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Oriental Thought: An Overview of the Perspectives
of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Abt *1-Kalam Azad

Razia Shabana®

ABSTRACT

One of the most consequential byproducts of
Colonialism  was the rise of Orientalism. The
Orientalists, almost all of whom were Christians and
Jews, studied the cultures of the Orient, bringing their
own cultural baggage in the process. Needless to say, this
generated a variety of responses from the insiders of those
cultures. In the Indian subcontinent, Sir Sayyid Ahmad
Khan was one of the first Muslim scholars who critically
analyzed and responded to the works of Orientalists on
the szrab of the Prophet (P.B.U.H.) through his book a/-
Khutbat — al-Abmadiyyah. In this context, another
prominent scholar of the Indian subcontinent is Abu’l-

Kalam Azad. This paper examines the understanding of
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these two scholars of the Orientalist scholarship on Islam

and compares their responses to it.
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Summary of the Article

The growth of Orientalism, as an intellectual tradition
developed in the Western world, coincides roughly
with the rise of colonialism. The Orientalists, almost all
of whom were Christians and Jews, studied the cultures
of the Orient and often brought their own cultural
baggage in the process. Naturally, the insiders of those
cultures presented a continuum of responses to the

work of the Orientalists.

In the Indian subcontinent, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan
was one of the first Muslim scholars to address and
respond to the works of the Orientalists. He wrote a
book on sirah of the Prophet (P.B.U.H.) under the title
of al-Khutbat al-Abmadiyyah fi °I- ‘Arab wa ’I-Sirah al-
Mubammadiyyah which was primarily, but not
exclusively, a response to The Life of Mahomet, a four-

volume book by William Muir that remained highly
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controversial in Muslim circles of the subcontinent.
Although the content of Sir Sayyid’s work did not gain
wider acceptance amongst his Muslim audience, it
became a trendsetting effort in assessing the works of

Orientalists.

Although the primary motive for writing al-Khutbat al-
Abmadiyyah was to respond to Muir’s book, Sir Sayyid
also appraised the works of many Orientalists on Islam
in his book. He critiqued the Orientalists’ works,
which he deemed biased and misrepresentations of
Islam on the one hand but appreciated those works,
which he considered factual and unbiased portrayals of
Islam on the other. He criticized, for instance, the likes
of William Muir, Aloys Sprenger, and Humphrey
Prideaux and praised the likes of John Davenport,
Edward Gibbon, and Thomas Carlyle. In this regard,

several texts have been quoted in this paper.

The paper also examines Abt ’l-Kalam Azad’s views
on the Orientalist scholarship on Islam. Though he
became increasingly involved in the realm of politics,
Azad was first and foremost a man of letters who was
also highly conversant with Arabic, Persian, and Urdu
languages. He was influenced by Sir Sayyid Ahmad
Khan in his early carrier, though he became his critic

later on. Like Sir Sayyid, he was also critical of the
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works of Orientalists. However, he showered praise on
Orientalists for preserving and bringing forth the
Muslim heritage, which, he considered, would have

been lost otherwise.

In the end, the article compares the views of Sir Sayyid
Ahmad Khan and Abu al-Kalam Azad on the
Orientalist ~ scholarship.  While there are many
similarities between the two in their approach to the
works of Orientalists, it is noted that Sir Sayyid’s views
were regarded as neo-Mu‘tazilite by many Orthodox
Muslims, and his scholarship was considered to be
influenced by Western rationalism. Azad, on the other
hand, was seen much more of an Orthodox. Hence,
while the former’s scholarship did not gain wider
acceptance amongst Orthodox Muslims, the latter’s

work gained greater recognition in traditional circles.
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