
CHAPTER - V 

THE ALIGARH MOVEMENT 

·~ 
! 
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To know the Aligarh Movement, it is absolutely necessary 

to study the socio-Political conditions of the 19th Century 

and some references to the 18th Century as well. The 

18th Century Muslim India was ·dominated by one person 

Shah Waliullah a great theologian of Delhi saw abject 

poverty of ~he Muslimsand their down fall after the disinte-

gration of the Mughal Empire. He made all attempts to 

uplift the Muslims through religious and social reforms. 

The Muslim society had gone to the lowest depth of degra-

dation during his period and all kinds of social evils 

had taken deep root into the Muslim society and an immediate 

reform was necessary. He felt the need of this reform 

and worked to achieve this end through out his v1hole 

life Sir Syed Ahmad Khan had been greatly influenced 

by Shah Waliullah' s socio-religious reforms. The second 

important event of the 1857 Revolt influenced him greatly. 

After the revolt of 1857, the whole structure of the 

Indian society collapsed. He found the Muslim Community, 

"educationally backward, politically immature, and economi

cally insecure" 1 Sir Syed wanted to revive the Muslim 

community . through Modern education. Therefore, he had 

two main objectives throughout his life, specially after 

1857, "namely to present Islam in a rational manner and 

to revive the Muslim community through modern education. " 2 

The movement that Sir Syed started for the social and 

cultural regeneration of the Muslims is commonly known 

as the Aligrh Movement. Why, how and when the movement 
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was started.is as follows :;.... 

Shan Muhammad says, "nineteenth century was · a· period 

of . great mental turmoil for the Muslims of · India. In 

all walks of life -economic, social. and political ._ they 

suffered severe setbacks after the great catastrophy 

of· i857 ... 3 This ha.d ·moulded Sir Syed' s thinking:. 

The system of education introduced by the British 

was· not accepted ·by the Muslims. They thought· that it 

w~s irreligious and detrimental to their religion. 4 There

fore, the traditional Ulema preched. anti-Firangi propaganda 

~nd ·the Muslims clung to .the out-moded ideas with great 

te~a~city. 5 

The other communities· of . India welcomed the system 

provided~ by the government. uin 1824, the government 

wanted to start· a Sanskrit College for ·the Hindus in 

Calcutta. They suggested through an application ·that 

they did not want Sanskrit College · to be established 

by the Government but wanted that it· should start English 

Colleges as far as 'possible. bn ·the other hand, in 1835, 

after el.even years, when the Muslim came to know that 

the Government intended to start English teaching in 

all the schools, they submitted an application signed 

by. 8000 Moulvis of Calcutta to stop it. The application 

started that the evident . q~_ject · of, the Scheme was· to 

convert them to Christianity. 6 
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The Government thereupon :announced a policy of 

strict religious neutrality but the propaganda of the 

Christian missionaries had so horrified Muslims that 

even government's sincere assurances of religious neutrality 

were interpreted as a cunning device to deprive them 

of their faith and, therefore, they kept strictly aloof 

from the new system of education. On the other hand, 

the Hindus received English education and got the job 

opportunities and thus they left the Muslims far behind 

educationally and economically. The Hindus had become 

the favourites of the foreign government because of their 

friendlier attitude to it, but the Muslims were without 

any support owing . to the hostile propaganda against the 

rulers emanating from the. conservative r-~uslims Circles. 

Any guidance they could get was possible only through 

the acceptance of Western Science and education which 

7 they were not willing to accept. 

In response to this challange Sir Syed took a number 

of steps, policies and strategies to make the Aligarh 

Movement a success. 

Sir Syed firmly believed that ·the progress of the 

Muslim community was impossible without the support of 

the British Government and in order to achieve this objec

tive he adopted the policy of loyalism and co-operation 

with the British. 

During the period of the revolt of 185 7 Sir Syed 

remained strictly loyal to the British 8 and had saved 
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9 of many English people. To remove the British 

hostility towards the Muslims he wrote a number of articles 

and books and delivered many 10 
speeches too for Anglo-

Muhammadan friendship. First he published 'Tarikh-i-Sarkash

i-Zila Bijnour ( 1858) in which Sir. Syed saw the Muslim 

problems in the context of the revolt (1887) and presented 

such a plan of action that might cause for the welfare 

and progress. Sir Syed was in Bijnour during the disast-

ous days of 1857 and he presented everything in his book 

elaborately and impartially without any hesitation whatever 

in reaction and whatever happened upon the English. He 

made his political stand clear as to why he favoured 

the British. He firmly believed that the British had 

come to stay here and the Muslims should remove their 

suspicion by proving their loyalty to them. 11 Then he 

wrote Asba.b-e-Ba(:-rha:'i:'iai:-e-Hind (1859) in which the British 

-were made equally responsibile ··as. h d
. 12 

t e In 1.ans and 

to bring about a change of the British mind towards the 

Muslims he wrote the Loyal Mohammadans .of India in which 

he discussed 2213 loyal f•1ohanunadans who obeyed the British 

. f. . h 1 14 sacr1 1.c1ng t emse ves. 

Sir Syed adopted a western style of living, developed 

friendly relations with British officials and to know 

the English culture and civilization he visited England 

in 1869-7015 • From there on 15 October, 1869 Sir Syed 

wrote to the Secretary of the Scientific Society that 

he saw the rna j or part of London, met Lords, Lord ·Lawrence, 
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I 
Lord Stanley of Alderly and ladies at dinner, mixed middle 

class society and saw many prominent scholars. He also 

observed the customes and habits and the style of living 

of the English high and low. He visited many places of 

repute, spacious mansions, engineering works, museums, 

gun foundaries, ship building yards, vessels of war, 

ocean telegraph companies etc. All these things created 

an impression of western superiority over the rest part 

of the world. He was also convinced that all were the 

results of their education. 16 

Till 1887, Sir Syed did not oppose the Indian National 

Congress .17 He was aware of the fact that there v1as dispar-· 

i ty in education and \'leal th among the different groups. 

He believed that democracy could not succeed unie:ss the 

whole population be educated. He considered tha.t rvruslims 

were totally unfit and could not compete wit.h ·the educated 

Hindus. Threrefore they were not . fit for the democratic 

political process. 18 

Sir Syed had firm faith that only those people 

should join the agitation of the congress who had full 

strength to oppose the 19 
Government. 

"numerically much smaller than the 

educationally backward, politically 

economic resources and enterprise far 

Since Muslims were 

Hindu population, 

immature, 

behind the 

and in 

20 
other. 11 

They were not to open any political agitation. Therefore, 

Sir Syed advised them to keep aloof from the "Political 
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uproar 11 and concentrate . on trade and education as the 

means of acquiring wealth and high government posts. 21 

Sir Syed was marked as an Occidentalist when he 

started for England in 1869-70 to know and study the 

culture, and civilization and institutions of Europe 

for the progress and development of India. He was profoundly 

influenced by de Lesseps with his idealism and patriotism 

while journeying through the mediterranian. He praised 

the elegance of the architecture of Versailles, and in 

the art gallaries of Paries. 22 

Sir Syed was highly impressed by the English culture 

in London, by decoration· of London hotels, by the manners 

and habits of the people and of . British house maids. 

In addition to these . he was also impressed by the equal 

opportunity for both sexes. Once he wrote to orthodox 

theologians in India, that 1 European women were as shocked 

to hear that Indian women were generally illiterate as 

Indians would be if they saw a woman walking naked in 

the bazars. 1 He had simple satisfaction that there had 

been some development in female education in Turkey and 

Egypt.23 

Besides attendidng parties and seeing officials, 

Sir Syed was made a member of Athenaeum Club and elected 

a fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society. He had also contacts 

with Chales Dickens, and Thomas Carlyle.The most signaficant 
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point that should be noted here is that he visited the 

University of Cambridge and carefully studied its structure, 

construction, architecture, government, and curriculum 

as the model of the educational institution, he was planning 

to establish in India.24 

He had many English friends and contacts with the 

British ruling bureaucracy in India that changed his 

life style. Since 1868 he adopted Western style of living 

and he and some of his friends had chosen a bicultural 

social life for which he was sa tired and criticised by 

the brilliant conservative poet Akbar Allahabadi. 25 

Prof Shan Muhammad writes, "Sir Syed's liberal 

interpretation of the Quran, his attack on the current 

religious practices, his reorientation of the Islamic 

learning and his moderate approach to current issues 

like inter-dinning with the Christian issues which Musalmans 

would not like to discuss had created widespread opposition 

to the conservative circles of Muslim India against Sir 

Syed. Infuriated Moul vis, who would not like to budge 

an inch from traditionalism, issued fatwas to undo his 

movement. Moulvi Irhdad Ali and Ali Buksh, ever started 

fresh papers in opposition to Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq, condemning 

the new approach of Sir Syed and calling him an aide 

t Ch • t • • • I 26 o r1s 1an m1ss1onary'. 
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SIR SYED AHMAD KHAN AND THE MODERN EDUCATION 

There is no denying the fact that education among Muslims 

basically religious which was not found in those circumstan

ces as more useful. Its aims and objects are to teach 

the Muslims to be good and virtuous and to· prepare them 

for the next world ignoring the material development 

of the world· as the concept of ilm (knowledge) was limited 

and confined to the Quran, the Hadith and the Fiqh· Ausaf 

Ali writes," "The greatest tragedy in Islamic history 

has been that the conception of knowledge in Islamic 

culture came to increasing narrowed down until ilm came 

to be defined and equated with the learning of the religious 

sciences based on the Quran, the Hadith and the fiqh. 

All other kinds of knowledge and learnings philosophy, 

literature, science, medicine, history, geography and 

secular learning in any shape and form - after they had 

flourished for a while,declined, and disappeared in time. 

Muslims became mortally frightened of all new kinds of 

learning and hitherto unkonwn systems of knowledge. The 

method of rote learning of the Islamic religious sciences 

did the re.st. There were probably good hsi tori cal reasons 

for all this, but the rest of it was that there remained 

in the centuries to come no real chance of intellectual, 

scientific, and cultural progress of and, by extension, 

of the enhancement of the productive powers of Muslim 

Society on the basis of the physical and material sciences. 

In a thousand years, except for Ibn Khaldun, no one created 

any new knowledge or a better technology for peace or. 

war. Consequently, Muslims extered with the modern world 
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as a truly stagnant, backward, and in the technical sense 

of the word, illeterate people". 27 Describing the reasons 

for the downfal of the Muslim community, Allama Shaguib 

Arsalaan mentioned four important points illiteracy, 

lack of true scholarship, moral degradation and the decline 

of the Ulema and the Muslim rulers. 28 

Ibrahim Abu Bakar writes, "on social ·and economic 

grounds, Muslim modernists criticised Muslim mystics 

for spreadidng and reinforcing concepts such as predestina-

rianism, fatalism, esotericism, asceticism, celibacy, 

material poverty and other worliness, thus discouraging 

human endeavour for better economic and social life in 

this world. Muslim modernists thought that such concepts 

as ·propagated by Muslim myst.ics con•cribu>ced to Muslim 

social and.economic decadence and backwardness".
29 

After the ·introduction of the modern scientific 

education by the British, the three distinct alternatives 

were left to the Indians to be adopted. Professor K.A. 

Nizami writes "some thought that the only panacea to 

these ills lay in a hard-back to the old values of religion 

through which alone the socio-political system could 

be resuscitated in consonance with the traditions of 

early Islam. Others thought that the remedy did not lie 

in religious revival but in total acceptance of the western 

values and concepts. There was a third school of thought 

which struck a balance between these two extreme approaches 

and advocated acceptance of western education and . science 
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while jealously guarding their religious and intellectual 

identity". 30 The third school rejects the other two arguing 

that neither the traditional Muslim education nor the 

modern or secular education could solve the problems 

because the traditional education lacked vocational and 

secular subjects and the secular education lacked Islamic 

religious subjects. Therefore, then wanted to combine 

both religious and secular education that would enable 

the people to participate in the development of their 

society and country and to maintain their religious beliefs 

and practices.31 

Sir Syed belonged to the third school of thought 

who throughout his life promoted both western and Islamic 

education and defended the necessi>cy of Muslims to study 

western modern scientific education. He "argued that 

western learning, and science in particular, was not 

immical to Islam, but actually intrinsic to it, to study 

them was to study Islam itself." 32 

Ulema's.views on traditional education was the acquisi

tion of knowledge which was purely religious. They were 

to follow the teachings of the Prophet which was to lead 

them to glory. The Shariah was all in all the adherence 

of which was to rectify all thier social-economic and 

political problems. They were to lead a simple life, 

free from any corruption and, such .a life was to take 

them to salvation. They were practically confined to 

the traditional history of Islam, oblivious of the scienti

fic development which was taking place around them.
33 
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India became a colony of the British in the 19th 

century and the old system of education prevalent among 

Indian Muslims was replaced by the British educational 

system. In 1858, three Universities were founded in Bombay, 

Calcutta and Madras on the model of the London University. 

But for many decades the Muslims did not switch over 

to the new education introduced by the British. They 

kept themselves aloof form it. They felt that English 

education would weaken the belief of the young generation 

in Islam. They feared that they might lose their culture, 

and also be deprived of Arabic, Persian and religious 

education representing their cultural heritage, and also 

open the way for the propagation of Christianity among 

Muslims. 34 

On .account of these views of the Muslims towards 

British education, it is one of the causes of the intellec-

tual backwardness and economic poverty of the Muslims 

which influenced Sir Syed Ahmad Khan in formulating his 

ideas about education about Muslims. If we go through 

the life and acti vi tes of Sir Syed Ahamd Khan it would 

become clear · that he devoted 
,_. 
ulS whole life to work for 

the educational and economic upliftment of the Muslim 

community. He had fully understood that the economic 

poverty of the Muslim was mainly due to the fall of the 

Mughal empire and Muslim can regain their bygone status 

through modern education. 

Sir Syed was not totally in favour of the existing 

Madarasa system. Analysing the prevailing educational 

system of Madras a, Syed Ahmad Khan said "The education 
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which prevails among; the Muslims is not useful and in 

accordance with the age and requirement. This is the 

reason for their poverty and helplessness because the 

basic reason of poverty is ignorance and an Alim of such 

education and an illiterate both are equal. It is neither 

beneficial. to the people nor helpful to them. The education 

which is not in accordance with the age and requirement 

is futile. There is a saying of a wiseman, people who 

are not trained according to the age and requirement 

become first poor, then helpless, then foolish, wicked 

and theves and finally humiliated. 35 

Syed Ahmad Khan declared that knowledge shold not 

be for knowledge sake, but its aim and purpose should 

be t.he development of individual and society. Education 

must not be the means of mental satisfaction only but 

it should be the source of some purposeful work of the 

material worla. 36 

Once he said whatever our ancestors and we have 

understood about education and its real connection is 

that it is something rational which develops 1n mind 

and memory and the human soul derives immense pleasure 

out of it. But in modern time education means that it 

should be based on observation, experiment and analysis. 

It should give experience and be useful for all activities 

of man this is because why our ancestors died in poverty 

and hunger and lived mainly on charity. But in modern 
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time the educated people of progressive and advanced 

countr~es are all rich and their people are always benefited 

by them. 37 

Sir Syed firmly believed that the old system of 

education had been· shattered to pieces and they should 

establish educational institutions on the English model. 38 

Moreover, in 1870 Sir Syed wrote to his friend 11 My 

dear, there will be no use · of such Madarasah. It is a 

pity that the Mahammadans of India are downing and there 

is no one to save them. Oh, they discard the elixir and 

swallow the poison ••• believe me, the water has come 

upto their lips_. and there is very ·little time left before 

they are drown. 1139 

Sir Syed observed that 'che small and poor schools 

scattered in different places for the· education of Muslim 

boys were not good in results because of the lower grade 

of teaching staff and education. Naturally these poor 

scattered institutions would fail to produce a single 

strong centre of Muslim education in 
. 40 
India. He had 

firm faith that the development of the Muslim community 

was not possible without higher education and discipline 

which formed an essential part in a natural life. 41 It 

would be possible only when there would be a standard 

institution in which the students were to be taught by 

European and Indian· professors and the provision of a 

hostel for them. 42 Moreover he asseted that primary educa-

tion was not possible if there was no higher education 

in the country. 1 It is a natural phenomenon 1 , he said, 1 that 
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prosperous men. Sir Syed Ahmad's idea is perhaps based 

on the fact that the prophet prayed to Allah for keeping 

people away from poverty and helplessness.46 

For the regeneration of the Muslims, from 1859 

till his death 1898, Sir Syed always thought of educational 

problems of India and his educational programme "changed 

the intellectual, political and economic destiny of Indian 

Muslims, and formed the main bridge of intellectual transi

tion from medievalism to modernism". 47 

Sir Syed talked much of male education. He is cirtici

sed as taking no interest to the female education. But 

this is not true .. So far as the female education is concerne 

Sir Syed Ahmad had clear: vie~-:s that a female should be 

educa.>ced on the traditional method of education in order 

that she can understand Islam and her duties. He was 

against sending a Muslim girl to the missionary school 

because there she could do unislamic practices and there 

were already examples found in some districts. 48 Therefore, 

he was not in favour of anglicizing the Muslim girls. 

SIR SYED'S VIEWS ON MODERN EDUCATION : 

Clarifying the views of Sir Syed on modern education 

Shan l-1uhammad writes"To him (Sir Syed) the fall of the 

Mughals and the succession of the British was not merely 

a change of masters. It brought about a multi-dimensional 

change all over India with English education and Western 

culture as its main weapons.... He was aware of the fact 
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that rigid adherence to out dated customs and usages 

was bound to degenarate a community. According to him 

blind emulation of custom ridden practices would do 

no good to a society as it would kill the very initiative. 

What was needed for the progress of a society was a progre

ssive out look and the rejection of all those practices 

that hi,n,dered its progress.u49 He (Sir Syed) considered 

that the batterment of the Muslim community was possible 

under the British Government. So he asked people to reform 

the customs and practices of the Muslims in the light 

of Western Scientific and liberal knowledge. He also 

suggested to remove _the suspicion and hatredness bet<,.,'een 

the Muslims and the British. 50 

Sir Syed pointed out some of the causes of the 

educational backwardness of Muslims in the following 

words :-

The real reason of the backwardness of Mohammadans in 

English education · is that from their non-acquaintance 

with modern learning they had no respect for it, and 

considered it 1 mean 1 and 1 degraded 1 1.n comparision with 

their own learning, which they got from the Greeks. This 

. feeling was strengthened by false religious superstitions. 

And the res tilt of it was that they did not pay the least 

attention towards the ac~uisitiion of modern learning, 

while other nations did, and have thus advanced for ahead, 

so that now it is very difficult for our nation to get 

abreast of them. Sl The British brought the modern Western 
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extent. He also felt that by acquiring modern education, 

the Muslim will come close to the British Raj.
54 

SIR SYED AHMAD KHAN'S PRACTICAL SOLUTION OF THE 

EDUCATIONAL PROBLEMS OF THE MUSLIMS : 

To develop freedom of thought, get rid of superstition 

and dogma, break away from unreasonable customs and tradi

tions, were the chief ideals and aims of Sir Syed. To 

achieve these aims, he established the Scientific Society, 

Aligarh Institute Gazette, Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq, Muslim Educa

tional Conferences etc. Moveover, to. achieve his ideals, 

he delivered many Lectures, wrote a number of articles 

and letters, issued hundreds of Statements of religious, 

educational, historical and political ·nature. 

For the propagation of the Modern education and 

to resolve the conflict between the religious education 

and Scientific and technological education, he founded 

the Mohammadan-Anglo Oriental College in 1877 at Aligarh, 

which ultimately developted to be the Aligarh Muslim 

University in 1920. He started to publish a Risala entitled 

Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq to propagate the importance of Western 

education and tried to make the Muslims conscious about 

their economic and educational problems through it. He 

organised a Scientific Society in 1864 to translate the 

outstanding works in European languages into Urdu to 

solve the problems of Urdu books and to get the taste 

of Western literature. But some days later it had to 

be closed as he believed that English medium of instruction 

will be appropriate for the education of the Muslims 

as English was the language of the ruler and books also 
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education and good section of the Hindus adopted it and 

availed the opportunity provided by it. They were appointed 

in services at lower range and state patronage was extended 

to them. It resulted in the economic prosperity of the 

Hindus. The consequence of this was that the relative 

positionss of the Hindus and Muslims communities steadily 

changed the former rising in knowledge, Wealth and position 

a d th 1 t d 1
. . 52 n e a er ec 1n1ng. 

For this reason, the 19th century was a period 

of general decline of the Muslims 9f India in all walks 

of life - economic, social, cultural and political. 

It is Sir Syed who realised the importance of modern 

We~tern education and advocated is acceptance by the 

'Muslims. Moulana Abul Kalam Azad, a modern Muslim intellec-

tualo and leader was of the same view 11 It was soon 

after this that he first came across the writings of 

Sir Syed Ahmad Khan I was greatly impressed by his views 

on modern education. I realised that a man could not 

be truly educated in the modern world unless he studied 

modern Science, Philosophy and literature 11
•
53 Sir Syed 

also advocated that they must acquire modern Western 

education and laid- emphasis on English and Scinece. He 

fully believed that modern education will partly solve 

the economic problems of the Muslims. He also emphasised 

that the Muslims should acquire higher education in English. 

_So that they can he appointed in Government Services. 

He believed that if the Muslims got employment under 

the British, their poverty will be mitigated to some 



- 117 -

were available in English. 55 

Further Sir Syed Ahmad Khan Suggested : 

11 Indians will progess only when they themselves, without 

the interference of the government and its Officers, 

arrange for the education of their young boys out of 

their voluntary contribution, and themselves administer 

and control i~ ... 56 

Again Sir Syed Ahmad Khan expressed his opinion 

that national education should be in the hands of the 

people he said 

"My own opinion is very much at variance with public 

opinion on this matter. After giving a great deal of 

thought to every aspect of this question, I have come 

to the conclusion that it is impossible for people to 

acquire a suitable from of education untill they take· 

the entire management of education in their own hand. 

It follows that it would be to the country's advantage 

if the Government left the people to manage their own 

education for themselves and referained from interfering 

in any way whatsoever.u57 

Shan Muhammad correctly assessed : 11 Sir Syed believed 

in self help and repeatedly told his community that national 

regeneration and stability could be gained only through 

its own labour. No amount of Government help could make 

it self-sufficient. Only persistence, self confidence, 

self-help and self-respect could assist it in regaining 

its lost irnage". 58 
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