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MUSLIM REFORMERS IN THE SUBCONTINENT 

Mujaddid Alf Thani • Shah Waliullah • Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 

CSS Pakistan Affairs — Comprehensive, Analytical & Exam-Focused Notes 

Core argument: Muslim reform in South Asia evolved in response to changing historical crises. 

Mujaddid Alf Thani emphasized religious revival; Shah Waliullah pursued religious, intellectual, social 

and political reconstruction; Sir Syed Ahmad Khan promoted modern education, social reform and 

political awareness. Their contributions were indirect foundations of later Muslim political 

consciousness, not direct demands for Pakistan. 

1. WHY MUSLIM REFORMERS EMERGED 

 Decline or transformation of Muslim political authority. 

 Religious disputes and weakening of institutions in particular periods. 

 Intellectual stagnation and the need to respond to changing circumstances. 

 Social and moral problems. 

 Economic decline of sections of the traditional Muslim elite. 

 Expansion of British power and replacement of older institutions. 

 Decline of Persian and rise of English and modern education. 

 Need to preserve Muslim religious and cultural identity. 

2. THREE REFORMERS AT A GLANCE 

Reformer Period Main challenge Main response Long-term 

significance 

Mujaddid Alf 

Thani 

1564–1624 Religious dilution 

in Mughal India 

Islamic revival, 

Shariah, Sunnah, 

religious identity 

Strengthened 

Muslim religious 

consciousness 

Shah Waliullah 1703–1762 Religious, 

intellectual, social 

and political 

decline 

Comprehensive 

reform and 

scholarship 

Revivalist 

intellectual 

tradition and 

Muslim unity 

Sir Syed Ahmad 

Khan 

1817–1898 Colonial 

transformation 

and Muslim 

Modern 

education, social 

reform, political 

Aligarh Movement 

and modern 

Muslim leadership 
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backwardness awareness 

PART I — MUJADDID ALF THANI 

3. LIFE AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564–1624), known as Mujaddid Alf Thani, was a major Naqshbandi Sufi 

and Islamic revivalist of Mughal India. He lived during Akbar's reign and the early period of Jahangir. 

Akbar's religious experimentation and broad policy of interfaith engagement created concern among 

some Muslim scholars. Sirhindi responded by seeking a renewal of Islamic belief, practice and 

institutions. 

Why was he called Mujaddid Alf Thani? 

Mujaddid Alf Thani means 'Reviver of the Second Millennium.' The title expresses the belief that he 

renewed Islamic religious life at the beginning of the second Islamic millennium. 

4. OBJECTIVES 

 Revive Quran and Sunnah. 

 Strengthen Shariah. 

 Preserve Muslim religious identity. 

 Oppose religious syncretism and practices he considered innovations. 

 Reform Muslim moral and spiritual life. 

 Strengthen Islamic scholarship. 

 Influence rulers and elites toward greater respect for Islamic principles. 

5. RESPONSE TO AKBAR'S RELIGIOUS ENVIRONMENT 

Sirhindi criticized what he considered excessive religious syncretism and the weakening of Islamic 

distinctions. His objective was not hostility toward every non-Muslim community; rather, he 

insisted that Muslims should retain their own beliefs and practices while living within a plural 

society. 

Central idea 

Good relations with other communities did not require Muslims to dilute their own religious 

identity. 



 

THE COMMONS INSTITUTE , LAHORE 0325 017 9777 

 

6. NAQSHBANDI REFORM 

 Connected spiritual discipline with obedience to Shariah. 

 Used networks of disciples and correspondence. 

 Influenced scholars, nobles and officials. 

 Sought to bring Sufi practice closer to orthodox Islamic principles. 

 Promoted moral and spiritual purification. 

7. MAKTUBAT 

Maktubat-e-Imam Rabbani is the major collection of Sirhindi's letters. Through correspondence with 

scholars, nobles, officials and disciples, he discussed Islamic doctrine, Shariah, spiritual reform, social 

conduct and the role of religion in public life. 

Importance: the letters preserved his ideas, created a reform network and allowed his influence to 

extend beyond his immediate locality. 

8. WAHDAT-USH-SHUHUD 

Sirhindi is associated with Wahdat-ush-Shuhud, or 'unity of witnessing.' In simplified terms, he 

distinguished the mystic's spiritual experience from a literal identification of Creator and creation. 

This illustrates that his programme was not anti-Sufi; it was an attempt to discipline Sufism 

within an Islamic theological framework. 

9. SERVICES TO MUSLIM SOCIETY 

 Revived Islamic religious consciousness. 

 Strengthened the authority of Shariah and Islamic scholarship. 

 Encouraged moral and spiritual reform. 

 Opposed religious confusion and syncretism. 

 Built networks of disciples and scholars. 

 Strengthened awareness of Muslim distinctiveness. 

10. POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE 



 

THE COMMONS INSTITUTE , LAHORE 0325 017 9777 

 

His political significance was primarily religious and intellectual. He believed political authority should 

respect Islamic principles. He did not formulate modern nationalism, constitutional politics or a 

demand for a separate state. 

11. CONNECTION WITH PAKISTAN 

He did not demand Pakistan and lived centuries before the modern Pakistan Movement. His 

relevance is indirect: his defence of Muslim religious distinctiveness became part of the long 

intellectual background from which later Muslim consciousness developed. 

CSS line: Mujaddid Alf Thani contributed an early religious foundation for Muslim distinctiveness, 

not a modern political programme for Pakistan. 

PART II — SHAH WALIULLAH 

12. LIFE AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Shah Waliullah Dehlawi (1703–1762) was a leading Muslim scholar and reformer of eighteenth-

century India. He was educated in the scholarly environment of Madrasa Rahimiyyah, later taught 

there, travelled to the Hijaz for advanced study and wrote extensively in Arabic and Persian. He 

lived during accelerating Mughal decline, political fragmentation and social disorder. 

13. WHY HIS REFORM WAS BROADER 

Mujaddid Alf Thani mainly confronted religious challenges within a powerful Mughal state. Shah 

Waliullah faced a wider crisis: political decline, internal divisions, weakening scholarship, social 

problems and economic disorder. Consequently, his programme addressed religion, intellect, society, 

economics and politics. 

14. OBJECTIVES 

1. Revive Quran and Hadith scholarship. 

2. Make Islamic teachings accessible. 

3. Reduce unnecessary sectarian conflict. 

4. Reconcile inherited scholarship with changing conditions. 

5. Reform Muslim moral and social life. 

6. Address economic injustice and corruption. 
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7. Strengthen Muslim unity. 

8. Restore political stability. 

15. EDUCATIONAL AND SCHOLARLY SERVICES 

 Taught Quran, Hadith, Fiqh and related sciences. 

 Trained students and scholars at Madrasa Rahimiyyah. 

 Wrote extensively in Arabic and Persian. 

 Strengthened Hadith scholarship. 

 Encouraged informed engagement with primary Islamic sources. 

16. PERSIAN TRANSLATION OF THE QURAN 

Shah Waliullah produced a Persian translation of the Quran, Fath al-Rahman fi Tarjamat al-Quran, 

to make its message accessible to educated Persian-reading Muslims. His sons and later scholars 

extended this translation and teaching tradition. 

Importance: it reduced the distance between ordinary educated Muslims and Quranic meaning and 

helped strengthen religious literacy. 

17. HUJJATULLAH AL-BALIGHA 

Hujjatullah al-Baligha is one of his major works. It examines the wisdom and social purposes of 

Islamic teachings and institutions. It reflects his effort to show that Islamic rules have rational, 

moral and social significance. 

 Connects religion with social welfare. 

 Explains the purposes behind Islamic institutions. 

 Encourages systematic religious understanding. 

 Combines scholarship with social analysis. 

18. MUSLIM UNITY 

 Emphasized Quran and Sunnah as common foundations. 

 Sought to reduce destructive sectarian conflict. 

 Encouraged cooperation among Muslims. 

 Attempted to reconcile differences among legal and intellectual traditions. 
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19. SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC REFORM 

 Criticized corruption and excessive luxury. 

 Concerned with exploitation and economic inequality. 

 Linked moral decline with social disorder. 

 Emphasized justice and responsible social relations. 

 Viewed economic balance as necessary for political stability. 

20. POLITICAL THOUGHT AND AHMAD SHAH ABDALI 

Shah Waliullah was deeply concerned about Mughal decline and the rise of competing powers. He 

corresponded with Ahmad Shah Abdali in the context of North Indian political instability and the 

growing Maratha power. Abdali later defeated the Marathas at the Third Battle of Panipat in 

1761. 

CSS caution: this was an eighteenth-century response to political conditions, not a Pakistan 

Movement or modern nationalist campaign. 

21. SERVICES TO MUSLIM SOCIETY 

 Religious education and scholarship. 

 Quranic accessibility through Persian translation. 

 Hadith revival. 

 Intellectual reconstruction. 

 Muslim unity. 

 Moral and social reform. 

 Economic and political analysis. 

 Creation of an influential scholarly legacy for later reform movements. 

22. CONNECTION WITH PAKISTAN 

Shah Waliullah did not demand Pakistan. His indirect importance lies in the continuation of Muslim 

revivalist thought: Muslim unity, religious identity, intellectual reform and concern for collective 

political security. His legacy influenced later reformist traditions and helped preserve a distinct 

Muslim intellectual culture. 

PART III — SIR SYED AHMAD KHAN 
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23. LIFE AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (1817–1898) was the central figure of the Aligarh Movement and the leading 

Muslim educational and social reformer of nineteenth-century India. He served under the British and 

witnessed the transformation of Indian society after the 1857 uprising. 

After 1857, he concluded that Muslims faced political decline, educational backwardness, economic 

difficulties and reduced access to modern government employment. He therefore made education 

the foundation of Muslim regeneration. 

24. SIR SYED AND THE 1857 REVOLT 

In Asbab-e-Baghawat-e-Hind, Sir Syed analyzed causes of the 1857 revolt and argued that British 

administrative and political mistakes had contributed to the rebellion. 

 Showed analytical understanding of colonial politics. 

 Sought better relations between rulers and ruled. 

 Recognized the importance of administrative reform. 

 Strengthened his belief in constructive engagement and education. 

25. CENTRAL PHILOSOPHY 

His central formula was: Education → social uplift → economic improvement → political awareness 

→ community empowerment. 

He believed Muslims could not effectively compete in modern institutions without English, science, 

mathematics and professional education. 

26. SCIENTIFIC SOCIETY 

Sir Syed established the Scientific Society in the 1860s to promote modern knowledge and 

translate useful Western works into Indian languages. 

 Promoted scientific knowledge. 

 Encouraged translation. 

 Made modern learning more accessible. 

 Developed a scientific temperament. 

 Prepared Muslims for modern education. 
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27. ALIGARH INSTITUTE GAZETTE 

The Aligarh Institute Gazette became an important vehicle for modern educational, social and public 

discussion. It connected the educational movement with wider political and intellectual debate. 

28. TEHZIB-UL-AKHLAQ 

Tehzib-ul-Akhlaq promoted social and moral reform. Sir Syed used it to criticize harmful customs, 

intellectual stagnation and resistance to rational inquiry. 

 Promoted ethical conduct. 

 Encouraged rational thinking. 

 Criticized harmful social practices. 

 Created a public forum for Muslim social reform. 

29. MAO COLLEGE AND ALIGARH MOVEMENT 

The Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh was founded in the 1870s and became the 

institutional centre of the Aligarh Movement. It sought to combine Western education with Muslim 

cultural values and later developed into Aligarh Muslim University. 

 Modern higher education. 

 English and Western sciences. 

 Professional and administrative preparation. 

 Creation of educated Muslim leadership. 

 Combination of modern learning with Muslim cultural identity. 

The Aligarh Movement was broader than the college. It included schools, publications, educational 

conferences, social reform and community organization. It helped create an educated Muslim middle 

class and a network of Muslim institutions. 

30. ALL-INDIA MUSLIM EDUCATIONAL CONFERENCE 

Sir Syed's educational programme encouraged organization around common Muslim educational needs. 

The All-India Muhammadan Educational Conference helped spread the message of modern education 

and built connections among Muslim educational activists across India. 

31. SOCIAL REFORMS 
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 Opposed superstition and intellectual stagnation. 

 Promoted rational inquiry. 

 Encouraged modern education. 

 Advocated moral and social improvement. 

 Encouraged Muslims to adopt useful aspects of modern civilization. 

 Used journalism to challenge harmful customs. 

32. RELIGIOUS MODERNISM 

Sir Syed attempted to interpret Islam in harmony with reason and established scientific knowledge. 

He argued that authentic Islam could not fundamentally contradict sound reason. This approach was 

controversial among some traditional scholars but represented an effort to answer the intellectual 

challenges of the modern age. 

33. URDU AND MUSLIM CULTURAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

Sir Syed regarded Urdu as an important language of Muslim cultural and intellectual expression in 

North India. The Hindi-Urdu controversy later strengthened the association between language, 

cultural identity and political representation in Muslim politics. 

34. POLITICAL THOUGHT 

 Favoured constructive relations with the British after 1857. 

 Encouraged Muslims to enter modern education and government service. 

 Opposed premature political confrontation by an educationally weak community. 

 Advocated Muslim political representation and safeguards. 

 Became increasingly concerned about majoritarian politics in a religiously diverse India. 

35. SIR SYED AND THE CONGRESS 

Sir Syed became increasingly skeptical of the early Indian National Congress because he feared that 

representative politics based mainly on numerical majority could disadvantage Muslims where they 

were a minority. His concern was political representation and safeguards rather than a blanket claim 

that Hindus and Muslims could never cooperate. 

36. SIR SYED AND THE TWO-NATION IDEA 
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Sir Syed increasingly emphasized differences between Hindus and Muslims in religion, social customs, 

historical traditions and political interests. His thought is therefore often treated as a precursor to 

later Muslim separatist political thought. 

Historical qualification: Sir Syed did not formulate the complete Two-Nation Theory in its later 

political form and did not demand a separate Muslim state. Later leaders, especially Muhammad Ali 

Jinnah, transformed Muslim political demands in a very different constitutional context. 

37. SIR SYED'S CONTRIBUTION TO PAKISTAN 

 Created modern Muslim educational leadership. 

 Built institutions that educated later generations of Muslim professionals. 

 Strengthened Muslim community organization. 

 Raised awareness of political representation. 

 Defended Muslim cultural interests. 

 Helped develop the Aligarh intellectual tradition that later interacted with Muslim League 

politics. 

Thus, Sir Syed's contribution was educational and intellectual first, political second, and indirect in 

relation to Pakistan. 

PART IV — COMPARISON AND ANALYSIS 

38. FUNDAMENTAL DIFFERENCES 

Dimension Mujaddid Alf Thani Shah Waliullah Sir Syed 

Historical age Mughal religious 

experimentation 

Mughal decline British colonial rule 

Main problem Religious dilution Comprehensive Muslim 

decline 

Educational and social 

backwardness 

Main solution Religious revival Religious/intellectual/social 

reconstruction 

Modernization through 

education 

Primary focus Quran, Sunnah, 

Shariah 

Quran, Hadith, unity, 

social justice 

Science, English, 

education, reform 

Main instrument Sufi network and 

Maktubat 

Scholarship, teaching, 

translation 

Institutions, journals, 

colleges 

Political role Religious principles and 

identity 

Political stability and 

Muslim interests 

Representation, 

safeguards and political 
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awareness 

Pakistan link Indirect religious 

foundation 

Indirect revivalist 

foundation 

Indirect educational-

political foundation 

39. DIFFERENCE IN ONE QUESTION 

Mujaddid Alf Thani: How can Muslims preserve Islam? 

Answer: Through religious revival, Shariah, Sunnah and preservation of Muslim identity. 

Shah Waliullah: How can a declining Muslim society be reconstructed? 

Answer: Through religious scholarship, intellectual reform, unity, social justice and political stability. 

Sir Syed: How can Muslims survive and progress under colonial modernity? 

Answer: Through modern education, science, social reform and political awareness. 

40. SIMILARITIES 

 All responded to Muslim decline or crisis. 

 All valued knowledge and intellectual leadership. 

 All sought Muslim moral or social improvement. 

 All emphasized Muslim identity in different ways. 

 All influenced later generations. 

 None directly demanded Pakistan. 

41. IMPACT ON MUSLIM SOCIETY 

Area Mujaddid Shah Waliullah Sir Syed 

Religion Revival and Shariah Quran/Hadith revival Modernist 

interpretation 

Education Religious scholarship Madrasa and scholarly 

tradition 

Modern schools, 

science and college 

Society Moral/spiritual reform Social justice and unity Social modernization 

Politics Islamic principles Political stability Representation and 

safeguards 

Identity Religious 

distinctiveness 

Collective Muslim 

consciousness 

Modern community 

consciousness 
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42. CUMULATIVE HISTORICAL CHAIN 

Religious identity → religious revival → intellectual reconstruction → social reform → modern 

education → Muslim organization → political consciousness → Muslim nationalism → Pakistan 

Movement. 

This is a historical chain, not evidence that the three reformers consciously planned Pakistan. The 

later Pakistan Movement emerged through changing colonial institutions, Muslim organizations, 

constitutional politics and the leadership of many figures. 

43. WHO CONTRIBUTED MOST DIRECTLY TO PAKISTAN? 

Among these three, Sir Syed has the strongest direct historical connection to modern Muslim 

political consciousness because his educational movement created institutions and an educated 

Muslim leadership. Shah Waliullah contributed an earlier revivalist and intellectual tradition, while 

Mujaddid Alf Thani contributed an even earlier emphasis on Muslim religious distinctiveness. 

However, Pakistan cannot be attributed to any one reformer. The Pakistan Movement was a later 

political process involving the Muslim League, constitutional negotiations, elections, mass 

mobilization and Muhammad Ali Jinnah's leadership. 

44. CRITICAL EVALUATION 

Mujaddid Alf Thani 

Strength: defended Muslim religious identity and revived Islamic consciousness. Limitation: his 

programme was religious rather than modern nationalist or constitutional. 

Shah Waliullah 

Strength: treated Muslim decline as religious, intellectual, social, economic and political. Limitation: 

his political intervention belonged to eighteenth-century power politics and should not be projected 

backward as modern nationalism. 

Sir Syed Ahmad Khan 

Strength: built institutions and a modern educated Muslim class. Limitation: his political approach 

remained cautious, loyalist and educational rather than a demand for a separate Muslim state. 
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45. IMPORTANT DATES 

Date Event Importance 

1564 Birth of Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi Later Mujaddid Alf Thani 

1624 Death of Mujaddid Religious revivalist legacy 

continued 

1703 Birth of Shah Waliullah Major eighteenth-century 

reformer 

1731 Shah Waliullah's Hijaz study 

period 

Advanced Hadith and scholarly 

learning 

1738 Persian Quran translation 

completed 

Greater access to Quranic 

meaning 

1761 Third Battle of Panipat Major political event of his era 

1762 Death of Shah Waliullah Legacy continued through 

students/family 

1817 Birth of Sir Syed Later leader of Aligarh 

Movement 

1860s Scientific Society and 

educational work 

Modern scientific learning 

1866 Aligarh Institute Gazette Public forum for reform 

1875 MAO educational institution at 

Aligarh 

Institutional foundation of 

Aligarh Movement 

1898 Death of Sir Syed Aligarh legacy continued 

46. CSS EXAM QUESTIONS 

9. Discuss the role of Mujaddid Alf Thani in the revival of Muslim society. 

10. Evaluate Shah Waliullah as a religious, intellectual and social reformer. 

11. Discuss Sir Syed Ahmad Khan's educational and social services. 

12. How did the Aligarh Movement contribute to Muslim political consciousness? 

13. Compare Mujaddid Alf Thani, Shah Waliullah and Sir Syed Ahmad Khan as Muslim reformers. 

14. The Pakistan Movement was preceded by a long process of Muslim religious, social and 

intellectual awakening. Discuss. 

15. How far was Sir Syed Ahmad Khan a precursor of Muslim nationalism? 

16. Distinguish between religious revival and modern Muslim nationalism in South Asia. 

47. 20-MARK CSS ANSWER PLAN 



 

THE COMMONS INSTITUTE , LAHORE 0325 017 9777 

 

 Introduction: Muslim reform as a response to changing historical crises. 

 Historical context of each reformer. 

 Objectives and philosophy. 

 Religious services. 

 Educational and intellectual services. 

 Social reforms. 

 Political ideas. 

 Institutional contributions. 

 Impact on Muslim identity. 

 Connection with later Muslim nationalism. 

 Critical comparison and limitations. 

 Conclusion: cumulative rather than direct contribution to Pakistan. 

48. ONE-PAGE REVISION FORMULA 

MUJADDID ALF THANI = IDENTITY 

Islamic revival → Shariah → Sunnah → religious distinctiveness → moral reform 

SHAH WALIULLAH = RECONSTRUCTION 

Quran + Hadith → intellectual reform → unity → social justice → political stability 

SIR SYED = MODERNIZATION 

1857 → education → science + English → Aligarh → educated Muslim leadership → political 

awareness 

COMBINED LEGACY 

Identity → Revival → Reconstruction → Education → Organization → Political consciousness → 

Muslim nationalism 

49. FINAL CSS CONCLUSION 

The reformist history of Muslims in the subcontinent demonstrates that Muslim political 

consciousness developed through a long process rather than appearing suddenly in the twentieth 

century. Mujaddid Alf Thani defended Muslim religious identity during Mughal religious 

experimentation; Shah Waliullah responded to Muslim decline through religious scholarship, Quranic 
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accessibility, intellectual reconstruction, social reform and concern for political stability; and Sir 

Syed Ahmad Khan confronted colonial transformation through modern education, scientific learning, 

social reform and political awareness. None directly demanded Pakistan, and their programmes 

should not be artificially merged. Their cumulative significance lies in preserving Muslim identity, 

strengthening intellectual confidence, improving educational and social organization and preparing 

successive generations to articulate Muslim interests. The Pakistan Movement emerged later from 

this broad historical background and was shaped decisively by modern political organizations and the 

leadership of Muhammad Ali Jinnah. 

50. GOLDEN CSS THESIS 

“Mujaddid Alf Thani preserved the religious distinctiveness of Indian Muslims; Shah Waliullah 

reconstructed their intellectual and social foundations; and Sir Syed Ahmad Khan modernized their 

educational and political outlook. Though none demanded Pakistan, their cumulative reformist legacy 

formed an important part of the historical foundations upon which modern Muslim nationalism in 

the subcontinent developed.” 


