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Abstract 

 

Western colonization of Islamic countries produced complex and interwoven 

transformations across political, economic, social, and cultural domains. This 

article presents a comprehensive literature review to analyze the 

multidimensional impacts of colonial rule, highlighting how colonization 

facilitated resource exploitation, dismantled indigenous governance structures, 

and imposed foreign legal systems that continue to shape post-colonial 

economic dependencies. Socially, colonial administrations restructured 

educational systems by introducing Western curricula, institutionalizing colonial 

languages, and advancing cultural Westernization. Despite these systemic 

changes, Islam remained a central force of ideological resilience, offering moral 

legitimacy and organizational frameworks for anti-colonial resistance. The 

religion served as both a unifying identity and a source of mobilization against 

colonial domination. Case studies illustrate the varied expressions of Islamic 

resistance: in Indonesia and Algeria, Islamic discourse legitimized jihad and 

armed struggle; in Egypt, it fostered reformist and political movements such as 

the Muslim Brotherhood; and in the Indian subcontinent, it constituted a 

foundational element in the political advocacy for the establishment of Pakistan. 

These cases underscore Islam’s contextual adaptability and its capacity to 

generate diverse responses to colonial challenges. The study contributes to a 
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deeper understanding of the enduring socio-political and ideological legacies of 

colonialism in Islamic societies. 

Keywords: Western Colonization; Islamic Societies; Anti-Colonial Resistance; 

Political Islam; Post-Colonial Transformation 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

The Western colonization of Islamic nations during the 19th and 20th 

centuries represents a pivotal and transformative chapter in world history. This era of 

colonial dominance not only reshaped the geopolitical landscape but also profoundly altered 

the social and cultural fabric of numerous Islamic civilizations (Fuller, 2018). These 

civilizations, once characterized by rich intellectual traditions, diverse cultures, 

and economic prosperity, encountered unprecedented challenges as colonization imposed 

new structures of power and control. The long-lasting impact of this period continues to 

influence the political, social, and economic realities of former Islamic colonies 

today (Rasyiid et al., 2024). 

One of the most significant aspects of colonial rule was the economic exploitation 

of colonized territories. Western powers extracted valuable resources and redirected wealth 

to benefit their own industrial and economic growth, often at the direct expense of local 

populations (Bridge, 2018). This exploitation led to the underdevelopment of indigenous 

economies and increased socioeconomic disparities. Further, colonial administrations 

imposed foreign governance systems that often conflicted with established local traditions 

and social norms. This political restructuring disrupted established authority and governance, 

leading to tensions that would later fuel anti-colonial sentiments (Hutagaluh et al., 2023). 

The impact of colonization extended deeply into the legal systems of Islamic 

countries. Colonial powers introduced legal frameworks based on European models, often 

sidelining or undermining traditional Islamic law (Sharia) (Buskens, 2016). This legal 

transformation was not merely administrative but had profound implications for societal 

norms, property rights, and justice mechanisms. As a result, many communities experienced 

a cultural dissonance between traditional practices and colonial-imposed laws, contributing 

to a loss of cultural identity and social cohesion. The detrimental effects of this legal 

alienation can still be seen in the hybrid legal systems of many post-colonial Islamic states 

(Yongbao, 2024). 



Hartinawanti, Anwar Abu Bakar, Mayani, Muh. Ade Saputra, Rahmawati 

 ALSYS: Jurnal Keislaman dan Ilmu Pendidikan 2226 

Education was another critical area transformed by Western colonization. Colonial 

authorities often established Western-style educational institutions to produce a local 

administrative class loyal to colonial interests. This education system favored Western 

knowledge, languages, and values over indigenous traditions and religious teachings (Livsey, 

2016). The shift created a new intellectual elite that was both an instrument of colonial 

control and later a leader of reform and independence movements. This dual-edged role of 

education was instrumental in shaping the nationalist discourse and strategies that emerged 

across the Islamic world (Putra, 2023). 

The erosion of cultural identity due to colonization was a source of widespread 

discontent among colonized Islamic populations. The imposition of foreign cultural norms, 

suppression of local languages, and undermining of Islamic traditions fostered a sense of 

cultural loss and injustice (Jubeen et al., 2023). This cultural colonization was met with 

varying degrees of resistance, ranging from the preservation of traditional customs to the 

revival of Islamic identity as a form of opposition. The resistance to cultural domination 

became a defining feature of nationalist movements, uniting diverse groups around the cause 

of reclaiming their heritage (Robertson, 2016). 

Nationalist movements in the Islamic world emerged as direct responses to the 

multifaceted challenges imposed by colonial rule. These movements varied in their methods, 

with some pursuing diplomatic negotiations and others resorting to armed struggle. In 

Indonesia, nationalist organizations such as Budi Utomo and the youth pledge movement, 

Sumpah Pemuda, symbolized the collective determination for independence. Such 

organizations galvanized support through cultural revival, political education, and mass 

mobilization (Deswita et al., 2024). The ideological and practical foundations laid by these 

groups were vital in sustaining long-term resistance and eventual independence (Putra, 2023). 

Civil society and intellectual elites played indispensable roles in these struggles for 

independence. They acted as intermediaries between the masses and colonial authorities, 

articulating grievances and envisioning post-colonial futures. The contributions of writers, 

religious leaders, and political activists were crucial in framing independence not only as a 

political goal but also as a cultural and spiritual imperative. Their intellectual engagement 

helped to forge a shared national identity rooted in both Islamic values and modern 

nationalist ideals, which became the bedrock for emerging independent states (Hirzi, 2025). 
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Understanding the background of Western colonization and the independence 

struggle illuminates the contemporary political and social dynamics in Islamic nations. The 

legacies of colonial rule—legal disruptions, cultural erosion, economic underdevelopment, 

and conflicted identities—continue to influence governance, social cohesion, and 

international relations. This study of colonial history and nationalist movements offers 

valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities facing modern Islamic countries as 

they navigate development, identity, and sovereignty in a globalized world. 

 

METHODS 

The study adopts a qualitative research paradigm, specifically a library research 

approach, which is well-suited to the in-depth exploration of existing knowledge and 

theoretical frameworks. Library research facilitates the systematic collection and examination 

of secondary data from diverse written sources, including books, academic journals, 

newspapers, manuscripts, and various library archives (Nasution, 2023). This approach 

allows researchers to gather comprehensive, relevant data without direct fieldwork 

involvement, providing a broad perspective on the study's topic (Nurdin & Hartati, 2019). 

The data collection process focused on extracting descriptive and contextual 

information from both printed and digital materials related to the research questions. These 

sources include scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and previously conducted 

research studies. This comprehensive literature review incorporates multiple viewpoints and 

substantiated evidence, thereby strengthening the analysis's foundation. The use of reputable 

and credible sources also enhances the validity and reliability of the findings (Safrudin et al., 

2023). 

For data analysis, the study employs the Miles and Huberman (1994) model, which 

comprises three systematic stages: data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing. Data 

reduction entails condensing the extensive volume of information into manageable units by 

identifying significant themes and patterns relevant to the research objectives. Following this, 

data display organizes information into coherent formats such as matrices, charts, or 

narrative summaries, facilitating a more precise understanding and further analysis. The final 

stage involves interpreting and synthesizing sources to formulate well-supported conclusions 

that reflect the study's insights (Satori & Komariah, 2017). 
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By integrating a rigorous literature review with a structured analytical framework, this 

methodology aligns with established academic standards for qualitative research (Cresswell, 

2012). It ensures that the research outcomes are grounded in existing scholarship while 

allowing new interpretations to emerge. Moreover, this approach maintains academic rigor 

by transparently documenting the processes of data selection, thematic categorization, and 

analytical reasoning, thereby contributing to the study’s scholarly credibility and practical 

relevance. 

 

RESULTS  

The Impact of Western Colonization 

Western colonization caused profound political disintegration across the Islamic 

world, which had previously maintained relative unity under dominant empires such as the 

Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals. These empires had achieved sophisticated administrative 

structures and a shared sense of Islamic political identity that transcended local differences 

(Hasan, 2012). However, colonial intrusion shattered this cohesion, replacing it with the 

imposition of foreign rule and division. The resulting fragmentation fostered the emergence 

of secular nationalism, which progressively substituted Islamic unity with the territorial 

boundaries and political ideologies characteristic of distinct nation-states (Basri et al., 2024). 

This shift not only disrupted traditional political bonds but also redefined allegiances 

along national rather than religious lines. 

Economically, colonialism was fundamentally exploitative, aimed at maximizing the 

extraction of resources for the benefit of the colonizing metropoles. The traditional 

economic structures supporting Islamic societies — including agriculture, artisanal crafts, 

and trade networks — were weakened or dismantled to serve colonial priorities (Moindi, 

2023). Social systems were transformed as colonial authorities reoriented production toward 

export commodities, mining, and plantation agriculture. These changes marginalized local 

industries and traditional livelihoods, resulting in economic dependency that persisted into 

the post-independence period (Halik et al., 2024). This economic dislocation contributed to 

regional inequalities, as colonial investments favored areas with resource wealth or strategic 

importance. 

In the social and cultural spheres, colonization provoked complex reactions, 

including reform movements driven by diverse goals. Some reformers aimed to purify Islam 
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from perceived internal weaknesses or corruptions, seeking to restore religious authenticity 

and moral rigor (Haddad, 2020). Others sought to reconcile Islamic principles with Western 

scientific and technological advances, attempting to modernize society without abandoning 

Islamic identity. This dual impulse reflected a broader social negotiation over how to 

confront modernization and Western influence while maintaining cultural and religious 

continuity. These reform movements became significant forces shaping the trajectory of 

Islamic societies during and after colonial rule (Ghaffar & Usman, 2025). 

Education became a particularly crucial arena in this socio-cultural contestation. 

Colonial education systems served as conduits for disseminating Western values, languages, 

and knowledge forms, often privileging colonial elites and creating unequal access to 

schooling. Through new curricula and administrative languages, colonial powers aimed to 

produce functionaries who could serve colonial administration and reinforce their control. 

Nevertheless, these educational institutions also became spaces for critique and reform from 

within Islamic societies. Some intellectuals and activists used their exposure to Western 

learning to advocate for reforms that blended scientific advancement with Islamic teachings, 

thereby fostering intellectual renewal in the Islamic world (Dini et al., 2023). 

The emergence of a new middle class through colonial education was another 

significant development. This class, educated in Western-style schools, occupied new 

administrative and commercial roles and often became leaders in nationalist and reformist 

movements. Their dual exposure to Islamic and Western thought enabled them to become 

key agents in cultural resistance and identity formation. Efforts to strengthen local and 

Islamic identities emerged as counter-movements against the dominant colonial narrative, 

emphasizing the cultural and religious uniqueness of Islamic societies while engaging 

selectively with modern ideas (Mohiuddin, 2024). This dynamic contributed to vibrant 

debates about modernity, tradition, and cultural sovereignty, 

Political restructuring under colonial rule dismantled traditional governance 

institutions and replaced them with new administrative systems designed to serve colonial 

interests. Indigenous authorities were often abolished or subordinated, leading to a loss of 

legitimacy and social coherence within local communities. Postcolonial states inherited these 

fragmented political structures and faced the daunting task of rebuilding legitimacy and unity. 

In response, diverse modern political parties and nationalist movements emerged, employing 

strategies ranging from armed resistance to intellectual advocacy. These movements sought 
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to forge new political identities that could unify fragmented populations while challenging 

colonial legacies (Aqsho et al., 2024). 

The impact of Western colonization on the Islamic world was multilayered and 

profoundly transformative. Politically, it fractured long-standing empires and replaced 

Islamic unity with secular nationalism and nation-states. Economically, it reoriented 

production to serve external interests, generating dependency and inequality. Socially and 

culturally, it spurred reform movements both purifying Islam and engaging with Western 

modernity, while education became a battleground for cultural dissemination and indigenous 

responses. The rise of a new educated middle class and political restructuring set the stage 

for dynamic nationalist movements in the postcolonial era (Sahin, 2018). These interrelated 

processes collectively shaped the complex challenges and responses of the modern Islamic 

world to globalization and development. 

 

The Role of Islam in the Struggle for Independence 

Islam has historically held a central and multifaceted role in mobilizing Muslim 

societies against Western colonialism. Fundamentally, Islam served as both an ideological 

and spiritual catalyst for resistance movements. Core Islamic teachings, such as jihad fi 

sabilillah (struggle in the path of God), the pursuit of justice, and opposition to oppression, 

provided essential moral legitimacy for anti-colonial struggles (Zouhid, 2025). These 

principles framed the political resistance not merely as secular or nationalist endeavors but 

as divinely mandated obligations. Religious scholars (ulama), clerics, and Sufi leaders 

leveraged their spiritual authority to mobilize the masses, presenting political resistance as a 

religious duty indispensable to communal salvation and social justice (Rane et al., 2024). 

Beyond its ideological influence, Islam functioned as a critical vehicle for social 

consolidation and the establishment of communication networks essential for collective 

action. Institutions such as mosques, pesantren (Islamic boarding schools), and other religious 

centers became pivotal hubs for education, political discussion, and the dissemination of 

anti-colonial ideology (Muslimin & Safriadi, 2025). These venues hosted sermons, study 

circles (halaqah), and propagated Islamic literature that linked colonial exploitation with 

religious imperatives to uphold truth (al-haqq) and justice (‘adl). This network allowed 

resistance movements to overcome geographical and social fragmentation, fostering a 

shared consciousness rooted in Islamic teachings that transcended local identities. 
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Islam significantly shaped national identity and political legitimacy during the 

decolonization period. In many Muslim-majority territories, Islam became a symbol of unity 

and resilience against Western domination, influencing emerging nationalist discourses. 

Case studies illustrate this dynamic: in Algeria, Islamic clerics actively promoted the concept 

of jihad to legitimize armed struggle against French colonial forces; in Indonesia, Islamic 

organizations such as Muhammadiyah, Sarekat Islam, and Nahdlatul Ulama profoundly 

contributed to the nationalist movement by integrating religious values with calls for 

independence (Basri et al., 2024). Islam provided both the spiritual motivation for 

mobilization and the ideological foundation for political legitimacy in the contested process 

of nation-building. 

However, Islam's role in anti-colonial resistance should not be understood as 

monolithic or uniform. Diverse Islamic movements adopted a range of approaches, from 

armed confrontation to nonviolent methods such as education, diplomacy, and political 

advocacy. This plurality reflects Islam's capacity to adapt to colonial impositions while 

maintaining a shared moral framework (Mohiuddin, 2023). For example, some Sufi orders 

emphasized spiritual resilience and peaceful reform, whereas other factions, influenced by 

reformist or revivalist currents, supported militant activism (Tauris, 2016). This strategic 

diversity allowed Muslim societies to engage colonial challenges flexibly, balancing 

ideological coherence with pragmatic action. 

In addition, the symbolic power of Islam persisted into the post-independence era, 

continuing to shape nation-building processes across the Muslim world. In many cases, 

Islam was institutionalized as either a constitutional basis or a moral pillar of emerging 

national identities. Countries such as Pakistan and Malaysia incorporated Islamic principles 

into their legal and political frameworks, reflecting Islam's enduring influence on liberation 

struggles. The continued prominence of Islamic symbols and rhetoric in governance 

underscores the religion's centrality not only in anti-colonial narratives but also in 

legitimizing postcolonial state authority and social cohesion (Nasr, 2001). 

Moreover, the intersection of Islam and anti-colonial resistance also highlights key 

theoretical considerations in understanding religion as a socio-political force. Islam’s 

capacity to unify disparate groups through shared beliefs, its mobilizing power rooted in 

religious legitimacy, and its function as a site of identity construction contribute to broader 

academic discussions on religion’s role in social movements. The Islamic case exemplifies 
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how religious frameworks can shape political consciousness and action amid external 

domination, offering insights into the processes of collective identity and resistance that are 

relevant far beyond Muslim contexts (Fuadi, 2024). 

Islam’s role in mobilizing Muslim societies against Western colonialism was 

multifaceted and dynamic. It served as a source of moral legitimacy, a vehicle for social 

cohesion, and a foundation of political identity. The diversity in approaches within Islamic 

movements illustrates adaptability and resilience in confronting colonial rule. Islam’s 

historical impact extends beyond decolonization, shaping national identities, legal 

frameworks, and political culture in the Muslim world to this day. Understanding this 

complex role deepens appreciation of religion’s intertwined spiritual, social, and political 

functions in the processes of resistance, liberation, and state formation. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Post Independence Context 

The legacy of Islam's role during the colonial era continued to shape state formation 

in the post-independence period. In some regions, Islam was incorporated into the 

constitution or national law as the foundation of the state, whereas in others, it served as a 

moral force reinforcing national identity. It indicates that Islam contributed not only to the 

liberation struggle but also to the nation-building process following decolonization. 

Consequently, Islam occupies a highly significant historical role in the dynamics of 

decolonization and state formation within the Muslim world. 

The following are specific cases illustrating the role of Islam in the struggle for independence 

across several Muslim countries (Herman et al., 2024): 

1. Indonesia 

Islam played a pivotal role in the resistance against Dutch colonialism, significantly 

shaping the socio-political landscape from the 19th century onwards. Various popular 

uprisings led by prominent Islamic figures emerged during this period, reflecting both 

religious motivations and opposition to colonial domination. For instance, the Padri War in 

West Sumatra was driven by aspirations for Islamic purification and resistance to foreign 

control. In Java, Islamic scholars (ulama) and leaders of Islamic boarding schools (pesantren) 

organized widespread resistance movements, exemplified by the Diponegoro War (1825–
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1830), which garnered extensive support from interconnected networks of ulama and santri 

(students) (Allen, 2015). 

Entering the 20th century, Islamic organizations such as Sarekat Islam, 

Muhammadiyah, and Nahdlatul Ulama increasingly influenced the development of national 

consciousness. These organizations advanced their causes through education, religious 

preaching (da'wah), and political activism, thereby fostering a strong sense of unity and 

resistance among the population (Muslimin & Safriadi, 2025). Islam in Indonesia, therefore, 

served as both a moral foundation and an effective catalyst for mass mobilization during 

the nationalist struggle leading to independence in 1945. This dual role highlights Islam's 

integral contribution not only as a spiritual framework but also as a socio-political force in 

the broader anti-colonial movement. 

 

2. Egypt 

British colonialism in Egypt catalyzed the emergence of modernist Islamic 

movements that sought to address social, political, and intellectual challenges posed by 

Western domination. Prominent reformist thinkers such as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and 

Muhammad Abduh advocated comprehensive Islamic reform to overcome perceived 

cultural and intellectual backwardness and to resist Western hegemony. Their ideas 

emphasized a rational and dynamic interpretation of Islam, which encouraged critical 

engagement with modernity while reaffirming Islamic principles (Jung, 2012). 

In the early 20th century, these reformist currents culminated in the establishment 

of the Muslim Brotherhood by Hasan al-Banna in 1928. This organization expanded beyond 

traditional religious outreach (da'wah) to become a significant socio-political force. The 

Muslim Brotherhood actively mobilized public opposition to British colonial rule. It 

challenged the legitimacy of the pro-Western monarchy, positioning Islam as both an 

ideological foundation and a catalyst for political activism. Consequently, Islam in Egypt 

functioned not only as a source of spiritual and social cohesion but also as a critical 

framework for contesting colonial authority and articulating new visions of governance in 

the post-independence era (Chandra, 2025). This dual role underscored Islam’s capacity to 

unify diverse segments of society while reshaping political discourse in the context of 

national sovereignty and state-building. 
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3. Algeria 

Algeria exemplifies how Islam functioned as a powerful source of legitimacy and 

mobilization for armed resistance against French colonial rule. Islamic identity was deeply 

embedded as a unifying national element in direct opposition to French assimilation 

policies, which aimed to dismantle indigenous cultural and religious traditions. These 

policies not only sought to impose French language and values but also attempted to 

undermine the social cohesion fostered by Islam, thereby intensifying the colonial conflict 

(Laurence & Vaisse, 2007). 

The Front de Libération Nationale (FLN), which initiated its armed struggle in 1954, 

strategically integrated Islamic symbols and rhetoric to galvanize popular support 

throughout the protracted war of independence that lasted until 1962. This use of religious 

symbolism was pivotal in consolidating diverse social groups under a shared ideological 

banner that emphasized resistance as both a national and a sacred duty. Religious scholars 

and clerical leaders further reinforced this framework by sustaining public morale and 

framing the struggle as a form of jihad—a righteous, divinely sanctioned fight—against 

colonial oppression. Their involvement was critical not only in legitimizing the resistance 

but also in providing ethical and motivational guidance, which helped maintain cohesion 

amid the hardships of war. Islam in Algeria was instrumental not just as a cultural identity 

but also as an ideological foundation shaping the political discourse and the collective will 

to achieve independence from colonial domination (Malley, 2023). 

 

4. India-Pakistan 

In the Indian subcontinent, Islam emerged as a defining marker of political identity 

that distinguished Muslims from the Hindu majority under British colonial rule. Key 

political figures, notably Muhammad Ali Jinnah, articulated the Two-Nation Theory, which 

emphasized the fundamental religious, cultural, and political differences between Muslims 

and Hindus. This theory became the ideological basis for the Muslim separatist movement, 

ultimately culminating in the creation of Pakistan in 1947. 

Jinnah's struggle to establish Pakistan was shaped by a complex interplay of internal 

and external factors. Internally, the primary aspiration was the desire for political separation 

from India to safeguard Muslim interests and identity. Externally, factors included the often 

exclusionary political attitudes of Hindus and the Indian National Congress toward 
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Muslims, who were frequently marginalized within the broader nationalist movement. 

Additionally, geographical considerations were critical; the proposed Pakistani territory 

encompassed regions with Muslim-majority populations, making a separate state 

geographically feasible (Singh, 2024). 

The conceptual foundation for a distinct Muslim homeland originated with thinkers 

such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan. It was later elaborated by Muhammad Iqbal, who envisioned 

a unified nation where Muslims could live autonomously, free from perceived Hindu 

political and cultural domination (Saleem et al., 2024). The existence of a territorially defined 

Muslim-majority area facilitated the practical realization of Jinnah's vision of an independent 

Muslim state. Throughout this period, Islam functioned not only as the ideological 

cornerstone of the new nation but also symbolized liberation from both Hindu political 

dominance and British colonialism. Thus, Islam played a dual role: fostering a distinct 

political identity and providing the ideological legitimacy essential for nation-building in the 

postcolonial context. 

Across these four case studies, it is evident that Islam assumed diverse and 

multifaceted roles in the struggle for independence. In Indonesia and Algeria, Islam 

provided the theological legitimacy for jihad and armed resistance against colonial powers. 

In Egypt, it served as the ideological foundation for religious reform, political activism, and 

the mobilization of social movements. In the context of the Indian subcontinent, Islam 

functioned as a distinct marker of political identity and constituted the ideological basis for 

the establishment of a new nation-state. Therefore, Islam operated not merely as a spiritual 

resource but also as a complex social, political, and ideological force that guided Muslim 

communities in their pursuit of liberation from Western colonialism. 

 

CONCLUSION  

Islam played a highly significant role in the struggle for independence among Muslim 

countries under Western colonial rule. Islamic teachings not only provided spiritual 

motivation through the concepts of jihad and justice but also served as an ideological, social, 

and political foundation for mobilizing resistance. Through networks of scholars (ulama), 

Islamic boarding schools (pesantren), mosques, and Islamic organizations, Islam became an 

effective medium of social consolidation, uniting people across ethnic and class boundaries 

in their opposition to colonialism. Historical experiences across different regions reveal the 
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diverse roles that Islam has played. In Indonesia and Algeria, Islam served as a source of 

legitimacy for jihad and armed resistance. In Egypt, it inspired the rise of modernist 

movements and political organizations that challenged colonial domination. Meanwhile, in 

India-Pakistan, Islam functioned as a marker of political identity that led to the establishment 

of a new nation-state. These variations illustrate Islam's adaptability and flexibility in 

responding to colonial challenges within each country's distinct socio-political context. 
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