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Ramadan Webinar Series 

Lecture # 29 Summary 

May 22, 2020 - Ramadan 29, 1441 
 

Speaker: Dr. Mazin Al-Najjar, Professional Engineer, Intellectual, & Author, Palestine 

Moderator: Obeid Ruff, CIGA Editor 

Session Title: The Role of Social Formation and Organization in Resisting Colonization 

Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3MLycXYJoh8&feature=youtu.be 

Dr. Mazin Al-Najjar enlightened the audience with a brief history of social organizations in the Islamic 
world in order to make people aware of the late social history of the latest classic Islamic era, i.e. the 
pre-modernization era of the early 19th century. The speaker was of the view that the organization as an 
institution declined when based on the idea of modernization inside Ottoman rule, both at the 
governmental and societal level, and that this change was a devastation in the late 18th Century.  He 
referred to the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca (between the Ottoman Empire and Russia), as a catastrophe. 

The modernization of military engineering and bureaucracy started under the reign of Sultan Selim the 
3rd.  Sultan Mahmud the 2nd carried out the same project. However, he faced a huge resistance against 
his modernization project. The project initiated by him in 1805, which in 1826 demolished the entire 
Janissary section of the Ottoman army, restarted the modernization project. Sultan Mahmud stayed 
inside the army camps for three years to train the army according to his modernization ideas. After 
Sultan Mahmud died, crown prince Sultan Abdulmajeed (at the age of 16) held the seat of power. But 
he was dominated by his ministers and bureaucracy to further carry out the modernization project, 
earning him the historical title The Strong Reformist or Advocate of Reorganization. Sultan 
Abdulmajeed was succeeded by his younger brother Sultan Abdulaziz, who realized that the 
organizational reforms had estranged the Muslim world. He propelled a parallel project to restore the 
Islamic authenticity of the state. The masses were not happy with the reforms of Sultan Mahmud and 
Sultan Abdulmajeed, in contrast to which Sultan Abdulaziz restored people’s confidence in the state. 
Unfortunately, Sultan Abdulaziz was assassinated and was succeeded by Sultan Murad 5th who was 
declared mentally unfit for the throne. Abdul Hamid 2nd took over and continued with the 
modernization project by modernizing schools, infrastructure and transportation. Additionally, he was 
simultaneously working on a parallel project—trying to reunite the Muslim league across the globe. 
He sent imams and teachers as diplomats in order to maintain the relationship with different nations.  

Dr. Al-Najjar  then elaborated on the manifestations of the earlier reform process, under which the 
institution of the Islamic clergy lost its stake of primacy (authority) in the state’s affairs. The Sharia law 
was replaced by French and other European laws to run state business.  In the traditional society the 
department of the sovereign and educator were different. Sultans were men of the sword and the scholars 
and the clergy were men of the pen.  Dr. Al-Najjar explained that this distinction and limitation kept 
peace and order in society. One of the issues in this regard taken up by the Orientalists, was to determine 
the secret of the vitality of the Muslim City. The response was that Al-Asnaf, or the organized body of 
professionals, made the Islamic city functional and vital.  This characteristic was also supported by 
Syrian scholar and proponent of Islamic modernism Jamal-ud-Din Al-Qasimi (1866-1914) who  
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identified more than 3,000 professional associations. British historian Albert Hourani believed that the 
Ulama (scholars) were the strongest link that made the Islamic City vital. The Ulama were not only 
aligning state and society but they also enjoyed strong relations with the merchants. They brought faith 
to enhance political economy, and the alliance of the Ulama with merchants secured the finance of the 
public domain. 

When Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1798, he invaded with an Islamist propaganda, giving himself an 
Arabic name, and attempting to link French military officials with Muslim clergy and Cairo elites. But 
the society was rich in social organizations such as Sufi sects, the Ashraf (noble class), the Ulama, and 
the professionals, and thus didn’t buy into his vision but instead found resistance ideal.  The whole 
community was knitted together, the ground was ready for revolution, so revolution erupted against the 
French invaders of the Napoleonic regime. The entire layout of the Egyptian society was complimentary 
to resistance, unlike in the contemporary era where the infrastructure is weak for resistance as the 
modern nation state is not supportive of organized resistance. When Britain invaded Egypt in 1882, it 
found that Muhammad Ali Pasha had paved the way for invaders. Because Muhammad Ali had 
suppressed the seeds of resistance in the society, Britain was enabled to stay 74 years on the land of 
Egypt. 

Advancing the topic under the notion “the dilemma of modern social movements,” Dr. Al-Najjar 
affirmed that although modernization is irreversible we can work towards revitalizing the organizational 
model.  He explained how the hierarchical model did not serve itself to mobilize the masses from unfair 
authority. Muslims borrowed this model from Westerners, the West borrowed the concept from the 
Church. But the concept does not match the Tawheed (monotheism in Islam) paradigm.  Sectarianism 
is contrary to Tawheed, as the ultimate text is open for all, where it’s easy to read and understand, and 
unlike Christianity, there is nothing secret in it.   The hierarchal model is also good for checks and 
balances. However, it does not serve to mobilize the masses from injustice. The organization as an 
institution in Islamic history is horizontal (rather than vertical), which it better reflects monotheistic 
religion.  

The speaker concluded by shedding light on communist pragmatism and detection theory, as adopted 
by some Islamic movements. The problematic aspect of these models is that it consumes too much 
resources and only benefits the elites. Once luxury takes over the organization, it never serves society 
or the Ummah again.  In considering the way forward for Islamic organizations and social movements, 
the speaker suggested the following principles: 

1. That under these modernized models we have to remember that we are servants of Allah and 
the Ummah. The one who is outside the organization deserves as much attention as the one 
inside.  

2. Narrow and self-interests should be abandoned, and the main objective should be the greater 
benefit of the Ummah. 

3. Concessions should be given to all shades of the social spectrum in order to mobilize them. 
4. Personal gains inside the organization is a major symbol of failure. 

 

Social Movements with narrow and self-interests have failed to mobilize the Ummah for liberation. 
Opportunities have occurred in the past for resistance and advancement of the Ummah, but social 
cohesion has been lacking and leadership has not been forthcoming or prepared. 

Summary by: Maryam Khan, CIGA Research Associate 


