad did continue
his writing on Christian theology, a subject that he was interested in
for a long time. He wrote several other articles relating to the birth
of Hadrat ‘Isa (Christ); his death and his miracles.?? It was in this
period that he was knighted (1888). He was also honoured by the
University of Edinburgh with the degree of LL.D.*?

It is clear that his long life gave him opportunities to do some-
thing for his people. His works, especially in education, politics and
religion reflect his strong determination to bring a change to his co-
religionists. The opposition and criticism that he received from his
opponents did not weaken his ambition. In the very last period of his
life, Sir Sayyid was very sad due to his son, Sayyid Mahmud’s sudden
illness. He hoped that his gifted son would continue his educational
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ambitions that he could not fulfil during his life time. His son’s sad
decline occurred in 1897. As a result, Sir Sayyid was very shocked
and therefore, he kept silent for a long timé. One day his old friend,
Zainul Abidin, asked him why he was like that. He, thus, replied:

The time 15 near when I shall have to be silent forever. I am preparing myself for
that.?*

Sir Sayyid fell ill on the 24th March, 1898. In the last moments
of his life, he still uttered some Qur’anic verses and repeated them un-
ceasingly. On 27th March, 1898, Sir Sayyid passed away. He was
buried in the northern precincts of the College Mosque,®® a place
that he loved so much!
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