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Principle for Success and Reasons for Downfall – 
By Sir Syed, 1896

�
�ہ) � و �ل  �ل اور  � ا  ��)

(Translated by: Mansoor Alam)
[Maqalaat-e Sir Syed; Ed. Maulana Ismail Panipati; 

Publisher, Majlis-e Taaqqi-e Adab, Lahore, 1963]

Some learned elders have said: a nation is indeed fortunate whose past 
was bight and worth remembering and that nation remembers its 
glorious past. On the other hand, and a nation is indeed unfortunate if it 
does not remember its glorious past. There is no doubt that our nation's 
past history is worth remembering, but I do not want to mention it for two 
reasons.  
First, it has not been that long since our downfall: signs of our glorious 
past are still present today – in India, in the Arab world, in Africa, and in 
Europe. Second, since we have become incompetent and powerless, 
therefore, what is the use of being proud of our ancestors' achievements? 
A famous saying is: it harms one's integrity if one keeps mentioning one's 
youth's exuberance in old-age; it damages one's confidence if one keeps 
talking about past supremacy when one's present life is pitiful. 
Our situation has become so bad and so hopeless that it is doubtful if we 
are even capable of learning any lessons from the glorious past of our 
ancestors. Under the auspices of Mohammedan Education Conference 
we have been reciting our past glory for ten years – in poetry and in prose 
–– but nothing useful has come out of it. In fact, those past stories became 
lullabies turning us into dreamers. Therefore, it is better for us to set aside 
such thoughts and to focus on the present, and try to do something that 
could uplift our community, although even that seems not very hopeful.  
One of my good friends says: once a stone is thrown it does not stop until 
it reaches the ground. This is the condition of our nation's downfall: until 
it becomes totally pitiful and despicable; until it reaches the very bottom 
of the pit and gets muddied with extraordinary humiliation – it is not 
going to stop in the middle. We are even waiting for our freefall so that 
we might bounce a little with its impact. But our situation is so sad that 
we have even lost the sense of our depravity, and hope without hope of 
being bounced up by the impact of our fall. So, our nation is waiting for 
that freefall, no matter how difficult and useless that may be, because the 
time for bouncing has also past. In the words of Ghalib:
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If it is so hard to meet you, it is fine with us;
The difficulty is that this is not difficult for us!

So, please focus on the present and work to improve the human condition 
according to demands of the time. 
First of all we need to ponder: what kind of government it is that under 
whom we are leading our lives currently. The freedom of religion and 
security of life that we have under the British government we did not see 
better than that under any other government before. 
The anarchism that used to prevail do not exist anymore now. Everyone 
and every community has opportunity for progress in education and 
commerce. Travel to far off places that was not even conceivable before 
is now possible. Getting news about the world has become easier even 
for the common people that was not available to kings of yesteryears.
We do not respect this peaceful times because we have not seen the 
tumultuous times caused by mayhem of militia warfare when travelers 
were looted; and when someone was going on journey then his friends 
and relatives used to see him off by wishing goodbye with watery eyes 
because they were not sure if he will return alive. People do not 
appreciate the present peaceful times because they have not seen the past 
turbulent and dangerous times. So, my advice to my people is that please 
consider this time as a period of respite and try to work hard to improve 
the human condition of your people through community and 
philanthropic effort. 
When the government was in our hands the progress and development of 
our people required different approach. But that is not the case at the 
present time. There is a very good saying of Sir Auckland Calvin, the 
former lieutenant governor, that if Taimur's sword is kept aside then one 
should not forget what went on to sharpen it. The power, the 
steadfastness, the bravery, the fortitude – should never be forgotten. 
Today's Muslims do not need the emotional and sharp mentality and 
power of their ancestors. All they need is their good qualities that led to 
that sharpness and their power and authority. However, to acquire those 
qualities in the changed circumstances we need to focus our attention in a 
different direction. 
Anyway, as far as I think, everyone agrees with me that Muslims are in 
extremely dire straits and despicable situation now. They must find a 
way out of this degradation. They must find out what methodology to use 
for progress, notwithstanding the different opinions we have about going 
about this.  
Our religious scholars think that religious education and commitment 



 have gone down – and restoring these will lead to our community's 
progress. If by this progress it means spiritual progress then I accept this. 
But, at this time, we are discussing about worldly progress. My dear 
friends, do not think that by saying “worldly progress” I am ignoring 
Islamic progress. Never! I understand that if Muslims are suffering 
degradation and humiliation then the shine of Islam will also be blunted. 
Worldly progress and spiritual progress are inseparable. Worldly 
progress done with sincerity, honesty, and righteousness leads to 
spiritual progress. But I am afraid, God forbid, that Muslims, in their 
complacency, might lose this period of respite and come under the grip of 

َّ ُ ْ ُ َّ ّ ََ لة والمسكنَة وباءوا بغَْ َن الـــلـھ  :Allah's Law of Requitalوضربت علْيھم الذ ضب م ْ ِــ ُِ ِـــ ٍّ َ َ َ َُِ َ ُ ِ َِ َ َ
(2:61) – And humiliation and wretchedness were stamped upon them and 
they were visited with wrath from Allah. 
I firmly believe that those of us who want to work for improving human 
condition of our people and want them to progress in worldly education, 
we must also have plans to educate them about Islam and urge them to 
fulfil Islamic obligations – prayer, fast, hajj, zakat, etc. We must provide 
them holistic education encompassing all aspects of life. A hadith in 
Bukhari and Muslim reports: “a person came to the Messenger of Allah 
(May peace be upon him) and said: Messenger of Allah, direct me to a 
deed by which I may be entitled to enter Paradise. Upon this he (the Holy 
Prophet) remarked: You obey Allah and never associate anything with 
Him, establish the obligatory prayer, and pay the Zakat which is 
incumbent upon you, and observe the fast of Ramadan. The person said: 
By Him in Whose hand is my life, I will never add anything to it, nor will 
I diminish anything from it. When he left, the Prophet (PBUH) said: He 
who is pleased to see a man from the dwellers of Paradise should catch a 
glimpse of him.” Therefore, our road to paradise is very clear and our 
Prophet's life provides inspiration for moving forward. Though our life 
in this world is very short compared to the life of the Hereafter, but how 
unfortunate that to pass this few short years of worldly life has become so 
hard and so burdensome for people. 
That time has passed when one used to get bestowed with accolades and 
doughs for writing flattering fanciful poetry for ruling elites; or granted 
estates or official positions or pensions without merits. But the world has 
changed now. It is the age of scholarship and knowledge-based merit 
achievements. My dear friends, the great difficulty is that if few of our 
people achieve this high meritorious status then this is not going to be 
very helpful because our nation will still not escape being labeled 
retrograde, downtrodden, and undeveloped. These few educated people 
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 won't be able to do much of anything if there is large scale illiteracy 
among our people. A brave person alone cannot surpass a mountain. Our 
people's condition will not improve (and the derogatory label attached to 
them cannot be erased) unless and until they progress educationally and 
intellectually as a nation. 
You may be feeling somewhat uncomfortable in your hearts and 
thinking: that it is impossible to educate our entire nation; that even in 
advanced countries of Europe not all persons are educated; that even in 
London there are many uneducated people. If that is the case in Europe 
then people may be right in asking: How is it possible then to educate all 
our people in India? 
Well, there criticism is no doubt valid. But when we talk about an 
educated nation then it does not mean that all people of that nation have 
become expert in science, logic, and medicine – and have become 
Socrates or Hippocrates – because such people are very rare in any 
nation. Instead, what we mean by educated nation is that there is cultural 
awakening in the populace for erudition and thought and most people 
have developed the taste for acquiring knowledge; that though most 
people may have had only basic education, but their hearts are eager for 
development and progress of the entire population. Commoner or not, all 
are active in improving the human condition of their people in one way or 
the other; and that, that nation justly feels proud to have people of 
eminence in their midst. Aren't all British people proud of Mr. Gladstone, 
Lord Salisbury, or Lord Denis, not just their associated party people? 
Weren't we proud of our eminent personalities when time was on our 
side? But, now, time is that neither such eminent persons are among us 
nor our people have that intellectual mentality, nor do they have the sense 
and feeling for national progress? So, they have justly earned the title of 
backward, illiterate, and uncivilized nation as a whole.
Sultan Mahmood asked Firdausi to write Shahnamah and promised him 
one gold dinar for each verse. These days no reward or compensation 
happens like this. This is the age of copyright, trademark, and patent 
laws. These are merit-based awards paid by the people because they 
value knowledge and creativity. The same laws are in force in India but 
do we have examples to celebrate?
There are plenty of newspapers in India now. We have heard three things 
about them: that there are no buyers; that those who have subscribed do 
not pay the bills; or the complaint that though we did not subscribe but 
we are getting the papers. The reason for all these issues is that our nation 
is not educated; that it does not have the taste for knowledge. Unless 
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education spreads in the populace and unless its mental level is not 
elevated there will be no progress of any kind in our nation – whether in 
education or in profession or in business and commerce. Educated 
people are needed who are hardworking, sincere, and honest for the 
development of business and commerce. Advanced education, character 
integrity, trust and honesty are major aspects required for the overall 
progress and development of a people. 
Therefore, no matter how one looks at it, without overall educational 
advancement of a people no progress is possible for a nation. My dear 
friends, you may be wondering how is it possible to provide advanced 
education for an entire nation? I want to repeat that, yes, this criticism is 
valid. But I want to emphasize that this is an evolutionary process. When 
some people in a nation equip themselves with advanced education and 
training then its positive impact spreads among the uneducated people of 
that nation; and it spurs interest and reverence for acquiring knowledge 
that leads to feeling of honor and rejuvenation among the larger 
population. Don't we see the stark difference of mindset in this respect 
between the common people of Europe and our own people? If we see, 
then there is no other reason for this than the fact that there are many 
educated and trained people in Europe whose positive momentum has 
spread over the masses. 
Therefore, we have to deal with this immediate issue before us: that we 
do not have a critical mass of educated and trained people amongst us 
that could create the spark among the masses as it has done in Europe. I 
have deliberately ignored here religious knowledge because it is 
considered sacred. As I have mentioned before we are discussing here 
the progress related to the knowledge of physical sciences.
One group thinks that we have all the knowledge that we need. Our 
ancestors accomplished everything in the field of knowledge. We just 
have to acquire their knowledge. We do not need any other knowledge. 
Their famous saying is: if you want father's inheritance then learn from 
father's knowledge.
Is this true my friends? Do you think that the knowledge that our 
ancestors gave to the world has not further progressed? Have not the 
knowledge of pharmacy, medicine, and surgery that our ancestors gave 
to the world progressed further? Have not the knowledge of philosophy, 
physics, chemistry, algebra, arithmetic, etc. that our ancestors gave to the 
world advanced further? Has not new knowledge that our ancestors did 
not possess been invented? Has not further advancement been made in 
literature, in its style and in its delivery mechanism. My dear friends, 
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 please understand that whatever knowledge was there with ancestors 
was like seeds. Now those seeds have developed and grown into giant 
fruit giving trees of modern knowledge that is so different that it is 
unrecognizable form our ancestors' knowledge – and new inventions 
have been made that even their seeds our ancestors did not have. 
Moreover, errors in the Greek knowledge that have been revealed, are in 
addition to the new knowledge that has been created in this age. 
Our ancestors were proud that they were able to garner the knowledge of 
math, logic, philosophy, medicine – in fact, all the knowledge that the 
Greeks had created. When Greeks' errors have been exposed and new 
knowledge is available to us now, then why we should slavishly insist 
that we continue with the Greek knowledge. 
So, we must ponder and decide what knowledge is useful for our nation 
at this time. Should we acquire the modern progressive new knowledge 
or the old and stale knowledge of the Greeks that is unworthy of 
revitalizing the prospectus of even elementary school what to say of 
universities, and cannot stand on its own feet in light of the new 
knowledge?
If this opinion of mine is right then we have no choice but to inspire our 
people to acquire modern knowledge that is progressive as well as 
useful. Now, as a whole, this is available in three languages: French, 
German, and English. We are not that familiar with French and German. 
English is the language of our rulers and it is useful for many other 
things. So, practically, it becomes the best choice and the means of 
acquiring modern knowledge.    
One group amongst us thinks that unless modern knowledge is translated 
into our mother tongue, no progress can take place if we teach it in 
another language. No doubt I prefer to have as many books as possible in 
our mother tongue; but no matter how true this logic may be it is not 
going to be very practical. In the reign of Harun Rashid and Mamun 
Rashid only few Greek books had been translated. But in this age so 
many books have been translated that ten reigns of the likes of Harun 
Rashid and Mamun Rashid could not have achieved these many 
translations. Also, despite this, there has not been even a single case of 
historical evidence that a people, by using a different language than the 
language of their rulers, have advance themselves in knowledge. 
Therefore, it is incumbent on us that we use English language to advance 
ourselves in modern knowledge. 
There is no systematic means to acquiring modern knowledge in India. 
There are only few universities that have coopted our education into their 
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 hands. It is due to our negligence and incompetency that our education 
has gone into their hands which is not enough to fulfil our people's aims 
and aspirations; nor can the government fulfil our nation's needs, 
especially that government which is from another country and that is 
ruling us. It is a fact that no other nation will do for us what we ourselves 
as nation are supposed to do for our people's education, welfare, and 
wellbeing. 
It is sad that our nation does not have the capability to fulfil this need. 
Therefore, we have no choice at this time but to patiently accept 
whatever education is available to us and reconcile with our slavish 
dependence on universities. The present education no doubt provides 
mental education and improves our thoughts; and people's hearts feel 
that we are in downfall mode as a nation and are suffering deprivation. As 
a result people start dreaming about their educational progress and want 
to control the direction of their future knowledge. When a large number 
of our people start dreaming like this, and the kind of thoughts that I 
mentioned earlier become mature and steadfast in their hearts, then this 
will be the first step towards the progress of the nation. However, if 
appropriate training is not included along with the current education, 
then we should know that we will have thorny tree yielding bitter fruits 
flailing our future generations instead of a fruit-giving tree inspiring and 
uplifting them. So, my dear friends, it is your duty that you must focus on 
proper training of your children even more than their education. By 
training I do not mean the obsolete training promoted by our 
obscurantists that is nothing but robotic movements and mimicry.  
Instead, by training I mean a training that produces character attributes of 
honesty; of integrity; of true morality; of true love of service to our 
nation; of true sympathy for our people; of self-respect; of true sincerity; 
and of responsibility and accountability to carry out ones duty. This kind 
of training cannot happen suddenly. But if our youth can be channeled on 
this road then, hopefully, in future, people with these character attributes 
may take root in our nation.  
But it is sad to see that our people are careless about even the current 
defective education which, nevertheless, is needed in the beginning and 
is the first step towards our people's progress. No doubt we have rich and 
poor among our people. But to say that our people cannot afford the 
available education is not only irresponsible but, please forgive, if I say 
outright lie. The real reason for this is that we are careless about our 
nation's education; we are careless about our nation's progress; we are 
careless about our nation's success. We do not give priority to spending 
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 money on education over other things. Even if someone feels excited 
about education then he spends money for his own selfish goals, for his 
own narrow interests, for his own ulterior motives, not for our nation's 
progress. Although if we look at the principles of Islam then we find 
clearly that a philanthropic deed is good, pious, and righteous only if it is 
done to solve some real problems hampering our people's progress. I do 
not think this kind of selfish philanthropy has any weight in the sight of 
Allah. When I look at this kind of philanthropy of our people then I think 
it is no more than the “pious act” of the old woman who stands waist deep 
in the river Ganges and drops her valuable bangles its waters and says, 
“O mother Ganges! I am sacrificing my precious bangles to you, forgive 
my sins!”
There is no doubt, that along with other things, the expenditure on 
education is also going up day by day; and without money, and other 
expenses that go with it, education is not possible. So, those who can 
afford, why aren't they helping in this venture for the sake of their 
people's education? If they were willing to spend only three percent of 
their income then millions may be collected for educating our nation.   
How shameful that we never think of our nation's welfare and success 
and spending even a single penny seems difficult for us! But if we know 
that spending money on certain matter will make government officials 
happy – whether it is building a mosque or school or hospital or 
establishing a girl's school or any other thing– then we, especially the 
rich amongst us, show great philanthropy and donate lot of funds while at 
the same time they hope for earning rewards in the Hereafter. Wonder of 
wonders! How aptly Saadi puts this attitude: You think you are going to 
Kaaba but the road you are traveling goes to Turkey! 
In the past the education system was different and its expenses were very 
limited. Students lived in mosques or monasteries. Local families 
created a schedule amongst themselves to provide them meals. They 
were also surviving on with food from funeral services and anniversary 
offerings and free public kitchens. Those who are of my age or older and 
have visited Al-Azhar should have seen this kind of arrangement for its 
students. Its signs are found in Islamic madrasas in India even now. Their 
clothes are very basic kurta pajamas. Please do not think I am putting 
them down by mentioning these things. Many highly respected and 
literary personalities have been produced by these madrasas. My point of 
mentioning this is to highlight that this simplistic low-cost educational 
system is not going to work in this day and age, especially for acquiring 
knowledge through English medium. (To Be Continued)
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