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The Role of Islamic Revivalist Movements and
Individuals in Creating Muslim Society in the
Indian Subcontinent

Niyaz Ahmad Lone®

ABSTRACT: The history of the advent of Islam in India can be traced back to the
trade relations between Arabs and India. Subsequently, after the arrival of Islam
in the Arab land, the Arab traders played the role of missionaries. Then,
gradually, Islam was disseminated through peaceful means in the Indian
Subcontinent. In this regard, Sufis played an important role. After that, Islam
became a dominant faith in Indian society, especially during Muslim rule. Islam
spread far and wide in the Subcontinent. However, later on, due to European
Colonialism, Muslim rule showed decay in India. Consequently, the Islamic
culture was prone to devastation. Similarly, at the internal level, ignorance of the
Muslims was another reason for the decline of the Islamic culture. So, Islam
underwent a dire need for reform and revival. Hence, afterwards, there were
multiple movements which attempted to reform the Muslim society to awaken
the religious consciousness of the Muslims. Jihdad movement, Deoband
movement, Aligarh movement, Nadwat-ul 'Ulama, Jam “at-I Islami, etc., were some
of the movements which contributed immensely towards the enhancement of the
intellectual and religious dimension of the Muslim society. They also
emphasized different aspects of Islamic teachings and attempted to permeate
Islam in the changing circumstances of the society. Some focused on the political
aspect of Islam, some on the pure theological dimension of Islam, and some
others attempted to counter the modern challenges through a rational
understanding of Islam. Hence, they accordingly deliberated on the revival of
Islam. All these movements commonly trace the origin of their thought in the
religious ideas of Shah Wali-Allah, whose comprehensive thought left a deep
impact on these subsequent Islamic movements.
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Summary of the Article

Since Islam is a universal ideology and it has efficacy for all times, the revival
and reform constitute an inseparable phenomenon to explore the situational role
of Islamic teachings according to the needs of the time. Moreover, it aims to
purify Islam from all alien elements. The earlier revivalist and reformist history
of Islam was almost based on this purpose. In the context of the Subcontinent,
British colonial power at the external level and the closing of the door of ijtihad,
penetration of un-Islamic elements, superstitious beliefs, and ignorance among
the Muslims at the internal level contributed much to the deterioration of the
spirit of Muslim culture. Hence, to resist these issues and to save the Islamic
cultural aspect, various attempts were made from time to time. Some were active
at a personal level; others launched movements in this regard. They attempted to
explore the dynamic character and the situational role of Islam. Although these
initiatives and movements proved to be useful for the Muslim society, they
focused on a particular aspect. Hence, the need is to adopt a comprehensive
approach towards the revival and reform of Islamic teachings.

One of the earliest and most influential personalities was Shah Wali-Allah
(1703-1762), who emphasized the importance of Quranic studies, Hadith, and
socio-political reform. His works inspired later scholars, including his sons and
disciples, who laid the foundation for Islamic thought in the region. The Deobandi
Movement (1866) focused on Islamic education through madrassas for preserving
traditional Islamic scholarship while countering Western influences. Similarly,
the Barelvi Movement, led by Ahmad Raza Khan (1856-1921), emphasized Sufi
traditions, defending orthodox beliefs and practices. The Ahl-i Hadith, Movement,
influenced by Salafi thought, sought to purify Islam from perceived innovations
(bid'ah) and focused on a strict interpretation of the Quran and Hadith.
Meanwhile, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) founded the Aligarh Movement,
promoting modern education among Muslims and encouraging a balance
between religious and Western sciences. In the 20th century, Mawlana Sayyid Abul
A’la Mawdudi (1903-1979) played a significant role in shaping Islamic political
thought, emphasizing an Islamic state and governance based on Shari’ah. He
launched an organised movement, ie., Jamat-i Islami (1941). His writings
influenced contemporary Islamic scholarship and movements across the
Subcontinent.

These revivalist movements and scholars contributed to shaping Muslim
identity, reforming educational institutions, and influencing socio-political
discourse. Their legacy continues to impact Islamic scholarship and thought in
South Asia today. These movements emerged as responses to colonial rule,
internal decline, and socio-political changes, aiming to revive Islamic teachings,
preserve religious identity, and promote education. Today, the intellectual legacy
of these revivalist movements continues to influence Muslim scholarship in the
Indian subcontinent, shaping religious education, political thought, and socio-
cultural dynamics. Their contributions remain relevant in contemporary Muslim
discourse, demonstrating the enduring impact of their intellectual and reformist
efforts.
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