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Sir Syed Ahmad Khan

The Evolution of Muslim Political Thought

When we study the evolution of Muslim political 
thought in India, it wasn’t a straight line — it was 
a complex phenomenon, unfolding through pain, 
adaptation, and rediscovery. It was shaped by the 
historical context of Muslims’ social, cultural, and 
political life, especially after the Revolt of 1857.

That revolt marked a turning point. The old world 
of the Mughals had collapsed, and the new British 
order seemed cold and alien. The Muslim 
community, once politically dominant, now found 
itself socially backward, economically weak, and 
politically distrusted.

And in that moment of despair rose Sir Syed 
Ahmad Khan (SSAK) — a reformer, educationist, 
and moderniser. He wasn’t just a thinker; he was a 
witness to the decline of his people — he had seen 
the fall of the Mughals, the rise of the British, and 
the suppression of the 1857 revolt with his own 
eyes.

He realised something radical: the British were too 
powerful to be resisted militarily, and that 
Muslims were being treated more harshly because 
they were seen as the primary instigators of the 
rebellion.

Instead of clinging to the past, Sir Syed urged his 
community to reconcile with modernity, embrace 
education, and adapt to the new world. He 
became the bridge between two eras — the dying 
medieval order and the emerging modern India.

In essence, Sir Syed was not just reacting to history 
— he was reshaping it, laying the intellectual 
foundation for the modern Muslim awakening in 
colonial India.

Reconciliation Efforts

After 1857, when mistrust between the British and 

Muslims reached its peak, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 
realised that reconciliation was the only way 
forward — not surrender, but understanding.

To promote this, he wrote his bold and insightful 
book, “Asbāb-i-Baghāwat-i-Hind” (1858) — The 
Causes of the Indian Revolt. 
Here, Sir Syed didn’t justify the revolt — he 
explained it. He told the British: “You ruled without 
knowing our people.” Indians, he said, were kept out 
of governance, and their opinions ignored, so 
alienation was inevitable. It was a daring act — 
holding up a mirror to the rulers, but with reason, 
not rage.

In another work, “The Royal Mohammadans of 
India” (1860), he clarified that Muslims were not 
enemies of the British. His aim was to remove the 
mutual fear and hatred that had grown since the 
revolt.

Yet, Sir Syed was clear-eyed — reconciliation alone 
wasn’t enough. He insisted that Muslims must 
reform themselves, especially in their attitude 
toward modern education and science. Without 
that, reconciliation would remain one-sided and 
fruitless.

In short, Sir Syed’s reconciliation was not about 
pleasing the rulers; it was about empowering his 
community through wisdom and knowledge, 
bridging the gap between tradition and 
modernity, and between the ruled and the rulers.

Modern Education and Reform

When Sir Syed Ahmad Khan looked at his 
community after 1857, he saw not just defeat — he 
saw stagnation. And he understood one thing 
clearly: without education, there can be no progress.

So he took the boldest step of his time — 
promoting modern education rooted in rationality 
and science.

In 1863, he founded the Scientific Society at 
Ghazipur (U.P.), a revolutionary institution for its 
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age. Its mission? To translate scientific and 
modern works into Urdu, the language of the 
people. Why? Because he believed knowledge 
must be accessible, not confined to elites or 
foreign tongues. This was his way of bridging 
Western science and Eastern wisdom.

But Sir Syed didn’t stop there. In 1875, he 
established the Mohammedan Oriental College — 
what later became the Aligarh Muslim University 
(AMU). It was not merely a college; it was a 
movement. His aim was not Westernisation but 
modernisation with cultural preservation — to 
make Muslims modern in intellect yet rooted in faith.

Through his influential journal, Tahzib-ul-Akhlaq 
(The Social Reformer), he launched a crusade 
against social evils and outdated customs. He 
repudiated practices like polygamy, purdah, and 
the caste system, calling them out of tune with 
modern times. He also urged a fresh 
interpretation of the Quran, one that could stand 
in harmony with science and rationalism.

And his message was profound:

“Religion is inevitable, and science is unavoidable 
— the two cannot be mutually contradictory.”

That single line captures his vision — a synthesis 
of faith and reason, revelation and rationality, 
tradition and transformation.

 In essence, Sir Syed’s modern education project 
was not just about schools or science — it was 
about reviving the mind of a community and 
rebuilding confidence after centuries of declin

Hindu–Muslim Unity and Division

In his early phase, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan was a 
passionate believer in Hindu–Muslim unity. His 
dream was of an India where the two communities 
lived not as rivals but as partners in civilisation. 
He once beautifully said that “Hindus and 
Muslims are the two eyes of a beautiful bride — 
if one is damaged, the face loses its charm.”

This wasn’t poetic exaggeration — it reflected his 
genuine conviction that India’s strength lay in 
harmony, not hostility. He even appealed to 
Muslims to give up cow-killing, recognising that 
good neighbourly relations mattered more than 
stubborn habits. His was a vision of composite 
nationalism, where shared culture, history, and 
moral values bound communities together.

But history took a different turn. The language 
controversy of the late 19th century — when a 
movement arose to replace Urdu written in 
Persian script with Hindi in Devanagari — 
deeply disturbed him. For Sir Syed, Urdu was 
more than a language; it was the symbol of 
Muslim cultural identity.

That episode changed everything. It convinced 
him that Hindus and Muslims, though living 
together, had distinct political and cultural 
aspirations. From that point on, he began to see 
the two as separate political entities, each needing 
its own representation and safeguards.

And so, almost unintentionally, Sir Syed became 
the intellectual originator of the Two-Nation 
Theory — the idea that Hindus and Muslims 
were not merely religious communities but 
distinct nations.

His journey from the two eyes of a bride to the two 
nations of India mirrors the tragedy and 
transformation of modern Indian politics — a 
journey from unity in diversity to division in 
identity.

Politics

When it came to politics, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 
was not a mass politician; he was a strategic 
reformer. His approach was cautious, pragmatic, 
and shaped by the colonial context.

He advised Muslims not to join the Indian 
National Congress (INC), which had been 
founded in 1885. Why? Because he feared that the 
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Congress represented primarily Hindu interests, 
and that Muslim voices would be drowned in the 
majority rule. For him, the Indian nation was not 
a homogeneous entity but a collection of diverse 
communities with distinct histories, religions, and 
needs.

He therefore opposed the idea of direct elections, 
believing they would simply empower the 
numerical majority. Instead, he favoured 
nomination — a system where capable and loyal 
individuals could be appointed to represent their 
communities. This position reflected what scholars 
call his “elite bias”, because he believed educated 
leaders — not emotional crowds — should guide 
society.

Yet, this must be understood in the right spirit: Sir 
Syed was not preaching hatred or division. He 
wasn’t anti-Hindu; he was pro-Muslim 
empowerment. He genuinely believed that 
cooperation, not confrontation, was the key to 
stability in a diverse India.

He said that in a country with “diversity of hues”, 
harmony could only be preserved through mutual 
respect and partnership — not by imposing 
uniformity.

So, if we look deeply, Sir Syed’s politics were not 
communal in intent, but communitarian in 
concern. He wanted to protect Muslim interests, 
ensure educational and political upliftment, and 
prevent the community from being left behind in 
the race of modernity.

PYQ

1. Comment on: Syed Ahmed Khan as a 
moderniser.

2. “When a nation becomes devoid of arts and 
learning, it invites poverty." (Sir Syed Ahmad 
Khan). In the light of this statement, assess the 
role of Sir Syed Ahmad Khan as a reformer in 
modern India. 2021, 15
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