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  This talk examines the writings of Jamal al-din 

al-Afghani (1838-1897) with particular 

attention to his polemical piece against Syed 

Ahmad Khan (1817-1898), entitled “The 

Refutation of the Materialists” (1881). Scholars 

have assumed that al-Afghani was anti-imperial and wrote this diatribe because Syed 

Ahmad Khan was pro-British. It is the speaker’s intention to show that al-Afghani was not 

consistently anti-imperial, and in fact shared with Syed Ahmad Khan many similar views 

on the role of science, education, and progress. Teena Purohit reads “The Refutation” and 

ancillary treatises to show how al-Afghani invokes the idiom of heresy for his arguments 

about reform: on the one hand, al-Afghani mounts an accusation of heresy against Syed 

Ahmad Khan and his followers, and on the other hand, he deploys “heretical” concepts to 

rationalize and legitimize his aspiration to serve as a redemptive leader for all Muslims. 

 
Teena Purohit, a scholar of South Asian religions with specialties in Muslim and Hindu devotional 

literature, religious identity formation, and modern Islam, Teena Purohit’s particular interests revolve 

around theoretical issues like conceptions of religion in modern Islam and the impact of colonial forms of 

knowledge on modern Muslim intellectual thought. She teaches courses on Islam, Sufism, modern Islam, 

religion and politics in South Asia, theory and methods in the study of religion, and Islam and the 

West. Her first book, The Aga Khan Case: Religion and Identity in Colonial India, was published in 2012 

by Harvard University Press. Her current second book project, Making Islam Modern, is under contract 

with Harvard University Press. 
All are welcome 

 

Convenor: Dr Faisal Devji 

Enquiries: asian@sant.ox.ac.uk or 01865-274559 

This seminar series is organised with the support of the History Faculty.  
Picture: First issue of The Muhammadan Social Reformer, dated 24 December 1870, a publication initiated by Syed Ahmad Khan to promote liberal ideas in Muslim society. 
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