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Abul Kalam Azad 

 

Abul Kalam Ghulam Muhiyuddin Ahmed bin Khairuddin Al-Hussaini 

Azad was born on November 11, 1888 in Mecca. Azad was an Indian 

independence activist, Islamic theologian, writer and a senior leader of the 

Indian National Congress. Following India's independence, he became the First 

Minister of Education in the Indian government. He is commonly remembered 

as Maulana Azad; the word Maulana is an honorific meaning 'Our Master' and 

he had adopted Azad (Free) as his pen name. His contribution to establishing 

the education foundation in India is recognised by celebrating his birthday as 

National Education Day across India. 

As a young man, Azad composed poetry in Urdu, as well as treatises on 

religion and philosophy. He rose to prominence through his work as a journalist, 

publishing works critical of the British Raj and espousing the causes of Indian 

nationalism. Azad became the leader of the Khilafat Movement, during which 

he came into close contact with the Indian leader Mahatma Gandhi. Azad 

became an enthusiastic supporter of Gandhi's ideas of non-violent civil 

disobedience, and worked to organise the non-co-operation movement in protest 

of the 1919 Rowlatt Acts. Azad committed himself to Gandhi's ideals, including 

promoting Swadeshi (indigenous) products and the cause of Swaraj (Self-rule) 

for India. In 1923, at an age of 35, he became the youngest person to serve as 

the President of the Indian National Congress. 

In October 1920, Azad was elected as a member of foundation committee 

to establish Jamia Millia Islamia at Aligarh in U. P. without taking help from 

British colonial government. He assisted in shifting the campus of the university 

from Aligarh to New Delhi in 1934. The main gate (Gate No. 7) to the main 

campus of the university is named after him. 

Azad was one of the main organizers of the Dharasana Satyagraha in 

1931, and emerged as one of the most important national leaders of the time, 

prominently leading the causes of Hindu-Muslim unity as well as espousing 

secularism and socialism. He served as Congress president from 1940 to 1945, 

during which the Quit India rebellion was launched. Azad was imprisoned, 

together with the entire Congress leadership. He also worked for Hindu-Muslim 

unity through the Al-Hilal newspaper. 



  Early life 

Azad was born on 11 November 1888 in Makkah, then a part of the 

Ottoman Empire. His real name was Sayyid Ghulam Muhiyuddin Ahmed bin 

Khairuddin Al Hussaini, but he eventually became known as Maulana Abul 

Kalam Azad. Azad's father was a Bengali Muslim scholar of Afghan ancestry, 

who lived in Delhi with his maternal grandfather, as his father had died at a very 

young age. During the Indian Rebellion of 1857, he left India and settled in 

Mecca. His father Muhammad Khairuddin bin Ahmed Al Hussaini wrote twelve 

books, had thousands of disciples, and claimed noble ancestry, while his mother 

was Sheikha Alia bint Mohammad, the daughter of Sheikh Mohammad bin 

Zaher AlWatri, himself a reputed scholar from Medina who had a reputation 

that extended even outside of Arabia. 

Azad settled in Calcutta with his family in 1890. Azad was home-

schooled and self-taught. Following fluency in Arabic as a first language, Azad 

began to master several other languages including Bengali, Hindustani, Persian, 

and English. He was also trained in the Mazahibs of Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi'i and 

Hanbali fiqh, Shariat, mathematics, philosophy, world history, and science by 

tutors hired by his family. An avid and determined student, the precocious Azad 

was running a library, a reading room, and a debating society before he was 

twelve; wanted to write on the life of Al-Ghazali at twelve; was contributing 

learned articles to Makhzan (a literary magazine) at fourteen;  was teaching a 

class of students, most of whom were twice his age, when he was fifteen; and 

completed the traditional course of study at the age of sixteen, nine years ahead 

of his contemporaries, and brought out a magazine at the same age.  In fact, 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, Zulaikha Begum.  Azad 

compiled many treatises interpreting the Qur'an, the Hadis, and the principles of 

Fiqh and Kalam. 

 

 


