GENERAL

an islamic response to imperialism political and religious
writings of sayyid jamal ad din al afghani near eastern
center ucla

Published: September 19, 2026 | Index ID: #-

Introduction

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the geopolitical landscape of the Near East was reshaped by
the competing interests of European imperial powers. Amid this turbulence emerged a cadre of intellectuals who
sought to articulate a coherent Islamic response to imperialism. Central to this movement was Sayyid Jamal ad Din
al Afghani, whose political and religious writings forged a bridge between traditional Islamic thought and modern
anti colonial activism. Today, the Near Eastern Center at UCLA continues to nurture scholarship on al Afghani’'s
legacy, offering a vibrant platform for interdisciplinary research that examines the intersection of faith, politics, and
resistance. This article explores the multifaceted nature of an Islamic response to imperialism, delving into
al Afghani’'s seminal works, the intellectual milieu that shaped them, and the ongoing influence of Near Eastern
Center’s initiatives.

Historical Context of Imperialism in the Near East

The Colonial Ambitions of European Powers

The nineteenth century witnessed the aggressive expansion of Britain, France, Russia, and later the Ottoman
Empire’s attempts to consolidate control. The strategic importance of the Suez Canal, the allure of resource-rich
territories, and the scramble for influence over trade routes fueled a relentless push into the heart of the Islamic
world. These imperial ambitions were not merely territorial; they were also ideological, as Western powers sought
to impose legal, educational, and religious frameworks that aligned with their own cultural paradigms.

Socio Political Consequences for Muslim Communities

Imperialism disrupted traditional governance structures, undermined local economies, and introduced new legal
systems that conflicted with Sharia. The resulting socio political fragmentation spurred a wave of nationalist
movements that sought to reclaim sovereignty and preserve Islamic identity. Within this context, intellectuals like
al Afghani emerged, calling for a revival of Islamic principles as a unifying force against colonial domination.

Sayyid Jamal ad Din al Afghani: A Brief Biography

Early Life and Education

Born in 1848 in the city of Kandahar, Afghanistan, Jamal ad Din al Afghani was raised in a family steeped in
religious scholarship. He studied at traditional madrasas, absorbing the teachings of Sufism, figh, and Qur’anic
exegesis. His early exposure to diverse theological currents laid the groundwork for his later synthesis of political
activism and spiritual renewal.

Cross Cultural Travels and Intellectual Formation

Al Afghani’s travels across the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and India exposed him to a mosaic of cultures and political
realities. His interactions with reformists such as Muhammad Abduh and the Mahdist movement in Sudan



broadened his perspective on the role of Islam in modern governance. These experiences crystallized his
conviction that the Islamic world required a unified, modernist approach to counter the encroachment of Western
powers.

Political Writings and Anti Imperialist Thought

“Al Mugaddama” — A Call for Pan Islamic Unity

In his seminal work, Al Mugaddamaal Afghani articulated a vision of a united Muslim front that transcended tribal
and national boundaries. He argued that imperialism threatened not only political sovereignty but also the spiritual
fabric of Muslim societies. By invoking the concept of the Ummah, he sought to galvanize a collective resistance
grounded in shared faith.

Critique of Western Legal and Educational Systems

Al Afghani's essays frequently critiqued the imposition of Western legal codes and educational curricula, which he
believed eroded indigenous knowledge systems. He championed the establishment of modern institutions that
integrated Islamic jurisprudence with contemporary scientific knowledge, thereby fostering intellectual resilience
against colonial narratives.

Advocacy for Reform within Islamic Governance

He posited that reform could be achieved through a re interpretation of Sharia that accommodated modern
governance principles. This approach underscored his belief that Islam was inherently adaptable, capable of
addressing the challenges posed by imperialism without compromising core religious values.

Religious Writings and Spiritual Resistance

The Role of Sufism in Anti Colonial Discourse

Al Afghani’s engagement with Sufi traditions provided a spiritual dimension to his political activism. He emphasized
the importance of inner purification and moral rectitude as prerequisites for societal transformation. His writings
encouraged Muslims to cultivate a sense of spiritual solidarity that could counter the alienation wrought by imperial
domination.

Re interpreting Islamic Texts for Contemporary Contexts

Through his commentaries on Qur'anic verses and Hadith, al Afghani demonstrated how Islamic texts could be
re interpreted to address modern socio political dilemmas. He argued that the Qur'an’s emphasis on justice, equity,
and collective responsibility offered a moral framework for resisting imperial exploitation.

Interfaith Dialogue as aTool for Resistance

Although primarily focused on intra Islamic solidarity, al Afghani also engaged in dialogues with Christian and Jewish
scholars. He believed that shared ethical principles could foster alliances against imperialist policies that threatened
religious minorities across the region.

The Near Eastern Center at UCLA: A Hub for Islamic Scholarship

Founding Vision and Mission

Established in the early 1990s, the Near Eastern Center at UCLA was conceived as a multidisciplinary research
institute dedicated to the study of Near Eastern cultures, languages, and histories. Its mission encompasses
fostering cross cultural understanding, supporting graduate research, and promoting public engagement through



lectures and exhibitions.

Academic Programs and Research Focus

The Center offers fellowships, doctoral seminars, and collaborative projects that examine topics ranging from
medieval Islamic philosophy to contemporary Middle Eastern politics. Its archives house rare manuscripts, including
early editions of al Afghani's works, providing scholars with unparalleled access to primary sources.

Community Outreach and Public Engagement

Through public lectures, film screenings, and cultural festivals, the Center brings academic insights to a broader
audience. These initiatives aim to demystify complex scholarly debates and highlight the relevance of Islamic
intellectual traditions in addressing modern global challenges.

Collaborative Projects and Academic Contributions

Digital Humanities Initiative on Al Afghani's Corpus

One of the Center’s flagship projects is the digitization of al Afghani’s writings, enabling researchers worldwide to
analyze textual patterns, thematic developments, and intertextual references. This initiative not only preserves
fragile manuscripts but also facilitates comparative studies with other anti colonial thinkers.

Interdisciplinary Symposiums on Imperialism and Islam

Annual symposiums convene historians, political scientists, theologians, and literary scholars to discuss the
multifaceted impact of imperialism on Islamic societies. These gatherings have produced influential publications
that contextualize al Afghani’s thought within broader global movements.

Student Led Research Grants

The Center's grant program supports graduate students investigating topics such as the role of Islamic law in
post colonial governance, the influence of Sufi networks on resistance movements, and the intersection of gender
and anti imperialist activism.

Impact on Contemporary Islamic Thought

Revival of Pan Islamic Ideals in the 21st Century

Modern Islamic movements, ranging from political parties to grassroots NGOs, draw inspiration from al Afghani's
advocacy for a unified Muslim identity. His emphasis on collective responsibility resonates with contemporary
efforts to address transnational challenges like terrorism, economic inequality, and climate change.

Reforming Islamic Education in Post Colonial States

Educational reforms in countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and Egypt incorporate al Afghani’s vision of
integrating religious studies with secular curricula. This hybrid model seeks to produce graduates capable of
navigating both traditional and modern spheres.

Interfaith Cooperation and Peacebuilding

Al Afghani’s call for interfaith dialogue has influenced modern peacebuilding initiatives that emphasize shared moral
foundations. Organizations working in conflict zones often reference his writings to underscore the role of faith-
based collaboration in fostering reconciliation.

Challenges and Critiques



Interpretive Divergences within Islamic Scholarship

While al Afghani’'s works are widely respected, some scholars critique his tendency to prioritize political objectives
over theological rigor. Debates persist over whether his reinterpretations of Sharia align with traditional
jurisprudential methodologies.

Political Instrumentalization of Al Afghani’s Legacy

In some contexts, political actors have co-opted al Afghani’'s writings to legitimize agendas that diverge from his
original intent. This politicization raises concerns about the distortion of intellectual heritage for contemporary
power struggles.

Accessibility of Primary Sources

Despite digitization efforts, many of al Afghani’'s manuscripts remain inaccessible due to linguistic barriers or limited
distribution. Scholars advocating for open access call for broader dissemination of translated texts to foster
inclusive academic dialogue.

Future Directions

Expanding Multilingual Translations
Future initiatives should prioritize translating al Afghani’'s works into multiple languages, ensuring that non Arabic
speaking scholars can engage with his ideas directly.

Integrating Technology in Pedagogy
Virtual reality simulations and Al driven analysis can help students experience historical contexts, deepening their
understanding of how imperialism shaped Islamic societies.

Strengthening Global Networks
Building partnerships with institutions in the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa will facilitate cross cultural research
projects that contextualize al Afghani’s thought within diverse socio political landscapes.

Conclusion

The Islamic response to imperialism, epitomized by Sayyid Jamal ad Din al Afghani’s political and religious writings,
offers a profound blueprint for resistance that intertwines faith, unity, and modernity. The Near Eastern Center at
UCLA stands as a testament to the enduring relevance of these ideas, providing scholars, students, and the public
with resources to explore and apply al Afghani’'s legacy in contemporary settings. By bridging historical insight with
innovative scholarship, we can continue to honor this intellectual tradition while forging new pathways toward
justice, solidarity, and collective empowerment in an ever changing world.
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