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. 60 chapler VIII

and uncultured though educated (in the light of Syed Ahmed’s understanding of
“the terms "educated” and "cultured”) men is resulting in unhappy and broken
homes. Used as he was to an "enslaved. prostitute” for a wife the husband cannot
recognise the new woman-dignified, assertive and rational-and attempts to break
her into the old image and old patiern of life with which he is familiar. But now
many women have an alternative: they can live and survive as unmarried or
divorced women. : -

However, one riddle still remains: In order to put foreward this point of
view. why did Syed Ahmed think it necessary to describe modem westem books
as"unholy and useless” for women, when he regarded them as a precondition 10
education and progress for men? And why did he have 1o describe traditional
oriental books as "beneficial” for women, when he had already described them as

_ irrational and nonsensicat, study of which was "like stuffing a dummy?"

—m ¥
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literature and science, as a great lover of knowledge and with tremendous
intellectual curiosity, to tell the Muslim women of India that they should not read
the "useless and unholy” books of the modem times but rather cling to the
material that their grandmothers read, 1s indeed incomprehensible. The girls may
not go to schools, they may not take up jobs, they may even postpone their basic
formal education, but what is the harm in reading western arts and literature
privately at home with the help of their fathers and brothers? This would have
remained an enigma had it not been for a letter that he wrote to a friend, Mumtaz
Ali, preserved in a collection of his correspondence with different people. It is
worth quoting the letter at length: "It is my sincere desire that women should
receive excellent and high education. But in the present conditions to educate
unmarried women is to inflict cruelty upon them and submerge them into life-
long grief, bristling with problems. As unmarried women they cannot live and
survive in our society, hence they have to get married. It is all too evident that
our boys are corrupt, evil in habits and actions, treating their wives in a most
immoral manner. These days there is not-a single boy even in our respectable
families who is well-behaved, pleasant in manners, educated and cultured, who
would consider his wife a loving and sympathetic companion. Boys look upon
their wives to be lower than enslaved prostitutes and there is hardly a vice that
they do not commit against them. Now such a treatment is meted out to womeit
who are themselves uncultivated. They are themselves devoid of that finer
imtellect and culture, and regard their husband’s ill treatment of them as part of
the general misery of life. They feel consoled by the knowledge that all women
are sailing in the same boat. But if she becomes sophisticated and cultured and
highly intellectual, all this would become a soul-searing experience. To educate
women before men become cultivated human beings is undesirable and a torture
for the women. A sophisticated and cultured man does not suffer as much if his
wife is uncultured. Through affection he can civilise his wife. There are several |
such cases in my family. Thus women should be kept in such a condition that if
they get cultured husbands they can be transformed into good companions; if not,
they can remain as uncultured as their husbands."20 His objective was to preserve
the basic social unit a harmonious family life. On no account should this
disintegrate, at least not when the nation was already falling apart. If the risk is
taken it should be only when women could survive in the society as unmarried
women. The profound psychological understanding and penetrating
farsightedness that he manifested is indeed remarkable. The sitation that he
feared in the ninetechth century became a reality in the twentieth century when
women did start acquiring modem western education in fairly large numbers. The
terrible misery wrought by marriages between educated and cultivated women

20 "Maktbat-e-Sir Syed” page 380.
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opening more Government schools for girls. What actually surprises more than
anything else is that he urged the women 1o retain and revive the old method of
education. He described in detail more than once as to how a respectable home in
a locality was selected as the place where the girls of the area would assemble
and study from a respectable lady, a grandmother or an auni or some elderly
relative. He wanted this system to survive, which could be acceptable, but he
wanted them to read "the books that your grandmothers read. These were
beneficial then, and they are beneficial now. You have no need to read the
useless and unholy books of today."13 It is the old books that will make you
"good-hearted, sympathetic and. loving...devout, upright and goad
neighbourly."14 He justified this on the basis that socio-economic conditions had
not changed for women. She must continue to be a good and efficient housewife
and mother, Since the conditions for men had changed "they had to acquire some
kind of knowledge and leam some language for the sake of earning bread. But
this pecessity does not arise for you, so you can continue as of yore."15
Comparing with conditions in Europe and America he said that women there
have to be "so educated that they can become postmasters, telephone operators
and members of parliament. But such conditionsdo not prevail in India and
perhaps never will for centurics."16 Of course this forecast of his was disproved.
Within decades Indian women were following their counterparts in the West.
Perhaps it could not be visualised in the nineteenth century that time would move
so fast and the needs of the society develop so speedily. However, it was not the
careers and jobs for women that were important. From Syed Ahmed’s own point
of view even men were warned not to be mere *worshippers of the stomach”, but
1o develop their inner potentials and become better human beings, and to acquire
knowledge for the sake of knowledge. This beautiful experience Syed Ahmed
was denying to women. He objected 1o 3 girl reading "Tuzkai-Jahangiri'17 with
the help of her father at home. He also could not see any reason why any girl
should read the geography of Africa and America, the history of Ahmed Shah
and Muhammaed Shah and the Mavariiia wars, and study Algebra and
Trignometry!18 Of what use was this, he asked. He also wondered why a Parsi
girl felt the need to read and write the English language!19 All this sounds very
contradictory to what Syed Ahmed stood for all his Life. It goes against his basic
educational policy. As a champion of and an enthuesiastic admirer of westem

13 Tbid page 144.

14 Ibid page 144.

15  Tbid page 144.

16  Khutbate-Sir Syed - Vol: I pages H4-65.
17 Emperor Jahangir's Autobiography.

18 Khutbat-e-Sir Syed - Vol: Il pages 65-66.
19 "Musafiran-e-London" page 52.
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is no nation in the world when men’s condition had improved and then wornen’s
did not. These facts have effected me 2 great deal. All the efforts that 1 have
made for the education of boys must not make you think that I have forgotten the
girls. T am convinced that education for boys is a guarantee of girls’ education.
Thus whatever service I am doing for boys is in reality service t0. both."® He
reiterated this stand of his in 1891 in Aligarh saying that the "education for the
boys today is in reality the education for the girls whose fathers they will be."10
No doubt this is a very realistic and farsighted view to take. These are the
qualities that Syed Ahmed manifested on several occasions - his policy of
reconciliation with the British, his aloofness from practical politics and his
complete detatchment from the religious instruction in the M.A.O. College. The
universal male dominance and the economic dependence of the women on men
have made the women helpless in taking any initiative. They have to wait until
men can approve. This kind of a situation is not at all uncommon in developing
societies including Europe, so it is wIong 1o surmise that Syed Ahmed was
against women’s education. He only wanted to postpone it for better and more
congenial days. Hadi Hussain remarks that "he wanted it to come, not by forced
marches, but in the natural course of events, as the next stage of the social and,
economic advancement of the Muslims and as a logical outcome of it. "11 So far
80 good. But it may also be pointed out that although it helps women’s education
if men are already educated, most of the human rights, including the right to
education, is not that easily bestowed upon them. The history of suffragette
movement in England in the ninctecnth éentury and the present day Women’s
Liberatiori Movement in the West go to prove that rights are extracted from the
dominant party, hardly ever given as a gift. The history of his own pcople prove
the same thing. Moreover, the uncultired atmosphere that Syed Ahmed wanted
women to be saved fiom could be, to a very great degree the creation of women

" themselves. This was in fact pointed out by the "women of the Punjab” in their

address to him as the "wrong upbringing of little children because of the
uneducated women".12 Most of the disrespect shown by men to ‘wormien is
because women themselves have no self-respect and as mothers they have failed
to improve the cultural tone of the socicty even seventy-two years after Syed

. Ahmed’s death. Not only this: Today they are regarded as the main obstacle and

the most conservative element (apart from the Ulema) in upholding the wasteful
customs that he so rightly condemned. So one wonders about his priorities. Still,
there is undeniably a great deal of realism and sincerety in his approach, One can
aécept his priorities and the fact that the amosphere was most unfavoyrable to -

9 "Safamama Punjab” page 144,
0 Khutbat-e-Sir Syed - Vol: T page 223,
3] Hadi Hussain "Syed Ahmed Khan" page 216.
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disappointment 10 many when he struck a different note regarding the gducation
of Muslim Womell in India during the proceed'mgs of the Education Commission
in 1882. The questin raised was: what could the Government do in organishing
education for women, and how far would these efforts be successful? Syed
Ahmed’s categorical answer was against any such plans, and in favour of the
status quo. Since he expressed this view twelve years, after his visit 10 Europe, 1t
must be regarded as a well thought out one. He seemed to think (hat the contrast
between the conditions and atmosphere of Europe and India was too great. India -
was 100 uncultured, tog barbaric and too ignorant 10 appreciate women's
education. "If women Were educated nOW and not twentyfive years 1ater, it would
pe untimely and ineffective."® No wonder that he thought that the state of
Government schools was not at all conducive 10 encourage parents to send their
daughters © study there. He said that if Europeans were property acquainted with
these conditions, they would not blame the parcnis. In the uncultured background
of the country one does not know "what atmosphere 1t (the school) has, what kind
of girls assemble there, and what kind of teachers teach there and what kind of
life they lead.” So his suggeston © the Education Commission was that the
»Government at present aught to concentrate 118 efforts in adopting measures for
the education and enlightenment of Muhammadan boys. When the present
generation of Mutiammadan men is well educated and enlightened, the
circumstances will pecessarily have a powerful though indirect effect on the
enlightenment of Muhammadan women, for enlightencd fathers, brothers and
fusbands will paturally be most anxious to educale their female relations. Any
endeavours on the part of Government 10 introduce femaie education among
Muhammadans will, under the present social circumstances, prove 2 compicte
failure so far as respectable families arc concerned, and in my humble opinion,
will probably producé_ mischievous results, and be 2 waste of money and enefgy.
ng This was the first time that Syed Ahrmed spelled out his theory of priorities, of
educating men, at least one generation of them, before educating the women.
Even so, his point of view caused confusion, coming as it did from him as one of
the greatest gxponents of modern western education in India. The impression
created was that he was against women's education. Hence in 1884, (two years
after the Educatiotl Commission) when he made 2 province-wi’de tour of the
Punjab, the »women of the Punjab” presenied an address to him in Gurdaspur. In
answer 10 it he assured the women that h¢ sincerely desired their education, but
10 acquire it at (his stage was impracticable. Elaborating his statement made
before the Commission he said, "There is nO pation in the wotld where womett
have been able to IMprove their condition hefore men improved theirs. And there

T

6 Ktmibat-e-Sir Syed - Yol: I pages 126-127.
1 {bid Volume JI page 279.
8 Atraf Hussain Hali - "Hay ate-Javaid” pages 2G7-298.



£1AAA o35 Ae 23y CutE N
Sir Syed Ahmed Khan as an Educationist 55

. | CHAPTER Vil
S WOMEN’S EDUCATION

Sved Ahmed had definite views on the education of Muslim women in
India, and therefore it deserves a separate treatment.

Some of his earliest comments of the education of women in general were
made in his _Trax}el Journal from London. We have already observed that Syed
Ahmed was higly impressed by the western civilisation' during his visit to
Europe. He attributed all this to the general spread of education among both
women and men.! He made a particular reference to his landlady, Mrs. Ludlum
and her two sisters, Allen and. Fanny West. He described Mrs. Ludlum as a
highly sophisticated and educated lady. Miss Allen West was very fond of
reading. Once when bedridden with illness, she borrowed a serious religious
book from Syed Ahmed and later discussed its salient points with him. He could
not get over the fact that she should spend her time thus while ill. The Travel
Journal also records his extreme envy when he saw a maidservant reading her
daily newspaper.2 His admiration knew no bounds when he met a woman
managing the instruments in an observatory at Mount St. Vincent in Clifion. She -
skilfully demonstratred to all visitors who came to see these instruments. He
wondered if the "Ulema, the philosophers and the logicians (back home in India)
would feel ashamed of themselves at seeing a woman managing the factory. "3
Then he very approvingly expressed the surprise of these English women that the

- Indian women should be devoid of education. They were right, he said, in
looking down upon them with contempt and dislike. Indced, it was with great
anguish and envy that Syed Ahmed compared the English women with their
counterparts in India.4

Thus from these comments it is obvious that Syed Ahmed stood in favour
of women’s' education. Accordingly, he had a word of praise for thosc Egyptian
women as wcll who were struggling to acquire education. He especially took
note of a girl who apart from being well-versed in Arabic, her own mother-

%( tongue, was also acquainted with the French language and little bit of Latin.5

Knowing Syed Ahmed’s views to be such, it came as a surprisc and a

Musafiran-e-London" page 186. ' .
Ibid pages 194-195.

Ibid page 176.

Ibid pages 188-189.

Ibid pages 193-194. -
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