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Abstract 

This study aims to analyze the relevance of Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s rationalist and Pan-
Islamist thought in addressing the challenges of Islamic reform in the modern Muslim world. 
The background of the research is rooted in the need for Muslims to overcome intellectual 
stagnation, colonial subjugation, and geopolitical fragmentation through a rational and 
inclusive paradigm. This research employs a qualitative approach using library research 
methods, with descriptive-interpretative analysis of al-Afghani’s works and related secondary 
literature. The findings reveal that al-Afghani placed rationality at the core of theological and 
socio-political reform, rejecting blind imitation (taqlid) and fatalism, while emphasizing ijtihad 
and education. His Pan-Islamist ideas served as a strategic foundation for the global revival of 
the Muslim ummah, transcending ethnic and national boundaries. His thought inspired later 
reformers such as Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida in shaping a modern, critical, and 
progressive Islam. Al-Afghani’s intellectual legacy remains highly relevant in confronting 
contemporary issues such as extremism, authoritarianism, and identity crises within the 
Muslim world. 
Keywords: Jamaluddin al-Afghani, Islamic rationalism, Pan-Islamism, Islamic reform, modern 
Muslim world. 
 
Introduction 

The relevance of Jamaluddin al-Afghani's thought in the context of Islamic reform in 

the modern Muslim world is a highly significant topic for scholarly discussion. Islamic reform 

requires a strong, inclusive, and contextual intellectual foundation in the era of globalization. 

Al-Afghani’s ideas not only inspired the intellectual awakening of Muslims but also challenged 

stagnation and offered political, social, and religious reform concepts. Moreover, his thought 
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serves as a bridge between classical Islamic traditions and contemporary realities, thereby 

enriching modern Islamic discourse and fostering a critical response to the challenges of 

colonialism, modernization, and secularization.(Ulya, 2019) 

Ibrahim Nasbi’s research explores the concept of Pan-Islamism in al-Afghani’s thought 

and his role in resisting colonialism. Nasbi also highlights the rational theological dimension of 

al-Afghani’s ideas in responding to challenges to Islamic creed in the modern age.(Nasbi, 2019) 

In 2020, a study by Arbi explored al-Afghani’s efforts to build Muslim solidarity and strengthen 

the political identity of modern Islam.(Arbi Mulya Sirait, 2020) Meanwhile, Dimas’s research 

examines the influence of al-Afghani’s thought on the Islamic modernist movement in 

Indonesia, particularly in the aspects of revitalizing solidarity and communal 

identity.(Mahardika, 2023) 

Furthermore, Melani’s research delves into the relationship between theological 

reform and the Pan-Islamism promoted by al-Afghani, highlighting his resistance to fatalism 

and his efforts to modernize religious thought.(Sari & Khairanisa, 2024) Khairiyanto examines 

the concept of Islamic modernization through al-Afghani’s initiatives for the revival of the 

Muslim ummah.(Khairiyanto, 2020) Finally, Taufik emphasizes the contribution of al-Afghani’s 

thought on Islamic education and its relevance in addressing the challenges of sustainable 

development and social justice.(Taufik Marwina Hakim, 2024) 

Although many studies have examined al-Afghani’s political and educational thought, 

there remain several aspects that have not been explored comprehensively: 

a) The lack of studies highlighting the relevance of al-Afghani’s theological 

thought as a solution to contemporary issues such as sustainable development. 

The scarcity of research on the concrete application of Pan-Islamic values within 

the context of the modern nation-state. 

b) There has been no in-depth discussion on the relationship between al-Afghani’s 

theological reform and the strengthening of millennial Muslim identity. 

c) The role of al-Afghani in the transition of Muslim societies from fatalism to 

rationality has not been sufficiently explored. 

d) The integration of al-Afghani’s thought into the development of a knowledge-

based society remains a rarely discussed topic. 

e) Critical studies on the influence of al-Afghani’s ideas on the formulation of 

modern Islamic policy strategies are still very limited.(Kemper, 2024) 

As a response to the aforementioned research gaps, this study aims to conduct an in-

depth analysis of the relevance of Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s rational theology in addressing the 

challenges of sustainable development and the transformation of contemporary Muslim 

identity. The research seeks to identify, reflect upon, and evaluate al-Afghani’s intellectual 

contributions by employing Bloom’s taxonomy through activities of analyzing, critiquing, and 
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formulating a new operational synthesis for the context of contemporary Muslim 

societies.(Sari & Khairanisa, 2024) 

This study is grounded in the argument that al-Afghani’s rational theology and Pan-

Islamism hold significant potential as paradigms for solving ummatic problems, going beyond 

classical narratives of politics and education. It aims to qualitatively demonstrate how al-

Afghani’s intellectual legacy can contribute meaningfully to the strengthening of identity, 

revitalization of solidarity, and construction of a progressive Islamic scientific framework in 

the global era. Accordingly, the study’s primary contribution is expected to be the 

development of Islamic knowledge grounded in rationality and responsiveness to the 

challenges of modern society.(Chandra, 2017) 

 
Method 

1. Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative research design, as it aims to gain an in-depth 

understanding of Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s thought and its relevance in the context of 

modern Islamic reform. This approach is chosen to comprehensively and reflectively 

interpret the narratives, historical context, and intellectual meaning embedded in al-

Afghani’s works. 

2. Type of Research 

This research is a library study (library research). This method is selected due to the need 

to explore both primary and secondary literature related to al-Afghani’s thought, including 

books, journal articles, biographical writings, and historical documents. The operational 

steps involve identifying, collecting, and organizing literature sources from physical 

libraries and online databases. 

3. Sources and Data Collection Process 

The primary data sources consist of al-Afghani’s original writings and analytical works by 

contemporary scholars and researchers. Data collection is carried out through desk 

review, involving the critical examination of relevant digital literature, academic journals, 

books, and online archives. This process ensures the validity and comprehensiveness of 

the references used. 

4. Data Analysis Technique 

Data is analyzed using a descriptive-interpretative qualitative approach. The process 

includes identifying key themes, categorizing ideas, interpreting texts, and synthesizing 

findings to gain a deep understanding of al-Afghani’s intellectual legacy. All data is critically 

examined to generate logical and contextual arguments aligned with the research 

objectives. 
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Findings and Discussion 

A. Characteristics of Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s Thought 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s thought prominently emphasizes rationalism as the key to 

Islamic reform in confronting decline and Western domination. He insisted that Muslims 

must purify their intellect from superstitions, myths, and innovations (bid‘ah) that hinder 

intellectual and social progress. Al-Afghani argued that Islam, in its essence, is not in 

conflict with reason and science; rather, religion should be understood rationally and 

scientifically in order to remain relevant in the context of modern developments.(Thariq 

Azhar, 2022) 

Al-Afghani also rejected blind imitation (taqlid) and advocated for the reopening of the 

gates of ijtihad. In his view, Muslims must be capable of using critical reasoning to interpret 

religious teachings in accordance with contemporary contexts, without losing the core 

values of Islam. This rational approach is essential for Islam to serve as both a spiritual and 

intellectual force in the struggle against colonialism and Western dominance.(Arbi Mulya 

Sirait, 2020) 

In addition, al-Afghani’s thought integrates modernity and tradition, wherein the 

theological aspects of Islam must be purified from irrational dogmas. He observed that 

the progress of Western civilization was rooted in the development of science and 

technology; thus, Muslims must also advance in science and technology, grounded in 

Islamic ethical and moral principles guided by rationality. Through this approach, al-

Afghani established himself as both a moderate reformer and a fundamentalist, striving 

to revive Islamic intellectual and political spirit in a revolutionary manner yet based on 

critical and scientific reasoning.(Putra et al., 2022) 

In short, rationalism in Islam, according to al-Afghani, is the foundation for the revival 

of the ummah through a reform of thought that prioritizes logic, scientific knowledge, and 

theological renewal. This enables Islam to become a resilient internal force in confronting 

the challenges of modernity and Western colonialism.(Nasbi, 2019) 

Al-Afghani’s thought also strongly emphasized anti-colonialism as the foundation of 

his political and intellectual struggle. He regarded Western colonialism as a continuation 

of the Crusades that must be opposed by all Muslims, regardless of time or place. For al-

Afghani, colonization was a form of foreign enslavement that oppressed and degraded 

the dignity of the Muslim ummah, making resistance to it both a moral obligation and a 

strategic necessity.(Sukmanila, 2019) 

Furthermore, al-Afghani promoted the concept of Pan-Islamism as a strategic 

response to unite Muslims ideologically and spiritually, though not necessarily through 

formal political unification. For him, Pan-Islamism meant a global solidarity of Muslims who 

share a common worldview and a unified goal to liberate themselves from colonial 

domination and to revive the glory of Islam. This concept asserts that the unity of the 
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Muslim ummah can be achieved by returning to the pure teachings of the Qur’an and 

Hadith, and by strengthening ukhuwah Islamiyah (Islamic brotherhood) as the foundation 

for revival.(Zahra & Fatimah, 2023) 

Al-Afghani also emphasized that the struggle for liberation was not solely about 

resisting foreign powers, but also involved internal reform within the Muslim community. 

He criticized the misuse of religion, authoritarianism among rulers, and intellectual decline 

as major factors contributing to the backwardness of the ummah. Therefore, he 

encouraged Muslims to undergo a revolution of thought through ijtihad, rationality, and 

the renewal of knowledge in order to compete with Western powers.(Amiruddin et al., 

2024) 

His concept of Pan-Islamism served as a foundation for mobilizing solidarity among 

Muslims across the world, rejecting divisions that weakened the strength of the ummah. 

Thus, this movement was not only political in resisting colonialism, but also functioned as 

a comprehensive effort toward social and religious reform. Al-Afghani’s thought went on 

to inspire anti-colonial and independence movements in various Muslim countries during 

the 19th and early 20th centuries.(Pramono & Fuad, 2024) 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani firmly criticized taqlid, or the blind adherence to scholars’ 

opinions and traditions, which he saw as one of the primary causes of Islamic decline. He 

believed that intellectual stagnation and sectarian fanaticism had shackled the ummah, 

halting the spirit of ijtihad and making it difficult for Muslims to adapt to the changing 

times and confront modern challenges. This attitude of taqlid resulted in intellectual 

stagnation and closed the door to rational and contextual renewal of Islamic 

thought.(Thariq Azhar, 2022)  

Al-Afghani rejected fatalism and the uncertain mindset that relies excessively on 

destiny or divine decree in an absolute sense (jabariyyah), which leads the ummah to 

passively surrender without effort. He emphasized that belief in fate must be 

accompanied by rational effort and action, as part of the law of cause and effect. This view 

reflects his attempt to reopen the gates of ijtihad to foster creativity and competitiveness 

among Muslims in the modern world.(Junaidin, 2020) 

In al-Afghani’s thought, the stagnation of religious scholars who relied solely on texts 

without considering context and scientific advancement became a major obstacle to 

progress. Therefore, he called for a return to the original sources of the Qur’an and Hadith 

with a rational and critical approach, making Islamic teachings a foundation for 

progressive social and political reform. His perspective also included a call to purify Islamic 

teachings from superstition, bid‘ah, and dogmas that constrain intellectual 

freedom.(Usman & Muhammad, 2023) 

In conclusion, al-Afghani’s critique of taqlid and the stagnation of the ulama represents 

an intellectual resistance to traditional conservatism that restricts reform. He believed 
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that the liberation of the Muslim ummah from backwardness could only be achieved 

through the revitalization of the spirit of ijtihad, free from fanaticism and grounded in 

rationality and scientific approaches. Therefore, al-Afghani’s contribution is of great 

significance in pioneering a modern Islamic reform movement that is both adaptive and 

progressive.(Khairiyanto, 2020) 

B. Al-Afghani’s Intellectual Legacy in Modern Islamic History 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s thought had a profound and foundational influence on 

subsequent generations, particularly reformist figures such as Muhammad Abduh and 

Rashid Rida. Al-Afghani was not only a teacher but also an intellectual companion to 

Muhammad Abduh, who later became a pioneer of modern Islamic thought reform in 

Egypt and across the broader Muslim world.(Septiana & Rofiah, 2024) 

Al-Afghani emphasized the importance of rationality, anti-colonial spirit, and Pan-

Islamism principles that were continued and developed by Abduh. For instance, 

Muhammad Abduh adopted his mentor’s critical and rational method of thinking, 

advocating for the purification of Islamic teachings and the integration of religion with 

modern science. Abduh also carried forward the reformist spirit through educational and 

da'wah activities that promoted social and theological renewal, rooting the ideas of 

rationality and modernity within the Islamic context.(Miswanto et al., 2023) 

Meanwhile, Rashid Rida, as Abduh’s student and successor in the reformist movement, 

expanded the ideas of al-Afghani and Abduh by focusing on the socio-political and 

educational aspects of the Muslim ummah. Rida actively strengthened the Islamic reform 

movement, utilizing mass media to disseminate ideas of Pan-Islamism and social reform 

grounded in the values taught by al-Afghani.(Moh Ngizudin et al., 2025) 

The central legacy of al-Afghani in the thought of Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida 

lies in the ability to synthesize authentic Islamic tradition with the rational and progressive 

demands of modernization. Al-Afghani inspired them to reject blind taqlid, promote 

ijtihad, and advocate for the independence of the Muslim ummah from colonialism and 

Western domination. This influence extended far beyond Egypt, reaching various parts of 

the Muslim world and ultimately forming the intellectual foundation for the modern 

Islamic reform movement across the Muslim world.(Putra et al., 2022) 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani played a pivotal role in formulating and spreading the spirit of 

Pan-Islamism and political activism among modern Muslims. His ideas sparked a collective 

consciousness among the ummah to unite in confronting colonialism and creating 

meaningful socio-political change. Below are some of the key roles al-Afghani 

played in this domain: 

a. Initiator and Promoter of Pan-Islamism 

Al-Afghani is recognized as a pioneering figure who revived the idea of Pan-Islamism a 

concept of solidarity and unity among Muslims across national, ethnic, and sectarian 
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lines. He emphasized that the strength of the Muslim ummah would be restored if they 

abandoned division and adhered to the principle of ukhuwah islamiyah (Islamic 

brotherhood) as the foundation for revival and resistance against foreign domination. 

Thus, for al-Afghani, Pan-Islamism was not merely a theoretical idea, but a concrete 

platform for socio-political movement.(Nasbi, 2019) 

b. Integrating Political Activism with Intellectual Reform 

Al-Afghani traveled extensively throughout the Muslim world from Persia, India, Egypt, 

and Turkey to Europe. He engaged in dialogue with leaders, scholars, and the general 

public to raise political awareness and spread the spirit of emancipation. In his efforts, he 

utilized mass media such as newspapers and journals to disseminate messages of unity 

and resistance against Western colonialism. He taught that intellectual reform (tajdid) 

must go hand in hand with political struggle to achieve comprehensive progress for the 

ummah.(Zahra & Fatimah, 2023) 

c. Inspiration for Resistance Movements and Organizations 

Al-Afghani played a significant role in inspiring the emergence of reformist and 

resistance organizations such as Al-Urwah al-Wuthqa in Egypt, as well as political 

awakenings across various parts of the Muslim world. His ideas and practices in political 

activism became a major reference for subsequent figures and were deeply embedded in 

the platforms of independence movements in Muslim countries throughout Asia and 

Africa. His intellectual legacy also contributed to shaping a modern Islamic political 

identity that was both anti-colonial and inclusive.(Amiruddin et al., 2024) 

d. Building a Pan-Islamic Network 

Through the global networks he established, al-Afghani succeeded in connecting 

thinkers and activists from different countries, bridging communication across the 

Muslim world to strengthen solidarity and coordinate political action. His diplomatic skill 

and ability to mobilize transnational networks laid an important foundation for the 

development of Pan-Islamism as an ideology of global Islamic revival.(Arbi Mulya Sirait, 

2020) 

Overall, al-Afghani’s intellectual legacy in fostering the spirit of Pan-Islamism and 

political activism laid the groundwork for a major transformation in the history of the 

modern Islamic movement. He not only revived the spirit of resistance against colonialism 

but also established the foundation for social, political, and intellectual reform among 

Muslims across the modern world. 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani holds a significant position as a pioneer of early modern Islamic 

thought, initiating a wave of intellectual and political renewal in the Muslim world. He is 

recognized as a figure who introduced revolutionary ideas such as Pan-Islamism, 

educational reform, and rationalism seeking to harmonize Islamic tradition with the 

demands of modernity.(Balkhi, 2022)  
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As a modernist, al-Afghani strongly criticized the decline of the Muslim ummah caused 

by intellectual stagnation, blind taqlid, and authoritarian leadership that stifled reform. 

He stressed the need to renew religious understanding through ijtihad and the use of 

reason as a tool for interpreting Islamic teachings in a contextual and scientific manner, 

enabling Muslims to compete with Western advancement without losing their Islamic 

identity.(Korneeva, 2022) 

Al-Afghani was not only a thinker but also an activist who tirelessly built networks of 

solidarity among Muslims to oppose colonialism. Through the idea of Pan-Islamism, he 

sought to unite the Islamic world as a single political and social force against Western 

domination a foundation that later fueled reform and resistance movements in various 

Muslim countries.(Hassani, 2021) 

His influence was profound on later Islamic reformers such as Muhammad Abduh and 

Rashid Rida, who developed the concept of Islamic modernism based on rationality and 

the freedom of ijtihad. Al-Afghani emerged as a central figure who paved the way for 

Islam's transition from traditionalism to a progressive modernism that could adapt to the 

dynamics of the contemporary world.(Azlan, 2022) 

His works and ideas remain relevant today as a vital link in the history of modern Islamic 

civilization, continuing to inspire various movements of reform, education, and 

contemporary Islamic political activism. Al-Afghani succeeded in positioning Islam as an 

intellectual and political force capable of responding to the challenges of the times while 

preserving its spiritual values and moral foundations. 

C. The Relevance of al-Afghani’s Ideas in the Contemporary Muslim World 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s thought on rationalism and modernity remains highly relevant 

in the context of the contemporary Muslim world, particularly as an approach to 

confronting the challenges of extremism. Al-Afghani placed rationality at the core of 

Islamic reform, integrating religious teachings with scientific knowledge in a harmonious 

way to overcome the decline of the Muslim ummah caused by intellectual stagnation and 

rigid thinking. 

In the modern context, Muslims face various forms of extremism rooted in rigid, 

textualist, and dogmatic interpretations, as well as a lack of intellectual flexibility to 

respond to social dynamics. Al-Afghani’s emphasis on ijtihad (the reinterpretation of 

Islamic teachings through reason) and liberation from blind taqlid offers a foundation for 

Muslims to develop a more open, critical, and contextual understanding of their 

religion.(Uddin et al., 2022) 

This approach enables modern Muslims to push back against fundamentalism by 

strengthening the dialogue between Islamic values and modern principles such as science, 

democracy, and human rights. Al-Afghani also urged Muslims not to reject Western 
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progress outright, but rather to discern and adopt those aspects compatible with Islamic 

values in order to build a progressive and civilized society.(Makniyah, 2019) 

Thus, al-Afghani’s rationalist thought plays a strategic role in fostering a critical and 

inclusive mindset one that is effective in countering extremist narratives, promoting 

peace, and nurturing a balanced integration of spirituality and rationality in the modern 

Muslim world. At the same time, this approach provides a path for building a resilient 

Muslim community capable of facing global challenges without losing its Islamic identity. 

The Pan-Islamist vision introduced by Jamaluddin al-Afghani continues to hold 

profound significance in the geopolitical context of the contemporary Muslim world. Amid 

the shifting tides of global power and the rise of multipolarity as reflected in the 

emergence of alliances like BRICS and the increasing involvement of Muslim-majority 

countries on the global stage the pursuit of unity and solidarity among Muslims remains 

both a formidable challenge and a strategic opportunity of immense 

importance.(Khiyaroh et al., 2023) 

For the Muslim ummah, al-Afghani’s Pan-Islamism underscores the necessity of 

cultivating ukhuwah islamiyah (Islamic brotherhood) as a fundamental asset to enhance 

political and economic strength amid global competition. Despite the diverse interests and 

internal political conditions of Muslim nations scattered across different regions, the core 

of Pan-Islamism calls them to return to Islamic values of solidarity, consultation (shura), 

and justice. These values are essential in overcoming fragmentation and internal disunity 

divisions that are often exploited by foreign powers to intervene in and destabilize the 

Muslim world.(Yusupova, 2022) 

In today’s geopolitical climate, many Muslim-majority countries find themselves as 

battlegrounds of conflict, foreign intervention, and global economic-political rivalries. Al-

Afghani’s teachings remain relevant in this context, warning that without unity and 

collective strength, Muslims will remain vulnerable to geopolitical marginalization. This 

rings especially true for Muslim countries involved in BRICS, many of which still face 

dependency on foreign powers for technology, economics, and education limiting their 

leverage within the global order.(Nazari & Noori, 2022) 

Furthermore, Pan-Islamism serves as a strategic ideology to revive the political spirit 

of the Muslim ummah enabling the development of independence and coherence among 

Islamic nations in the face of global political pressure. This idea calls for the revitalization 

of real, tangible solidarity not merely symbolic gestures so that Muslims may emerge as a 

globally recognized force. Pan-Islamism, therefore, is not only about spiritual unity, but 

also a strategic foundation for advancing the political, economic, and cultural 

development of the Muslim world in the modern era.(Hafez, 2023)  

In short, the relevance of al-Afghani’s Pan-Islamism in the contemporary Muslim world 

lies in its potential to inspire meaningful responses to geopolitical complexity—through 
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the strengthening of solidarity, self-reliance, and active Muslim participation in shaping a 

new global order. This becomes a crucial prerequisite for ensuring that the Muslim ummah 

is no longer a passive object of global domination, but an active subject shaping the future 

direction of Islamic politics and civilization. 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani delivered sharp criticism against authoritarianism and the 

stagnation of religious thought, both of which he identified as major causes of the decline 

of the Muslim ummah in the modern era. The authoritarianism he referred to involved the 

dominance of religious or political power that suppresses open dialogue, freedom of 

thought, and the initiative of ijtihad among Muslims. According to al-Afghani, such 

leadership breeds a culture of taqlid (blind imitation), dulls critical thinking, and reinforces 

the status quo thereby stalling, or even rejecting, all efforts at reform.(Helmy, 2022) 

Al-Afghani identified the stagnation of religious thought as a condition in which 

religious scholars and authorities prioritized conservatism and the preservation of 

doctrinal orthodoxy over the search for fresh and relevant interpretations aligned with 

the progress of the times. As a result, Islamic teachings became rigid, exclusionary, and 

poorly suited to respond to social demands and advances in scientific knowledge. This 

stagnation was further exacerbated by the monopolization of interpretive authority, 

which prevented the emergence of new and creative ideas from young intellectuals and 

broader Muslim communities.(Amiruddin et al., 2024) 

As a solution, Jamaluddin al-Afghani proposed several key initiatives: 

a. Reopening the gates of ijtihad as a form of resistance against dogmatism and 

authoritarianism. This process would allow the emergence of dynamic thought capable 

of addressing contemporary challenges without abandoning the core values of Islam. 

b. Democratizing religious interpretation, where the hermeneutical right is not confined to 

religious elites alone, but is also shared by intellectual communities and the broader 

Muslim public. This would help prevent the centralization of interpretive authority and 

promote a more participatory model of religious understanding. 

c. Promoting a culture of dialogue and critical thinking as essential to rebuilding an Islamic 

intellectual tradition that is open, progressive, and adaptable to global social, economic, 

and political changes. 

d. Rejecting absolute authority, whether by the state or religious institutions, that 

suppresses freedom of thought and hinders the revival of rationalism within the Muslim 

world. 

The relevance of al-Afghani’s critique of authoritarianism and the stagnation of 

religious thought is evident in many contemporary challenges facing the Muslim world 

today, such as religious polarization, extreme conservatism, and resistance to innovation 

and social transformation. His ideas offer vital inspiration for constructing a pluralistic, 

inclusive, and evolving intellectual and religious ecosystem one that aligns with the times 
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while remaining anchored in the moral and just spirit of Islamic teachings.(Sukmanila, 

2019) 

D. Criticism and Limitations of Al-Afghani’s Thought 

Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s ideas have often been subject to criticism, particularly 

regarding the ambiguity between the spheres of politics and religion within his reformist 

vision. Al-Afghani strongly emphasized the importance of political struggle as an integral 

part of Islamic revival especially in the context of resisting colonialism and the despotism 

of Muslim rulers. However, this has led to confusion between the role of religion as a 

source of spiritual and ethical guidance and its use in practical political activism, which is 

often controversial and pragmatic.(Fauzi, 2022) 

According to several studies, al-Afghani intensely fused religious and political 

dimensions to the point where the boundaries between the two became blurred. He used 

religion to mobilize the masses in political struggles, while also employing political visions 

to reinterpret and reform Islamic teachings. This approach has opened the door to 

criticism that religion may have been instrumentalized to legitimize political power, thus 

creating potential for the misuse of religious authority for specific political 

agendas.(Krasheninnikova, 2019) 

However, within the context of his time, the separation between religious and political 

activities was nearly impossible, as colonialism and authoritarian Muslim rule were deeply 

intertwined with religious and societal structures. Al-Afghani himself recognized this 

paradox and fought for Islam to be more than a formal ritual aspiring instead for it to be a 

source of political and social empowerment, capable of liberating the Muslim ummah from 

oppression and decline (Arbi Mulya Sirait, 2020) 

However, criticism arises from the ambivalent nature of al-Afghani’s approach, which 

can generate internal tensions within the Muslim community regarding religious authority 

and political legitimacy. In practice, this ambiguity may hinder a clear and pure 

interpretation of Islamic teachings, as political agendas and religious imperatives often 

become intertwined. Consequently, the boundary between religious rationality and 

political strategy in al-Afghani’s thought remains a subject of ongoing debate and further 

study within the field of modern Islamic thought.(Septiana & Rofiah, 2024)  

In summary, the ambiguity between politics and religion in al-Afghani’s thinking 

represents a significant critique that underscores the complexity of Islamic reform 

traditions shaped by the political struggles of the colonial era. Nonetheless, this 

integration also reflects both the strength and the challenge of his intellectual legacy, as 

it sought to awaken the political consciousness of Muslims through a religious foundation. 

One of the central critiques of Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s thought lies in the tension 

between Western modernity and Islamic authenticity in his ideas. Al-Afghani explicitly 

recognized the importance of modernity and the advancement of Western science and 
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knowledge as tools to restore the dignity and power of the Muslim world. However, he 

firmly rejected the uncritical adoption of Western values, warning that it could erode the 

cultural and spiritual identity of Islam.(Hasan & Fauzi, 2023) 

Al-Afghani emphasized that modernity is not an exclusive possession of the West, but 

rather a concept that can be critically adapted by the Islamic world without sacrificing its 

traditional roots and religious values. He proposed the idea of "multiple modernities" a 

recognition that modernity can take diverse forms tailored to the unique cultural and 

social contexts of different societies, including a distinctive and authentic Islamic 

modernity. In this framework, modernity should be selective and dialogical, not merely an 

importation of Western systems, technologies, or institutions, which are often 

accompanied by imperialist and exploitative tendencies.(Khaldun, 2021) 

Criticism arises from the tension this approach creates between the urgent need to 

pursue material progress and scientific development, and the desire to preserve religious 

and traditional values. Some scholars regard al-Afghani’s position as overly ambivalent on 

one hand encouraging Muslims to embrace modernity, while on the other hand being 

deeply skeptical of Western modalities that carry imperialistic undercurrents and threaten 

social and cultural integrity.(Rosyadi, 2021) 

Practically, this tension highlights the ongoing challenge for the Muslim world to strike 

a balance between embracing modern technological and rational advancements, and 

maintaining the moral and spiritual authenticity of Islam in the face of colonialism and 

Western domination. Al-Afghani attempted to formulate a model of Islamic modernity 

that diverged from Western paradigms a form of modernization grounded in fitrah 

(human nature) and Islamic values, rather than a mechanical imitation of Western 

culture.(Moh Ngizudin et al., 2025) 

Thus, the tension between Western modernity and Islamic authenticity in al-Afghani’s 

thought reflects the complex challenges of Islamic reform in both colonial and post-

colonial eras. His ideas remain a critical point of reflection for the contemporary Muslim 

world, which continues to pursue modernization grounded in identity and authentic 

religious values. 

 

Conclusion 

This study concludes that its primary objective to analyze the relevance of Jamaluddin 

al-Afghani’s rationalism and pan-Islamism within the context of the modern Muslim world has 

been successfully achieved. The main findings reveal that al-Afghani placed rationality as the 

foundation of Islamic intellectual reform, while also inspiring anti-colonial movements and 

theological renewal that significantly contributed to shaping the trajectory of modern Islamic 

reform. His intellectual legacy greatly influenced reformist figures such as Muhammad Abduh 
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and Rasyid Ridha, who continued to develop his ideas in addressing the challenges of their 

respective eras. 

Theoretically, this research reinforces the paradigm of Islamic reform centered on 

rationalism and the dialogue between Islamic values and modernity as core instruments of 

renewal. Al-Afghani’s ideas challenged intellectual stagnation and authoritarianism, while also 

broadening the concept of pan-Islamism as a strategic political framework for the Muslim 

world. The practical implications of this study are evident in the development of dynamic and 

applicable Islamic thought capable of addressing contemporary socio-political issues such as 

extremism and the geopolitical fragmentation of the Muslim ummah. 

Future research is recommended to explore the concrete implementation of al-

Afghani’s ideas in present-day Muslim-majority contexts, especially how his visions of pan-

Islamism and rationalism can be updated and integrated into social policies, educational 

reform, and international diplomacy. Further inquiry into al-Afghani’s role in shaping the 

character of a critical and progressive Muslim youth is also suggested, in order to sustain and 

expand the legacy of Islamic reform movements in the contemporary era. 
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