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Introduction

The Backdrop
Abul Kalam’s early-days are wrapped up in mystery. His

admirers have tried so hard to turn him into a legend that possibly
there has been some embellishing of the records. It is not certain,
for example, what his real name is. He has been variously called
as Ahmad and Muhiyuddin, but in his earliest letter on record,
he has signed himself as “Ghulam Muhiyuddin”. The same
mystery surrounds his father. It has been stated that he left India
after the Revolt of 1857, and that the Nawab of Rampur was his
spiritual disciple, that he was called to Constantinople by Sultan
Abdul Hamid. Nobody has elaborated or even investigated these
details, and one is at a handicap in correctly assessing the
background of so important and intriguing a personality.

From the stray bits of information which have been vouchsafed
to the general public, it is, however, possible to infer that the
Maulana’s father, who was a theologian as well as a Pir, left
Bombay towards the end of the 19th century and settled in Mecca,
where the Maulana was born in 1888. His father returned to India
ten years later, and took up residence at Calcutta, as he had a
number of disciples in Bengal. Azad was brought up in a religious
atmosphere, and was educated on old Islamic lines.
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Birth of a Scholar

Azad mastered several languages, including Urdu, Arabic,
Hindko, Persian, and Hindi. He was also trained in the subjects
of Hanafi fiqh, Shariat, Mathematics, Philosophy, World History
and Science by reputed tutors hired by his family. An avid and
determined student, the precocious Azad was running a library,
a reading room, a debating society before he was twelve, wanted
to write on the life of Ghazzali at twelve, was contributing learned
articles to Makhzan (the best known literary magazine of the day)
at fourteen, was teaching a class of students, most of whom were
twice his age, when he was merely fifteen and succeeded in
completing the traditional course of study at the young age of
sixteen, nine years ahead of his contemporaries, and brought out
a magazine at the same age. In fact, in the field of journalism, he
was publishing a poetical journal (Nairang-e-Aalam) and was
already an editor of a weekly (al-Misbah), in 1900, at the age of
twelve and, in 1903, brought out a monthly journal, Lissan-us-Sidq,
which soon gained popularity. At the age of thirteen, he was
married to a young Muslim girl, Zuleikha Begum. Azad was,
more closely, a follower of the Ahl-e-Hadith school and compiled
many treatises reinterpreting the Holy Quran, the Hadith, and the
principles of Fiqh and Kalam.

A young man, Azad was also exposed to the modern
intellectual life of Calcutta, the then capital of British-ruled India
and the centre of cultural and political life. He began to doubt the
traditional ways of his father and secretly diversified his studies.
Azad learned English through intensive personal study and began
learning Western philosophy, history and contemporary politics
by reading advanced books and modern periodicals. Azad grew
disillusioned with Islamic teachings and was inspired by the
modern views of Muslim educationalist Sir Syed Ahmed Khan,
who had promoted rationalism. Increasingly doubtful of religious
dogma, Azad entered a period of self-described “atheism” and
“sinfulness” that lasted for almost a decade.

Radical Thinking

Azad developed political views considered radical for most
Muslims of the time and became a full-fledged Indian nationalist.
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He fiercely criticised the British for racial discrimination and
ignoring the needs of common people across India. He also
criticised Muslim politicians for focusing on communal issues
before the national interest and rejected the All India Muslim
League’s communal separatism. Azad developed curiosity and
interest in the pan-Islamic doctrines of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani
and visited Afghanistan, Iraq, Egypt, Syria and Turkey. But his
views changed considerably when he met revolutionary activists
in Iraq and was influence by their fervent anti-imperialism and
nationalism. Against common Muslim opinion of the time, Azad
opposed the partition of Bengal in 1905 and became increasingly
active in revolutionary activities, to which he was introduced by
the prominent Hindu revolutionaries Sri Aurobindo and Shyam
Sundar Chakravarthi. Azad initially evoked surprise from other
revolutionaries, but Azad won their praise and confidence by
working secretly to organise revolutionaries activities and meetings
in Bengal, Bihar and Bombay.

Role in Quit India Movement

In 1938, Azad served as an intermediary between the
supporters of Gandhi and the Congress faction led by Congress
President Subhash Bose, who criticised Gandhi for not launching
another rebellion against the British and sought to move the
Congress away from Gandhi’s leadership. Azad stood by Gandhi
with most other Congress leaders, but reluctantly endorsed the
Congress’s exit from the assemblies in 1939 following the inclusion
of India in World War II. Nationalists were infuriated that the
viceroy had entered India into the war without consulting national
leaders. Although, willing to support the British effort in return
for independence, Azad sided with Gandhi when the British
ignored the Congress overtures. Azad’s criticism of Jinnah and
the League intensified as Jinnah called Congress rule in the
provinces as “Hindu Raj,” calling the resignation of the Congress
ministries as a “Day of Deliverance” for Muslims. Jinnah and the
League’s separatist agenda was gaining popular support amongst
Muslims. Muslim religious and conservative leaders criticised
Azad as being too close to the Congress and placing politics before
faith. As the Muslim League adopted a resolution calling for a
separate Muslim state in its session in Lahore in 1940, Azad was
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elected Congress President in its session in Ramgarh. Speaking
vehemently against Jinnah’s Two-Nation Theory — the notion that
Hindus and Muslims were distinct nations — Azad lambasted
religious separatism and exhorted all Muslims to preserve a united
India, as all Hindus and Muslims were Indians who shared deep
bonds of brotherhood and nationhood. In his presidential address,
Azad said:

“...Full eleven centuries have passed by since then.
Islam has now as great a claim on the soil of India
as Hinduism. If Hinduism has been the religion of the
people here for several thousands of years Islam also
has been their religion for a thousand years. Just as
a Hindu can say with pride that he is an Indian and
follows Hinduism, so also we can say with equal
pride that we are Indians and follow Islam. I shall
enlarge this orbit still further. The Indian Christian is
equally entitled to say with pride that he is an Indian
and is following a religion of India, namely
Christianity.”

In face of increasing popular disenchantment with the British
across India, Gandhi and Patel advocated an all-out rebellion
demanding immediate independence. The situation had grown
precarious as the Japanese conquered Burma and approached
India’s borders, which left Indians insecure but resentful of the
British inability to protect India. Azad was wary and skeptical of
the idea, aware that India’s Muslims were increasingly looking
to Jinnah and had supported the war. Feeling that a struggle
would not force a British exit, Azad and Nehru warned that such
a campaign would divide India and make the war situation even
more precarious. Intensive and emotional debates took place
between Azad, Nehru, Gandhi and Patel in the Congress Working
Committee’s meetings in May and June 1942. In the end, Azad
became convinced that decisive action in one form or another had
to be taken, as the Congress had to provide leadership to India’s
people and would lose its standing if it did not.

Supporting the call for the British to “Quit India,” Azad began
exhorting thousands of people in rallies across the nation to prepare
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for a definitive, all-out struggle. As Congress President, Azad
travelled across India and met with local and provincial Congress
leaders and grassroots activists, delivering speeches and planning
the rebellion. Despite their previous differences, Azad worked
closely with Patel and Dr. Rajendra Prasad to make the rebellion
as effective as possible.

On 7 August 1942 at the Gowalia Tank in Mumbai, Congress
President Azad inaugurated the struggle with a vociferous speech
exhorting Indians into action. Just two days later, the British
arrested Azad and the entire Congress leadership. While Gandhi
was incarcerated at the Aga Khan Palace in Pune, Azad and the
Congress Working Committee were imprisoned at a fort in
Ahmednagar, where they would remain under isolation and
intense security for nearly four years. Outside news and
communication had been largely prohibited and completely
censored. Although, frustrated at their incarceration and isolation,
Azad and his companions attested to feeling a deep satisfaction
at having done their duty to their country and people.

Azad occupied the time playing bridge and acting as the
referee in tennis matches played by his colleagues. In the
afternoons, Azad began working on his classic Urdu work, the
Ghubhar-i-Khatir. Sharing daily chores, Azad also taught the Persian
and Urdu languages, as well as Indian and world history to
several of his companions. The leaders would generally avoid
talking of politics, unwilling to cause any arguments that could
exacerbate the pain of their imprisonment. However, each year
on 26 January, the leaders would gather to remember their cause
and pray together. Azad, Nehru and Patel would briefly speak
about the nation and the future. Azad and Nehru proposed an
initiative to forge an agreement with the British in 1943. Arguing
that the rebellion had been mistimed, Azad attempted to convince
his colleagues that the Congress should agree to negotiate with
the British and call for the suspension of disobedience if the British
agreed to transfer power. Although, his proposal was
overwhelmingly rejected, Azad and a few others agreed that
Gandhi and the Congress had not done enough. When they learnt
of Gandhi holding talks with Jinnah in Mumbai in 1944, Azad
criticised Gandhi’s move as counterproductive and ill-advised.
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A Versatile Man

Maulana Azad was a many splendours and multi-faceted
personality. Azad had a powerful memory. He greatly enjoyed
music. He was a matchless orator, a spellbinder par excellence.
His speeches were full of thought and vehemence. Maulana
believed in the unity of religion, in the unity of God and the unity
of brotherhood. Unity of brotherhood means that in the
multifarious diversity of mankind is hidden its unity. Azad was
honoured with Bharat Ratna posthumously in 1992.

Legacy and Impact

Azad is remembered as amongst the leading Indian nationalists
of his time. His firm belief in Hindu-Muslim unity earned him the
respect of the Hindu community and he still remains one of the
most important symbols of communal harmony in modern India.
His work for education and social upliftment in India made him
an important influence in guiding India’s economic and social
development.

The Ministry of Minority Affairs of the central Government
of India setup the Maulana Azad Education Foundation in 1989
on the occasion of his birth centenary to promote education
amongst educationally backward sections of the Society. The
Ministry also provides the Maulana Abul Kalam Azad National
Fellowship, an integrated five year fellowship in the form of
financial assistance to students from minority communities to
pursue higher studies such as M. Phil and Ph.D.

Numerous institutions across India have also been named in
his honour. Some of them are the Maulana Azad Medical College
in New Delhi, the Maulana Azad National Institute of Technology
in Bhopal, the Maulana Azad National Urdu University, Maulana
Azad Centre for Elementary and Social Education (MACESE Delhi
University) and the Maulana Azad College in Kolkata. He is
celebrated as the one of the founders and greatest patrons of the
Jamia Millia Islamia. Azad’s tomb is located next to the Jama
Masjid in Delhi. In recent years great concern has been expressed
by many in India over the poor maintenance of the tomb. On 16
November 2005 the Delhi High Court ordered that the tomb of
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Maulana Azad in New Delhi be renovated and restored as a major
national monument. Azad’s tomb is a major landmark and receives
large numbers of visitors annually.

Jawaharlal Nehru referred to him as Mir-i- Karawan (the
caravan leader), “a very brave and gallant gentleman, a finished
product of the culture that, in these days, pertains to few”. “The
Emperor of learning” remarked Mahatma Gandhi about Azad
counting him as “a person of the calibre of Plato, Aristotle and
Pythagorus.”

He influenced the youth of his time. One of those he influenced
is Dr. Israr Ahmad of Pakistan. He listed Azad to be one of his
three influences in the Indian sub-continent, the other two being
Iqbal, and Abul Ala Maududi. Dr. Israr Ahmad laid the foundation
of Anjuman Khuddam-ul-Quran on the pattern of Dar-ul-Irshad,
a dream of Abul Kalam Azad.

Historic Jama Masjid Speech

As an orator Azad had no equal among his contemporaries.
When he spoke the audience listened to him spell-bound. Recalling
the memories of the Roman and the Greek orators, there was
magic in his words, his language was chaste, civilized, his speech
was dramatic. In October 1947 when the Delhi Muslims were
leaving for Pakistan tens of thousands of them, he spoke from the
ramparts of Jama Masjid, like an ancient oracle:

“Behold, the high towers of Jama Masjid are asking
you: where have you lost the pages of your history.
Only yesterday your caravans had performed ‘Wazu;
(Ablutions) on the banks of Yamuna. And today you
are afraid to live here. Remember that you have
nourished Delhi with your blood. You are afraid of
tremors, time was when you yourself were an
earthquake. You fear darkness when you yourself
symbolised light only recently. The clouds have only
poured dirty water and you have raised your trousers
for fear of being drenched. They were your forefathers
who had dived deep into the seas, cut across the
mighty mountains, laughed away the lightnings,
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answered the thunder of the skies with the velocity
of your laughter, changed the direction of the winds
and turned the typhoons that they have been misled
to a wrong destination. It is an irony of faith that those
who played with the destinies of the Kings are victims
of their own destiny today. And in doing so they have
become so forgetful of their God as if it never existed.
Go back it is your home, your country….”

The effect of his speech was dramatic. Those who packed up
their baggages to migrate to Pakistan returned home filled with
a new sense of freedom and patriotism. There was no mass
migration thereafter. In the history of international oratory Maulana
Azad’s Jama Masjid speech can only be compared with the
Gettysburg address of Abraham Lincoln, Birla House speech of
Nehru on Gandhi’s assassination and later of Martin Luther’s
speech: ‘I have a dream’.


