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Abstract: This study offers an analytical exploration of the interpretive
methodology developed by Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (1817-1898), a leading
reformist and modern intellectual figure in the Muslim world of the Indian
subcontinent. His distinctive style of Qur’anic commentary emerged under the
influence of rational inquiry, modern scientific thought, and the intellectual
confrontations of the colonial era—especially those initiated by Christian
missionaries. Sir Syed sought to demonstrate the essential coherence between
revelation and reason, asserting that the Qur’an should be explained in
accordance with the principles of nature and the realities of the modern world.
Within this paradigm, he dismissed unreliable narrations, explained miracles
as unusual yet natural occurrences, and promoted a contextual understanding
of the Qur’anic text. However, his insistence on rationalism led him to deny
the supernatural aspects of miracles altogether, representing a marked shift
from classical Islamic exegetical traditions. Many of his later followers
advanced this rationalist trend even further by questioning or rejecting hadith
authority, widening the gap between their interpretations and mainstream
Islamic thought. Consequently, Sir Syed came to be recognized as the
originator of what became known as the “Naturist School” (Nachri Mazhab), a
movement shaped by Western intellectual influences that redefined long-
established religious interpretations. Though his reformist vision sparked
enduring debates on the reconciliation of Islam with modernity, it also
attracted criticism from traditional scholars who viewed his hermeneutics as a
threat to the authenticity of Islamic scholarship. This research, therefore,
critically assesses both the intellectual contributions and inherent limitations
of Sir Syed’s exegesis, positioning his work within the broader context of
Islamic modernism and its complex legacy in South Asian thought.
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