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PREFACE


Alḥamdulillāh.


One balmy summer evening in August 1995, having just weeks before left my engineering offer at Dow Chemical and taken on studies at the Islamic University of Medina (IUM), I found myself sitting in the Holy City of Medina, in the Prophet’s Mosque, knee to knee, in front of one of the iconic figures I had heard so much about, Shaykh Muḥammad b. Salih al-Uthaymin. I could not believe what was happening. A few weeks earlier, I had been busy taking my final exams in engineering at the University of Houston, and now here I was thousands of miles away in the holiest of cities, as a student at one of the prestigious centers of Islamic scholarship, literally touching the great sage I had already grown to admire. The overwhelming feeling of awe that enveloped my being is difficult to describe. This would be the first of many experiences I had with Shaykh Ibn al-Uthaymin, and during the next ten years, I would have the opportunity to interact with some of the greatest icons of Islamic scholarship in that region, including the Grand Mufti of the Kingdom, Shaykh ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. ʿAbdullah b. Bāz.


I had chosen to apply to IUM because at the time I felt it was one of the only Islamic seminaries teaching the ‘correct’ version of Islam, a strand that describes itself as ‘Salafi.’ I had already embraced the principles of this movement during my first year in university, and even before traveling to Medina, had studied enough about the movement to be intellectually convinced of its strengths and spiritually convinced of its orthodoxy. I completed a BA (in the Sciences of Hadith), and an MA (in Islamic Theology) at the University, before the horrific events of 9/11 prompted me to return to the country of my birth.


After returning to America and while pursuing my PhD at Yale, I began to read the secondary literature on the movement that I had subscribed to and even taught to fellow believers (I wear multiple hats: I am a cleric and an academic). I was appalled by the crass generalizations and superficial stereotypes that characterized most of these works. But what most frustrated me about the monographs and articles was that none of them seemed to give an insider’s holistic perspective of the movement.


The idea of this book was first suggested to me by Professor Omid Safi while we were having lunch at a soul food diner in Memphis, Tennessee (catfish and fries) when I was an assistant professor at Rhodes College. I complained about how Salafis were always misrepresented and misunderstood, even by academics who were supposed to know better. He stopped eating and waved a fry at me, ‘You know, you should write a book on Salafism! You’re the ideal person for it. Let me put you in touch with my dear friend at Oneworld.’ That meal, almost a decade ago, was the genesis of this work that is now in your hands.


This book consists, alongside this Preface, of six chapters and an Epilogue. Chapter 1 is meant as both an introduction and stand-alone chapter. If a reader only has limited time, this chapter should be sufficient to gain a working understanding of the movement. Chapter 2 is a detailed historical survey of the trends and figures that generated modern Salafism. We begin with the ahl al-ḥadīth movement of the classical period, and work through its various iterations over the last fourteen centuries, ending at the middle of the twentieth century, with the seminal figure of al-Albānī. In Chapter 3, we discuss the most common manifestation of this movement in our times, the version known as Wahhabism. Chapter 4 demarcates the complicated relationship between the political Islamist movement known as the Muslim Brotherhood and mainstream Salafism. Next, in Chapter 5, we summarize the history and pertinent aspects of perhaps the most studied reality of modern Salafism, the Jihadi-Salafi movements and their thought. And in the last chapter, Chapter 6, a selection of geographic regions is chosen to provoke a discussion of some contemporary aspects of the movement around the globe, ending with the modern phenomenon of post-Salafism. In the Epilogue, I share some personal reflections regarding my own association with the movement, along with a plea for greater understanding, both for those within and those without.


I make no claims to being comprehensive or wholly impartial. A level of personal analysis is necessary, and no doubt readers who are familiar with this topic, or who subscribe to the movement, might find my treatment of some areas unsatisfactory. I make no excuses for this: my aim has been to provide a holistic overview and critical analysis of a deeply contested – and contentious – movement and tradition. It would be impossible to please everyone, nor is perfection humanly possible. And while it is inevitable that some readers, especially those associated with the movement, will not agree with some of the analysis they read, I can only state that it is not my desire to unfairly criticize, and that to this day I have nothing but genuine respect for all my teachers and my alma mater. I can only hope that the work is of overall benefit, and its strengths ultimately outweigh its unavoidable weaknesses. For all its limitations, I hope my care and concern comes through in every page, and the reader finds it useful. I am optimistic that my attention to the movement’s nuances and the development of its theology and history will provide a perspective that is rarely found in other books.


This book has taken over eight years to write, in between my constant travels and lectures and career changes and family commitments. So much has changed during that time, not just within the movement, but concerning my association with it. I have ‘moved on’ from the movement, after being one of its main faces in the English-speaking world for more than a decade. Some of the reasons for this are mentioned in the Epilogue. Moreover, the movement itself has fractured into so many other sub-strands, and the events of the Arab Spring and the current geopolitical realties of the Middle East are impacting it in real-time, thus making an up-to-date summary impossible. Given the speed of change taking place, in a few years, perhaps another monograph will be needed to supplement this one!


Many have helped me along the way. I would like to thank (in alphabetical order): Hira Amin, Christopher Anzalone, Andrew Booso, Jonathan Brown, Cole Bunzel, Shaakirah Edwards, Suleiman Hani, Ismail Ibrahim, Ismail Kamdar, Huzaifah Islam-Khan, Azhar Majothi, Salman Nasir, and Kashif Zakiuddin for their feedback, input, and ideas that helped shape this work. Of course, Oneworld and its editors deserve special thanks for their patience and help with the manuscript. Obviously, all faults and errors are my own.


On a personal note, while this is by no means the first book I have written, it is the first monograph to be published by an academic press. Hence, it does mark a different milestone in my life (one that I admit is long overdue), and I am, as always, humbled by and eternally grateful for all of these milestones. I remain indebted to my teachers for all they have taught me; to my parents for having raised me to always love knowledge and excel in my studies; to my children Ammaar, Yusuf, Sarah, and Zaynab, who are no longer children but young adults and who make life worth living; and of course, to my life partner and loyal supporter for the last three decades, my wife Rumana, who truly has been a Divine blessing to me in helping me be who I am.


Wa mā tawfīqī illā billāh…


Yasir Qadhi


Plano, TX


10 April 2024 (Eid al-Fiṭr, 1445)












CONVENTIONS


Initially, I planned to use as little Arabic in this book as possible. However, as this book covers the history and theology of several Muslim groups spanning over a millennium, it is not possible to do justice to this topic without using Arabic terms. Many of these terms would, in fact, be lost in translation if we had to use English alternatives. For transliteration of these terms, classical Arabic names, and various other Arabic terms utilized throughout the book, I have generally followed the conventions of the International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES).


In keeping with the rule of IJMES, I have dropped the ending ‘h’ for tā marbūṭa; thus, ‘Sunnah’ appears as ‘Sunna.’ Similarly, I have also retained the Arabic definite article ‘al-’ found in many proper names such as ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz. However, for the sake of simplicity, I have generally dropped the special characters from Arabic names that are commonly known in the English language and have instead opted to spell them as per their common English spellings (thus, it is Gamal Abdel Nasser and not Jamāl ʿAbd al-Nāṣir). Similarly, for commonly known Arabic words, I omit italicization and special characters, hence: Qurʾan (not Qurʾān), hadith (not ḥadīth), and Salafi (not Salafī). It should also be noted that in Arabic names, people are often referred to by their fathers with the title ‘ibn/bin’ (son of) or ‘bint’ (daughter of). For ease of reading, I have abbreviated these words as ‘b’ whenever they form part of a longer name. The exception is when a name starts with Ibn or Bint; then I have written it in full.


Dates before 1800 CE appear in the dual format of AH/CE (Hijrī dates followed by the Common Era). Names of locations appear in their common English spelling as found in widely used maps unless the places no longer exist. In the latter case, places are referred to by their historical name in Arabic transliteration.


This book follows the reference system of the Chicago Manual of Style (17th Edition). However, on occasion, when different volumes (or parts) are referenced, the volume (or part) reference is divided from the page reference by a colon. For example, the reference ‘3:210’ means that the relevant text can be found on page 210 in the third volume (or part) of the cited work. The only unusual citation conventions in this book are those for citing Sunni hadith collections. In those cases, I have followed the standard Wensinck system of citing the chapter (kītab) and subchapter (bāb) of every book (e.g., Ṣahīh al-Bukhārī: kitāb al-shahādāt, bāb lā yushhad ‘alā shahādat jawr idhā ushida). All translations are my own unless otherwise noted in the footnotes.












1


INTRODUCTION: A BIRD’S EYE VIEW OF SALAFISM


‘The Salafi methodology is Islam as understood correctly.’


~ Muḥammad Nasir al-Din al-Albānī1
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The aim of this chapter is to provide an introductory overview of the Salafi movement. While certain concepts presented here will be investigated in greater depth in subsequent chapters (and hence, there will be overlap), this chapter itself will make allowances when discussing these concepts in a simplified manner for introductory purposes. This chapter will also concentrate on the modern manifestation of the Salafi movement. It should, however, be noted that in many circumstances, the modern practitioners within this tendency – contrary to what they may believe – are not actually emulating the earlier icons to which they subscribe.


In the first section of this chapter, we will attempt to define Salafism, after which four key topics will be covered in each subsequent section. We will begin with theology, which is the sine qua non of Salafism, and then move on to law, spirituality, and political activism. For each of these topics, the goal will be to illustrate how Salafism – as a whole – is distinct in its understanding of these topics from other movements and, where relevant, to mark internal divisions between Salafi sub-strands. In the concluding section, the primary typologies of the Salafi movement will be summarized, and a new, more comprehensive one will be proposed.


1.1 The Problem of Belonging: What is Salafism?


One of the most defining aspects of Sunni Islam is the respect that is given to the Companions of the Prophet, and of the early Muslims, in light of a famous tradition of the Prophet Muhammad: ‘The best of all generations is my generation, and then the generation that follows them, and then the generation that follows them.’2 Yet such reverence among Sunni scholars for the Predecessors (salaf) or, more accurately put, the Pious Predecessors (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ) does not, in general, translate into viewing the early generations as constituting a unified and monolithic scholarly tradition.3 Although certain doctrines have been described in classical Islamic scholarship with the adjective salafī, the use of Salafism (al-salafiyya) as an abstract noun – claiming to represent some comprehensive system – is a recent phenomenon.4


The popularity of the use of the term Salafism began in the 1920s as an Orientalist method to describe specific reformist currents in the Muslim world from the end of the nineteenth century. The most distinctive of these trends was the one associated with Muḥammad ʿAbduh (d. 1905) and his students, which took an ‘enlightenment’ (tanwīr) view of the salaf and sought to throw off the shackles of popular Islamic scholarship by means of the type of freedom and dynamism that they saw in the salaf (this modernist movement will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2). Although it is debatable whether these scholars saw themselves as ‘Salafis’ in a technical sense, or proponents of something called Salafism, this group was and has remained a popular academic designation for the term ‘Salafism.’ Nonetheless, despite the undeniable impact of some of these modernist scholars on the later articulation which emerged in the 1960s, this book is about this other latter form of Salafism that came to exemplify the term itself in the last quarter of the twentieth century, namely ‘puritan’ (as opposed to ‘enlightenment’) Salafism. When one uses the term ‘Salafi’ in any context today, it is undeniably understood as a reference to the puritan Salafi movement, and not the revivalist efforts of a group of thinkers in the early part of the twentieth century.


The fullest and most well-known version of puritan Salafism today is also modern – being itself the product of the twentieth century. Salafis themselves would, of course, dispute this claim. According to them, they belong to the group that follows the teachings of the original Muslims, being linked to this early community by a pristine and unbroken intellectual chain of succession starting with the Prophet Muhammad himself, which is then, in turn, passed through each successive generation until the present Salafi sect (a claim that is explored in detail in Chapter 2).5 However, as this book will demonstrate, this modern phenomenon of trying to define Salafism as a specific group has been contentious and has led – quite predictably and understandably – to numerous rival claimants to the title of true representatives of Salafism. An outsider might well ask: Is it even possible for anyone to give a correct and absolute representation of the movement? Hence, one finds the necessary attempts at outlining a typology of Salafism that elaborates a core basis of broad concepts that enjoy consensus and other ideas that are contested and have led to sub-division within the broader movement.


All of this is to underscore the fact that defining a particular strand of any religion is not an easy task, and Salafism is no exception. Firstly, the term ‘Salafism’ itself is highly contested. Its understanding among adherents of the movement typically differs from that of Muslims belonging to other strands (some of whom employ it with a pejorative undertone), or academics who study this trend from outside the faith. Even then, not all those who fall within the purview of the movement are eager to embrace the term and be labeled as ‘Salafi.’ Secondly, Salafism is a term that can be applied to describe a myriad of groups, each competing with the other for the exclusive claim to this label. Thus, Salafism is a broad strand of Islam that encompasses multiple sub-strands, each situating itself along a particular point on a theological, legal, political, and methodological spectrum. In fact, some sub-strands even hereticate other groups that might vie for this same label. As a result, any proposed definition will be hotly contested by those who actually adopt it and seek to reserve it exclusively for themselves. Thirdly, the movement, like all other movements, is very much a social construct that adapts to and is affected by the prevailing political and social climate in which it finds itself. Hence, there are geographical variations in the way the Salafi movement manifests across the world. And so, the Salafism of Pakistan, for instance, differs significantly – both socially and culturally – from, say, that of Nigeria. Fourthly, Salafism can be viewed as being part of a historical continuum, with various figures and trends that later Salafis associate with the movement, spanning the entirety of the fourteen centuries of Islam. However, most of these earlier figures and trends did not explicitly use the term ‘Salafi’ for themselves. As such, their ‘Salafi’ identity is highly debatable – especially in light of a modern definition. Hence, there is the question of whether definitions of Salafism should seek to accommodate such historical figures or instead solely concentrate on its modern manifestations as it exists today. And, lastly, since Salafism is a trend of Sunni Islam that occupies a specific range on a larger spectrum, it is almost impossible to demarcate where ‘Salafism’ ends and, say, ‘Islamism’6 or some other strand begins.


These issues are raised merely to point out that any definition is bound to be contested, and rightfully so. Whatever approach one follows in addressing the above questions (and even more besides these) will inevitably dictate one’s methodology in defining the movement. Nonetheless, and with all of these caveats in mind, it would be useful to begin our discussion regarding some key factors that all Salafi groups agree on in order that these may serve as a starting point for a working typology.


If Salafism had a motto, it would be, following ‘The Qurʾan and Sunna7 upon the understanding of the Pious Predecessors’ (al-Qurʾān wa-l-sunna ʿalā fahm al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ). Salafis, like all Muslims, believe in the Qurʾan (the speech of God) as the primary authority in all matters. And Salafis, like all Sunni Muslims, believe in the Sunna. It could be said that all Sunni strands of Islam value, to some degree, the Sunna – after all, the term itself (viz., ‘sunnī’) literally means ‘those who follow the Sunna.’ However, the beliefs of the Salafis about the Sunna are not equally exemplified in other Sunni groups. Salafis view the Sunna as being of equal legal importance – but not of equal spiritual blessings – as the Qurʾan. This love for the Sunna is demonstrated in many aspects, ranging from the emulation of the most mundane acts reported about the Prophet to the utmost care given to editing and publishing works of hadith.8 It is also manifested in their attitude towards the canonical schools of Islamic law (madhāhib, sing. madhhab), as they tend to be more dismissive of unrestricted obedience to later jurists and feel that approaching the Sunna directly is more authentic.


Historically, the Salafi movement considers itself to be a direct continuation of the prototypal manifestation of Sunnism, which they view as the orthodox and original form of Islam itself as propagated by the Prophet. The ahl al-ḥadīth (The Partisans of Hadith) movement of the second/eighth century is the earliest Islamic movement that best corresponds with modern Salafism. In fact, a chronological chart of a continuous line of thinkers and writings can be traced from the classical ahl al-ḥadīth school to the modern Salafi movement itself (this will be done in the next chapter). Of course, no Salafi would ever consider any individual on that genealogical chart as a ‘founder,’ including notable figures such as Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (d. 241/855), the eponymous founder of the Ḥanbalī school of law, Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), the Damascene Ḥanbalī theologian, or Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb (d. 1792), the founder of the Wahhabi movement. Instead, all of them are viewed as being part of a historical continuum, with the real founder of the movement – at least as argued by the Salafis themselves – being none other than the Prophet himself.


Theologically, Salafis uphold certain doctrines about God’s divine attributes (al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt), predestination (qadar), orthodoxy, orthopraxy, and particular understandings of worship (ʿibāda) that distinguish them from all other Islamic sects and trends. They consider these theological beliefs to be the primary core of what defines orthodoxy. Hence, any deviation from these beliefs, even in the slightest, is considered an evil innovation (bidʿa) and heresy or – depending on the severity of difference – even unbelief (kufr). The tenets and specifics of this theology will be discussed later in this work.


Methodologically, Salafis hold both the Qurʾan and the hadith as two co-equal sources of the religion. They believe that the earliest generation of Muslims – specifically the first three generations after the Prophet – achieved religious perfection. Therefore, they hold that subsequent generations should strive to emulate the beliefs and practices of those righteous individuals by drawing on their understanding of the two primary sources. In this vein, any form of progression or deviation from these beliefs is viewed as regression and corruption, especially given that those early predecessors perfected Islam. Any beliefs or rituals that have no basis in early Islam are viewed as reprehensible innovations (bidʿa) and are considered destructive to the purity of the faith.


In fact, the very term ‘Salafi’ itself is a manifestation of this doctrine, as it is derived from the noun ‘salaf,’ literally meaning ‘those who have preceded.’ In Islamic theology, the ‘salaf’ or ‘al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ’ (the Pious Predecessors) refers to the first three generations after the Prophet, as outlined in the famous hadith quoted at the beginning of this section. The aforementioned tradition is one of the most often-quoted hadith in Salafi circles, as it serves to legitimize the movement while also allowing the adherents to view themselves as the only group truly following it. Hence, a salafī is someone who strives to follow the salaf. To achieve this, Salafis believe they are to engage in a twofold process of studying the teachings of the rightly guided scholars of that era while simultaneously purifying the faith of any syncretic practices or deviations that might have crept in since then.


Hence, based on the discussion so far, a definition of Salafism may be proposed:


Salafism is a strand of Sunni Islam whose origins lie in the ahl al-ḥadīth school of the classical period of early Islam. It considers the Qurʾan and authentic hadith as the only authoritative and divine sources. The movement strives to emulate what it views as the perfect understanding of these sources via the theology and practices of the earliest generations of Islam (the salaf ). Salafism prioritizes the importance of creed and abhors any syncretic ritual practices not found in the earliest generations. Typically, and especially in matters of theology, Salafism wishes to interpret the Qurʾan and hadith in the most literal way possible. It has a unique understanding of specific theological doctrines, in particular, the understanding of God’s divine attributes (al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt) and God’s exclusive right to be worshiped (tawḥīd al-ulūhiyya). Since it views the first three generations as being the ideal role models, any new developments in the interpretation or practice of the faith are seen in a negative light.


As noted earlier, modern Salafism is characterized by a diversity of interpretations when it comes to matters of theology, Islamic law, politics, and jihad. Consequently, it is neither appropriate nor feasible to pigeonhole all Salafis into one monolithic category. Therefore, in this introductory chapter, I have avoided adding qualifiers to this definition of Salafism in order to encompass the full spectrum of these diverse groups. The remainder of this chapter will focus on the contours of contemporary Salafism.


Before we proceed regarding the internal issues that define Salafism, it is pertinent to make a brief comment on the extent of the following the Salafi movement has today. Unfortunately, a definitive response is not possible for the simple reason that, like almost all Islamic movements, nobody keeps membership records. There is no form to fill in to become a Salafi; you simply choose to live your life differently. It is impossible to guess numbers. What further complicates a quantitative analysis is the reality that Salafism’s reach, without a doubt, extends far beyond those who subscribe to it. Many Muslims all over the world who would not see themselves as Salafi, or are even in disagreement with the movement, have nonetheless absorbed ideas about Islam that are clearly derived from the Salafi movement.


Additionally, the impact of this movement is geocentric. Muslims in the Gulf countries (particularly Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, and Qatar) predominantly subscribe to Salafi beliefs – at least at on some level – as the clerical training of those countries is Salafi in nature. The movement, on the other hand, has a much smaller following among the Muslims of, say, Türkiye or Indonesia. The situation gets more complicated in the Levant and North Africa. For example, in Egypt, in the first free elections held after the Arab Spring, almost a quarter of the seats in the new parliament were won by candidates who came from Salafi parties.9 In almost all Western countries, Salafism has had a discernible impact at almost every level. Even lay-Muslims are aware of the ideas and figures of the movement. Hence, all that can be said for the purposes of this work is that Salafism is clearly a seminal strand of Sunni Islam, with tens of millions of committed followers, and no serious study of the Muslim world can ignore its teachings and impact. Yet, it is definitely not the main strand of Sunnism, and large swaths of the Muslim world remain unaffected by – or even opposed to – Salafism.


The contentiousness of the Salafi label must be viewed in conjunction with related terms like ‘Ḥanbalī’ and ‘Atharī,’ as they are all viewed as either synonyms or alternative labels. In terms of the group being discussed in this book, these labels are synonyms for the same methodology: Salafi in the commitment to the Pious Predecessors; Ḥanbalī in that Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal and his approach in theology and general ethics were likewise an adherence to the Pious Predecessors; and Atharī in that they have fealty to the ‘reports’ (athār) of the Pious Predecessors. In contrast, other Sunni opponents of the Salafis, such as Sufis, Ashʿarīs, and even others who claim to be true Ḥanbalīs or Atharīs, take the Salafis to be an aberration and not a faithful representation of the Ḥanbalī school or the athār of the Pious Predecessors.


1.2 Theology


In the modern Western world, it is safe to say that theology is a forsaken discipline. Perhaps this is not surprising: it was only a few centuries ago that Western civilization went to war over theological rifts and ecclesiastical differences. These internecine battles and religious civil conflicts resulted in political and social changes whose effects can still be seen, and perhaps even gave rise to the modern notion of ‘secularism.’ Hence, it was only natural that the bitter after-effects of Europe’s obsession with abstract theology resulted in the relegation of that discipline to small departments in specialized academic programs at institutions of higher learning. Even the largest churches of modernity tend to shy away from conceptual notions of belief, feeling that emphasizing abstract doctrines over positive messages will turn away potential attendees. Moreover, the Anglophone West is slowly losing its religion: in 2021, for the first time since the census began, fewer than half of people in England and Wales identified themselves as Christian.


Given this tendency – and the fact that most modern readers are not too concerned with theology – it is understandable that the majority of writings on Salafism pay scant attention to the theology that underpins it. In attempting to portray Salafis as ‘the other,’ most journalists (and even academics) end up mentioning matters that Salafis themselves would not primarily associate with, but which Western readers will immediately find eccentric. As Edward Said points out in his Orientalism, in choosing how to describe ‘the other,’ more is typically revealed about the one who describes than the one who is described.10 Consequently, most descriptions of Salafism in academia and the media tend to concentrate on legal or cultural issues, such as their views on gender interactions, the impermissibility of music, the details of dress codes, and other mundane societal matters. Yet, these issues – all of them – are tertiary manifestations of any given strand of traditionalist Islam, and no strand views them as being the primary subject that identifies their faith. Ironically, any social practice that is typically pointed out as being ‘Salafi’ (for example, women veiling in niqāb) is hardly ever unique to Salafi Islam and can be found in many opposing groups as well. Many Shiʿis, for instance, cover their face, yet Salafism and Shiʿism are mutually exclusive strands and view each other with great animosity.


In order to appreciate the worldview from within, it will be essential for an outsider to discard his or her own biases and see what matters most to Salafis themselves. And this leads us back to theology first and methodology second. The primary importance of theology for Salafis is understood by appreciating the centrality of faith (īmān) in the Islamic tradition. This is highlighted in the famous hadith of Gabriel (ḥadīth Jibrīl), whereby the Prophet outlined the facets of the religion, with faith (īmān) constituting the second of three components – the other two being bodily actions (islām) and spiritual excellence (iḥsān).11 This demarcation engenders the differentiation between a simple Muslim (i.e., one who conforms to outward manifestations of the faith), a believer (muʾmin, who actually possesses faith), and a person of spiritual excellence (muḥsin, who believes and acts in accordance with the law of Islam in a heightened spiritual state). Thus, there is a hierarchy in Islam, as Ibn Taymiyya notes: ‘Every person of excellence (muḥsin) is a believer (muʾmin), and every believer (muʾmin) is a Muslim. Yet not every believer is a person of excellence, nor is every Muslim a believer.’12 For Salafis, theology is the real core of one’s Islamic identity, hence the Salafi conception of Islamic theology is what makes them unique.


1.2.1 Monotheism (Tawḥīd)


Of utmost importance is the Salafi understanding of monotheism (tawḥīd). For most Muslim groups, monotheism entails belief in the Oneness of God: He has no partners, nor is there any entity similar to Him. For Salafis, it is more precise than that. In order to be truly monotheistic, they claim that a believer must perfect his understanding not only of the uniqueness of God’s existence (al-rubūbiyya) but also the affirmation of His divine names and attributes (al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt) and the implementation of that in venerating God and God alone through acts of worship (ulūhiyya). This tripartite division of tawḥīd is a fundamental principle unique to Salafi Islam, which we will analyze in more detail.13


Of course, an essential aspect is the belief that there is only one ultimate Creator and Lord, and no other entity exists with unlimited divine power except the one God, Allah Himself. This aspect of monotheism – which no Muslim would disagree with – is called ‘Oneness of Lordship’ (tawḥīd al-rubūbiyya). But according to Salafis, every single religion in the world, even paganism, ultimately affirms this notion – at some level – of one All-Powerful Creator. Therefore, it is not enough to say that God is One: in order to be truly monotheistic, one must also affirm ‘God’s unique right to be venerated and worshiped’ (tawḥīd al-ulūhiyya). According to this doctrine, no other entity must be shown ultimate respect, asked anything supernatural, or shown the reverence of a religious devotee, other than God Himself.


While conceptually, all Muslims would agree to such a premise, Salafis define ‘worship’ and ‘reverence’ in a manner that excludes many practices that other non-Salafi Muslims would justify as a part of religious rituals. Examples of these practices include veneration of saints, invoking the Prophet for one’s needs as a form of ‘intercession’ (shafāʿa), or the belief – as some Sufis and Shiʿa hold – that a category of people are given supernatural powers. Consequently, Salafis are at ease with using phrases like ‘saint worship’ and ‘grave worship’ to characterize practices that are common among other strands of Islam14 without accounting for alternative interpretations that negate idolatrous connotations. For example, many trends (a third view) consider them to be unlawful practices but not inherently polytheistic in nature.15


Salafism’s preoccupation with monotheism (tawḥīd) seems wholly natural, bearing in mind that monotheism is, in fact, a cardinal position of the Islamic faith. However, to an uninformed observer, even a devout Muslim, their excesses in this regard may not be easily apparent. The modern Salafi movement, heavily influenced by the works of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb (whose Wahhabi movement will be recounted in detail in Chapter 3), displays an almost single-minded obsession with the antithesis of monotheism: idolatry (shirk). Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb did not simply condemn prevalent practices in the Muslim world as blameworthy religious innovation (bidʿa), he regularly labeled masses of Muslims as idol-worshippers (mushrikūn) due to what he perceived as practices that he considered idolatrous, such as the Sufi veneration of saints and the Shiʿi belief in Imams. In fact, he not only deemed these Muslims to be idol-worshippers, but also went so far as to consider the pre-Islamic idolatry of the Prophet’s time to be ‘less severe’ (akhaff) than the modern ‘idolatry’ of his fellow Muslims.16 This obsession with idolatry, in such terms, has led modern Salafis to view shirk as a widespread phenomenon within the Muslim world. Consequently, like the movement of Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, some Salafis can be prone to casual excommunication (takf īr) of other Muslims17 – with its worst manifestation being among militant Salafis (also known as Jihadi-Salafis), and which often results in legitimizing violence (as detailed in Chapter 5). In less extreme instances, it fosters harsh accusations against other Muslims that often lead to Salafis splitting off from Muslim communities and forming their own mosques and associations.


The last of the tripartite division is the affirmation in God’s divine names and attributes (tawḥīd al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt). While this is being discussed last, historically, this was the first and most important cornerstone of the earliest prototypes of Salafism – and where the first divisions in Sunni Islam occurred (as explored in more detail in Chapter 2). This point entails the belief that God is not only unique in His absolute sovereignty and exclusive right to be worshipped but also unique in the reality of His divine names and attributes. Since the intellect cannot fully comprehend God, Salafis believe that the only way to know Him is via revelation (that is, the Qurʾan and hadiths). The language that God Himself uses in the Qurʾan, or the Prophet used in the hadith, must be held in the highest of regard, and hence, all nouns, adjectives, and descriptions given of God should be taken at face value. Affirming a divine attribute ‘literally’ (ḥaqīqī) means that one understands the apparent meaning of the attribute according to the Arabic language, but not its reality or modality (kayfiyya). Furthermore, since God is obviously not like any other being, the divine attribute will be understood in a unique manner, negating any perceived anthropomorphic connotations from it.


Of particular importance is the Salafi focus on God’s attributes of transcendence (al-ʿuluww), speech (kalām), ascent over the throne (al-istiwāʾ), and descent (nuzūl). All divine attributes that might possibly be perceived as overtly anthropomorphic – such as God’s face (wajh), hands (yad), and shin (sāq) – are also all affirmed as being divine, but with the caveat that their precise modality is not known and cannot resemble anything of the creation. It is of note that these divine attributes mentioned do not occupy a different theological status to other divine attributes since, for Salafis, all of God’s divine names and attributes are equally important. Rather, these particular attributes have historically been the ones that were the most contentious and generated the most controversy, specifically with their rival claimants to Sunnism, the Ashʿarī and Māturīdī schools of theology.18


The essence of the differences between the Salafis and Ashʿarī/Māturīdī schools can be reduced to each school’s attitude on speculative or rationalist theology (ʿilm al-kalām).19 Speculative theology has a clear set of guidelines on how God’s attributes should be interpreted and a complex categorization of the divine attributes. Salafis feel that such a categorization and classification is itself a blameworthy heresy (bidʿa) and that all attributes should be understood in the same manner. For an outsider, this topic quickly becomes confusing because both trends seek to affirm all of God’s attributes and deny His resemblance to His creation (tashbīh) while affirming His complete divine transcendence (tanzīh). However, Salafis insist that all of the divine attributes must be literally (ḥaqīqī) understood, whereas other trends would insist that some attributes should be understood in a figurative (majazī) manner. Hence, a Salafi would claim that God has a face and hands, becomes angry, laughs, is merciful, and hears and knows (because all these attributes are mentioned in the scripture), but would then add, ‘in a manner that befits His majesty, and not in a way that resembles the creation.’ The Ashʿarī/Māturīdī schools, however, would claim that while God is indeed hearing and knowing, attributes such as ‘mercy’ and ‘anger’ should be interpreted to imply God’s intending to reward or punish. As for the reference to the divine face and hands, the Ashʿarī/Māturīdī schools would claim that these are clearly figurative (majāzī) and not meant to be understood literally. Ultimately, the Salafis completely reject the use of speculative theology (kalām) or the use of figurative interpretation, while the Ashʿarī/Māturīdī approach is either (1) to prefer an affirmation while simultaneously leaving the true meaning to God (tafwīd), or (2) to resort to figurative interpretations (ta’wīl) if they are deemed acceptable.20


Thus, it is unsurprising that the Salafi insistence on the literalness of such phrases used in the sacred texts has led them to be accused of anthropomorphism. In fact, the most iconic figure of Salafism, Ibn Taymiyya, was put on trial and jailed for this very charge.21 The Salafi antagonism of those Sunnis who are highly sensitive about literal interpretation – because of the fear of falling into corporealism (tajsīm) – is clearly exemplified in a short work composed for lay Muslims by Ibn al-Uthaymin. This work, ʿAqīdat ahl al-Sunna wa-l-jamāʿa (The Creed of the People of the Sunna and the Community) – often printed with a preface of endorsement from the previous Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. Bāz (d. 1999) – has a section titled, ‘The Face, the Two Hands, and the Two Eyes,’ referring to the attributes of God.22 While references to such divine attributes are scattered through the sacred texts, it was uncommon for classical theologians to gather them together and make them a cardinal point of creed. Since this unique understanding of God’s attributes is an important aspect of Salafism, we shall return to it in our next chapter.


1.2.2 The Conception of Faith (Īmān)


Another cornerstone of Salafi theology involves its conception of faith (īmān). The Qurʾan refers to īmān as the most important aspect in the life of a believer. Hence, it frequently addresses the believers as ‘O people of īmān.’ But what exactly does it mean to have faith or to believe? Does mere acknowledgment of God’s existence count as legitimate īmān? Or must one also believe and act in a specific manner? What if one professes to believe but then willfully ignores each and every commandment of God and abandons the most basic rituals? Mainstream Salafism defines īmān as consisting of (1) faith in the heart, (2) acknowledgment of the tongue, and (3) actions of the limbs. In other words, not only must a person believe in God and the fundamentals of faith, but one must also acknowledge verbally – via the testimony of faith (shahāda) – that one is a Muslim, and one must then have a bare minimum quantity of actions that demonstrate such faith. For most scholars of the movement, at a bare minimum, a person must be observant of the five daily prayers (ṣalāt) to be considered a believer – abandonment of the prayer is tantamount to abandonment of the faith. For the vast majority of non-Salafi Muslims, anyone who does not pray remains a Muslim, albeit a sinful one.


1.2.3 Association and Dissociation (al-Walāʾ wa-l-Barāʾ)


Another important and unique aspect of Salafi theology is the doctrine of ‘association and dissociation’ (al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ).23 While each strand of Salafism interprets this doctrine differently, at its core, it deals with the level of permissibility of associating with individuals or entities outside one’s own strand and subsequently, identifying when such association becomes theologically problematic. Hence, as a general rule, Salafis believe one should ally with like-minded and pious believers while refraining from supporting Muslims guilty of deviant beliefs (mubtadiʿa). And while this notion might seem more of an ethical issue, with a distinctly social and political manifestation – rather than a theological tenet of faith – Salafis themselves deem the matter to be theological. Interestingly, this doctrine is not explicitly found to be a prominent topic in the writings of Ibn Taymiyya. In fact, the modern fixation on the doctrine is largely drawn from Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb’s reading of the Qurʾan, who considered it to be a fundamental principle of monotheism (tawḥīd), without which one’s faith in God was in question.24 Consequently, Salafism – due to this tendency – has received a reputation as being somewhat ‘cultish.’ Of course, Salafis would reject this characterization vehemently since, from their perspective, it is the other groups that have strayed or broken from the true teachings of Islam while they have remained steadfast and correct themselves.


At its most extreme manifestation, understandings of al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ would even allow Salafis to consider a fellow Muslim as an apostate (kāfir or murtadd) if the said individual crosses a certain threshold in their association with individuals or groups they deem to be deviants or apostates. An example of this would be if a Muslim were to ally with a non-Muslim in order to fight against a fellow Muslim. Far more common, however, is the claim that one’s own piety and probity are affected if one is deemed too lax in associating with those who are deviant. In particular, the dogmatic-loyalist branch of Salafis, the Madhkhalīs (who shall be discussed later in this chapter and in Chapter 3), became notorious for their constant usage of this concept in declaring others as being misguided. Jihadi-Salafis also use this doctrine in considering some Muslims as legitimate military targets because they view them as having offered aid to their enemies.


1.2.4 The Saved Sect (al-Firqa al-Nājiyya)


One of the seminal features of Salafism is the certainty with which they identify as the correct understanding of Islam and the only saved group of Muslims. To understand this point, one must first understand a series of traditions in the hadith corpus that reference schisms and splinter movements, praising only one group and criticizing all others. These traditions form a staple motif in Salafi discourse, and these concepts permeate throughout much of their rhetoric and form a foundational block in understanding Salafism.


Among them are the following three hadiths:


(1) The Messenger of God, may God’s blessings and peace be upon him, stood among us and said: ‘Those who came before you of the People of the Book [meaning the Jews and Christians] split into seventy-two sects, and this nation (umma) will split into seventy-three: seventy-two shall be destined for Hell, and one for Paradise, and that is the jamāʿa [the rightly guided group].’25


(2) The Prophet, may God’s blessings and peace be upon him, said, ‘My nation (umma) shall divide into seventy-three sects, all of them will be in the Fire except for one, and that is the jamāʿa [the rightly guided group].’ It was asked of him, ‘And who are they, O Messenger of God?’ He responded, ‘[Those who remain on] what I and my Companions are upon today.’26


(3) The Messenger, may God’s blessings and peace be upon him, said, ‘There shall always be a group of my nation (umma) clearly upon the truth, subjugating their enemies. Those who oppose them will not vanquish them. And they shall remain upon this until the command of God [i.e., the Day of Judgment] comes.’27


While some of these narrations (in particular the first two) are considered problematic by several Sunni theologians, the general scholarly consensus of Sunnism is that the hadiths that mention schisms (ḥadīth al-iftirāq) are considered as authentic statements uttered by the Prophet.28 However, it is not the authenticity of these hadiths that is hotly debated by Muslim scholars, but the understanding and application of them.


Salafis view that their specific understanding of Islam, and only their understanding, is what is intended as the ‘saved faction’ in such narrations. Hence, from these hadith, they derive other descriptions for themselves, such as ‘the Saved Sect’ (al-firqa al-nājiyya) – since they are the only one destined for Paradise – and ‘the Aided Group’ (tāʾifa al-manṣūra) – since God shall always protect them in spreading the truth against their enemies. When understood in this light, Salafis then view ‘the other’ as every single understanding and schism besides their own. Hence, not only do non-Sunni groups like the Shiʿa become ‘the other,’ even mainstream Sunni movements that are not Salafi (such as the Ashʿarīs, Māturīdīs, and Sufis) are categorized as one of the seventy-two misguided sects.


The appellation ‘ahl al-Sunna wa-l-jamāʿa’ (The People of the Sunna and the Community)29 – which is the term Sunnism is abbreviated for – is considered by Salafis as exclusively applying to them in its proper and fullest sense. Hence, for Salafis, they and they alone are the true ‘Sunnis,’ that is, the Saved Sect and the Aided Group. Authorities within Salafism, whether proto-Salafis like Ibn Taymiyya or modern Salafis like Muḥammad b. Salih al-Uthaymin (d. 2001) – one of the leading icons of the movement in the twentieth century – have, however, acknowledged ‘a general, technical usage’ (istilāḥ al-ʿamma) of the term ‘ahl al-sunna’ as encompassing other non-Salafi groups which are opposed to the Shiʿa.30 Thus, ‘Sunnis,’ in this generic sense, encompasses the Ashʿarīs, Māturīdīs, and even many Sufis. However – as explicitly noted by Ibn al-Uthaymin himself – Salafis argue that ahl al-sunna is, in reality (ḥaqiqa), ‘the Pious Predecessors’ (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ), which excludes Ashʿarīs, Māturīdīs, Sufis, and the Muʿtazila.31 In this manner, Salafis claim to be the only adherents to the path of the Pious Predecessors.


Of course, the concept of the Saved Sect is a wholly theological construct. However, many Salafis conceive of the notion in a comprehensive sense that entails praxis – both personal worship and sociopolitical interaction – and spirituality, especially in its opposition to the practices and beliefs of Sufism. Thus, Salafis will articulate a theological basis for the Saved Sect mentality but also manifest this belief in a distinct set of actions and attitudes, which are not simply theological. They would, however, argue that such external and non-theological matters are subsumed under the ‘Salafi methodology’ (al-manhaj al-salafī). According to Egyptian scholar ʿAmr ʿAbd al-Munʿim Salīm, in his al-Manhaj al-Salafī ʿinda al-Shaykh Nāṣir al-Dīn al-Albānī (The Salafi Methodology According to Shaykh Nāṣir al-Dīn al-Albānī), Salafism is ‘the methodology which takes the Predecessors as a basis and acts according to their beliefs (iʿtiqādihim), public dealings (muʿamālatihim), legal rulings (aḥkāmihim), pedagogy (tarbiyātihim) and the purification of their souls (tazkiyat nufūsihim).’32


Critics argue that adherents to Salafism display strong sectarian tendencies and demonstrate groupthink, ready to demarcate lines between ‘authentic’ Islam and heresies (bidʿa). From the Salafi perspective, they see that they are defending the purity of the faith against syncretism and corruption in line with the above-mentioned narrations. However, it has been acknowledged, in part, by Salafi leaders like Ibn al-Uthaymin, that the Salafis have been beset with extremes that should be dismissed as being ‘Salafi-like.’ These people, he argues, have adopted what is termed a ‘partisan methodology’ (manhaj ḥizbī) within a narrowly defined and uniform Salafi group, which divides from others on the basis of superficial differences or legitimate legal and creedal differences (for even the Predecessors differed on some matters of belief).33 Nonetheless, such interventions have not been frequent or adamant enough to temper a general trend of argumentation and disruption on the part of those who define themselves as Salafis. Hence, modern Salafism is beset with constant internal factionalization on various issues, at times theological, at times legal and methodological, with each group claiming that they are representing true Salafi thought in that field. Since the presumption is that only one opinion or way will be correct, it then becomes natural for there to be a competition between strands for authority and leadership, as will be demonstrated in a later part of this chapter – and indeed throughout the work.


1.3 Law


1.3.1 Shariʿa and Fiqh


The term ‘shariʿa,’ meaning ‘path,’ captures the importance Muslims place on Islamic law. This is because they believe that only by traversing this ‘path’ does one attain righteousness and piety. Muslims view the Shariʿa as a comprehensive legal system and code of ethics that embodies God’s infallible and immutable law, revealed to guide and govern their lives. It is primarily derived from the Qurʾan, and the precedent of the Prophet as recorded in the hadith literature; secondary sources include the consensus (ijmāʿ) of the Islamic scholarly community, scholarly interpretations (ijtihād), among others. Besides matters of ritual conduct (ʿibāda), Islamic law encompasses a wide range of legal areas, including criminal law, family law, commercial law, and even international law. Moreover, it regulates all aspects of individual and communal life, from personal behavior to political governance.34


It is important to note here that while the Shariʿa itself is God’s infallible and immutable law, fiqh denotes the human interpretation and approximation of God’s law. As such, it is fallible and susceptible to modification. This distinction not only highlights the difference between the law and its sources – as perceived by Muslim jurists – but also underscores the implicit assumption that the Shariʿa is not entirely self-evident. In fact, Muslims believe that God did not reveal the law itself but only the scripture containing indications (or indicants: adilla, sing. dalīl) of God’s intended law. After all, if scripture were self-evident, it would not be the source of law but the law itself, and as a consequence, there would be no need for interpretation since there would be nothing to interpret.35 So unless a dalīl is conclusive (qaṭʿī), it only serves as a guide for the jurist to infer what he thinks is a correct ruling for a particular case at hand. Therefore, fiqh – and the individual ruling it produces – is traditionally understood as the result of the juristic interpretation (ijtihād) of what the Shariʿa entails.


So the primary role of any qualified Muslim jurist (mujtahid), explains Wael Hallaq in The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law, is to identify the relevant adilla within the authentic sources of law and subsequently derive a normative rule that would fall into one of five distinct legal categories: (1) obligatory (wājib), (2) recommended (mandūb), (3) permissible (mubāh), (4) repugnant (makrūh), and (5) prohibited (harām).36 While the sources must be known with certainty, the legal conclusions drawn from them do not necessarily have to be more than probable. This is because Islamic jurisprudence – except in cases where the adilla are conclusive (qaṭʿī) – was dominated by probability. In fact, certainty and probability became the fundamental categories with which Muslim jurists approached every legal question, leading to the norm of juristic disagreement (ikhtilāf) in Islamic jurisprudence. Consequently, it was understood that not only could incorrect rulings occur but also that a plurality of different opinions would emerge for any given case. After all, one jurist’s inference is as good as that of another, as the two cardinal maxims state: ‘All qualified jurists (mujtahid) are correct,’ and ‘The mujtahid whose opinion is correct is rewarded twice [i.e., both for exercising his effort and for getting it right], while the mujtahid whose opinion is incorrect is rewarded only once [for his effort].’ Therefore, every ruling resulting from an individual ijtihād of a jurist is classified as being conjectural (ẓann) and not conclusive (qaṭʿī).37


Of course, most concede, in theory, that there can be only one correct ruling for a given case, regardless of whether the community of jurists knows which one it is. So, except for cases where there is juristic consensus (ijmāʿ) on a ruling, one opinion is considered superior to the others and is, therefore, chosen by a jurist (or his school) to be the authoritative ruling to be applied for a given case. This selection does not claim absolute certainty regarding the ruling but rather emphasizes its highest probability. This notion is particularly evident through their use of operative legal terms to describe their rulings, such as the relied-upon opinion (al-muʿtamad), the stronger opinion (al-aqwā), and the more correct opinion (al-aṣaḥḥ).


Aron Zysow, at the beginning of The Economy of Certainty, observes that Muslims from a very early period ‘came to treat the question of [legal] legitimacy along explicitly epistemological lines.’38 This is because, as with most legal systems, the Shariʿa does not offer resolutions to every legal question and leaves room for Muslim jurists (fuqahāʾ, sing. faqīh) to exercise their intellectual efforts (ijtihād) in order to make judgments. Consequently, this has resulted in numerous rulings (fatāwā, sing. fatwa) on a range of issues, culminating in the development of the science of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) and, with it, the schools of law (madhāhib, sing. madhhab), most notably the Ḥanafī, Mālikī, Shāfiʿī, and Ḥanbalī schools. These four schools of law have been understood by mainstream Sunni Muslims, from at least the tenth century, as all being equally valid attempts at interpreting the Shariʿa. Hence the default is that a Muslim should subscribe to one of these four schools (typically, the school that is predominant in his area or that his family follows).39


Salafis, like all other mainstream Muslim groups, consider Islamic law to be a necessary and crucial component of the religion. However, Salafis exhibit a spectrum of opinions regarding the proper methodology for interpreting Islamic law and the validity of certain principles of Islamic legal theory (uṣūl al-fiqh). This spectrum ranges from those who advocate adherence to one of the traditional legal schools to those who advocate breaking away from them.40 This division is rooted in a broader debate on the clarity of scripture and the permissibility of uncritical adherence (taqlīd) to a legal school (or scholar). These conflicting views have resulted in internal divisions among Salafis and set them apart, at least to some degree, from non-Salafi Sunnis.


As mentioned previously, a historical normative emerged in which the four schools of law (the madhhabs) were deemed to be the exclusive mechanism that a lay-Muslim had to resort to in order to follow the Shariʿa. The notion that these schools should be rigorously adhered to (taqlīd) became widespread, since it gave the perception of consistency and reliance on a large body of scholarship that spanned many regions and centuries. Salafism, on the other hand, conceives of this tradition, and of the schools of law, in a radically different manner. For those whose primary goal was to purify the religion and return to the original understanding of Islam as revealed to the Prophet and understood by the earliest generation, the school of law became a barrier, or even a deviation, to their pursuit. After all, there were no madhhabs in the time of the Prophet and the earliest generations, so what need is there for scholars to act as mediators when God has made clear what He intends in the Qurʾan and the Sunna? They assert that the words of a human scholar, regardless of their eminence or antiquity, should not – and do not – hold any weight in the absence of explicit evidence (dalīl) from the Qurʾan and Sunna. It is the Prophet of God alone who should be followed, not some fallible jurist with their subjective interpretation of the law.


Within this paradigm, the books of jurisprudence (fiqh), along with the more intricate, hermeneutically developed legal frameworks (uṣūl) that form the bedrock of traditional Islamic law, might be dismissed and bypassed in favor of going straight to the literal proof texts of the Qurʾan and hadith. Consequently, it is a norm among lay Salafis to challenge scholars who deliver a verdict on any opinion with the question, ‘What is the evidence (dalīl)?’ This question is at once empowering and debilitating: empowering because it seeks to provide lay individuals with direct access to the sacred sources themselves and debilitating due to the inherent challenge posed by the absence of the necessary methodological and hermeneutical training required to effectively analyze those sources and extract legal principles.


Salafis, at least in rhetoric if not in practice, tend to oppose taqlīd and, at times, the madhhabs as a whole. This critical stance toward taqlīd and madhhabs is, in fact, a typical stereotype associated with Salafis among non-Salafis. However, the level of opposition varies among Salafis themselves and has led to internal divisions among their ranks. Consequently, Salafis can broadly be divided into three factions: (1) soft-madhhabists, (2) critical-madhhabists, and (3) anti-madhhabists. The three greatest figureheads of Salafi scholarship of the past century best exemplify each of these factions: Ibn Bāz, Ibn al-Uthaymin, and – the famous Albanian hadith scholar from Jordan – Nasir al-Din al-Albānī, respectively.


The first faction, the soft-madhhabists, are those who follow a particular madhhab but are rhetorically anti-taqlīd. They would, in theory, be opposed to following a madhhab if it contradicts the proof text from scripture. Nonetheless, they concede that a lay Muslim should follow a madhhab as long as the individual is aware of the evidence (dalīl) for the position the madhhab advocates. This faction, along with their fellow critical-madhhabists, commonly displays a stronger affinity toward the Ḥanbalī – and, to a lesser extent, Shāfiʿī – school of law. Both of these schools rely more on a hadith-based approach in legal derivation, and the Ḥanbalī school in particular has always had a close association with the movement, as the next chapter will demonstrate. In contrast, the Ḥanafī school’s heavy reliance on transmitted opinions and juristic precedent does not resonate well with them. Ibn Bāz exemplifies this faction since, despite being a Ḥanbalī, he demonstrated his anti-taqlīd edge by issuing independent verdicts that deviated from the accepted Ḥanbalī madhhab (such as his following Ibn Taymiyya’s opinion on the triple-divorce opinion).41 He claimed that it was best to follow a madhhab but that if stronger evidence was found outside the school, it would be permissible for a qualified jurist to leave that school.


The second faction, the critical-madhhabists, are those who, despite adhering to a madhhab, retain their anti-taqlīd stance not just in rhetoric – unlike their fellow soft-madhhabists – but also oftentimes in practice. They live up to their claim that the strong dalīl supersedes the teachings of a madhhab by, at times, adopting opinions outside their respective madhhab that they feel are better substantiated by the textual evidence from scripture. Ibn al-Uthaymin serves as an emblematic figure within this faction – his overall teaching was through the Ḥanbalī school, but he frequently departed from that school if he felt that evidence from the hadith was sounder. He authored a renowned commentary of the classical Ḥanbalī legal text, Zād al-Mustaqniʿ (The Provision of the Seeker) by Mūsā al-Ḥajjāwī (d. 968/1561),42 but in the commentary would regularly champion positions that the text did not, claiming that the ‘evidence’ indicated that the Ḥanbalī school was incorrect in its position.43


The third faction, the anti-madhhabists, vehemently opposes adherence to the madhhabs and advocates for the abandonment of taqlīd in favor of direct engagement (ijtihād) with the textual evidence found in the Qurʾan and hadith. This faction, primarily identified with al-Albānī and his brand of Salafism, contends that taqlīd obstructs the intellectual development and genuine understanding of Muslims regarding the foundations of Islamic law. They argue that blind adherence to the madhhabs has led Muslims astray from the authentic teachings of the Prophet, resulting in confusion, religious innovations (bidʿa), and disunity within the Muslim community. The anti-madhhabists even claim that the founders of the madhhabs would themselves have altered their opinions had they been aware of the evidence and proofs (dalīls) presented by this faction. Consequently, they believe that Islamic law is in need of purification from the madhhabs – a traditionalist barrier that impedes and obscures the true teachings of Islam. They maintain that this purification can be achieved by directly examining the primary sources – the Qurʾan and hadith literature – and by independently verifying the scriptural authenticity of legal rulings. Some among them argued, and many tacitly fell into, the notion that individuals can arrive at correct rulings without the need for extensive scholarly interpretation, which they view as fallible, subjective, and a source of uncertainty and deviation. Hence, for them, the application of the simple and apparent literal meaning of scripture took precedence over the study of hermeneutics and the science of usūl al-fiqh.


Although it has been said that the anti-madhhabist stance of al-Albānī may have been influenced by figures such as Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb, and the literalist approach of the Ẓāhirī school of law44 – famously championed by the Andalusian scholar ʿAlī b. Ḥazm (d. 456/1064) – it represents a relatively recent development within the broader Islamic intellectual history. This is because although all these figures displayed anti-taqlīd tendencies to varying degrees, they did not reject the madhhabs entirely and held sentiments more aligned with the madhhabists and critical-madhhabists. Ibn Taymiyya, for instance, was a Ḥanbalī who frequently referenced the four madhhabs in his legal discussions and did not prohibit taqlīd for the layperson. Even a regular scholar was permitted to perform taqlīd with an exception for matters where the evidence is demonstrably clear that the madhhab’s position contradicts scripture.45 Similarly, Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb was a faithful adherent to the Ḥanbalī madhhab. There have, of course, also been scholars who adopted a semi-independent approach to fiqh, seeking to derive Islamic rulings directly from the textual evidence of scripture – primarily from the hadith literature – without considering the transmitted rulings of the madhhabs. Prominent Yemeni scholars such as Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Sanʿānī (d. 1182/1768) and Muḥammad b. ʿAlī al-Shawkānī (d. 1834), who based their fiqh on hadith, exemplify this approach, and they are to some degree precursors of al-Albānī’s anti-madhhabist stance. They did not, however, entirely undo Islamic law from madhhabs; their works demonstrate an affinity to comparative fiqh by weighing the positions of one school over another in relation to scriptural evidence.


However, unlike any of these figures – who displayed varying degrees of anti-taqlīd tendencies – al-Albānī vehemently rejected taqlīd of the madhhabs with an unprecedented harshness and confidence in his methodology. He refused to follow any scholar or madhhab besides the Prophet. He stated:


Those who are called Wahhabis, they are Ḥanbalīs… as for me, I refused to be Ḥanafī, therefore I will also refuse to be called a Ḥanbalī. Because when I affiliated [myself] with the Messenger of God, blessings and peace be upon him, it has sufficed me from all other affiliations. I worship God alone, and I follow Muhammad alone. God has no partner in worship, and Muhammad has no partner in following.46


This refusal to be labeled as Ḥanafī or Ḥanbalī stemmed from his belief there is a dichotomy between the true teachings of Islam as embodied within the Qurʾan and Sunna – as recorded in the authentic hadith collections – and the deviant beliefs found within the fallible opinions of the madhhabs. By stating that he worships God alone and follows Muhammad alone, he implies that adhering to a madhhab and engaging in taqlīd constitutes a type of potential rejection of the Prophet’s Sunna – a charge rarely levied by any other scholar, Salafi or otherwise.47 Al-Albānī’s stance towards taqlīd and his position of being anti-madhhab became extremely popular globally with the spread of his sermons on audio cassettes, so much so that modern Salafism in most parts of the world is largely associated with al-Albānī’s stance on the madhabs.


Consequently, of the three Salafi legal strands, the one advocated by al-Albānī and his followers is the one that has brought about the most vehement opposition, especially as the wordings used by him and his followers in their critique of taqlīd has led to accusations that they have advocated legal anarchy. Throughout history, Muslims have relied upon scholars and the scholarly class (ʿulamāʾ) in matters of religious understanding, due to their expertise. Within the traditionalist paradigm, it is inconceivable for a lay Muslim, without requisite legal training, to challenge a scholar and demand the textual evidence (dalīl) for an issued ruling, choosing instead to independently engage with the scriptural proof text themselves. Hence, those wishing to bypass the tradition and the madhhabs in favor of going directly to the Qurʾan and Sunna would be seen as committing a ‘Protestant error’48 and are likened to a non-qualified patient questioning a professional physician’s treatment and diagnosis based on their own internet research about the appropriate course of action. Salafis of the al-Albānī persuasion are, nevertheless, dependent on the interpretive control of scholars who they insist must be followed.49


The Salafi insistence on not ‘blindly following’ one of the schools of law but rather the evidence results in the rather ironic reality – as detractors of the movement note – of Salafis invariably following a scholar or scholars whom they view as having followed the evidence: i.e., doing exactly what followers of the existing legal schools do.


1.3.2 Sunna and Bidʿa


One aspect that is salient in all three trends mentioned above is a strict adherence to the Prophetic Sunna and an aversion to adding – or tampering with – the rituals of the faith. Salafism is associated (critics would use the term ‘obsessed’) with its attempt at eradicating blameworthy religious innovation (bidʿa). Of course, at some level, all mainstream Muslims seek to condemn actions that are properly deemed to be such innovations. This is based on various warnings attributed to the Prophet, such as the narration in Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim which is routinely recited in most Friday sermons around the globe: ‘the worst of matters are introduced novelties (muḥdathāt), and every innovation (bidʿa) is an error (ḍalāla).’50 Hence, it is not in the rejection of ‘innovation’ per se that Muslims differ as much as in the definition of what constitutes a reprehensible innovation.


For most non-Salafi schools, some types of innovation are acceptable – those known as ‘praiseworthy innovations’ (bidʿa ḥasana) – whereas others are reprehensible. Taking a well-established practice, and fine-tuning it, or specifying a time or place for a ritual, would not typically be considered a reprehensible innovation. Examples of this would include singing praises of the Prophet on his birthday (mawlid), or devotees gathering at a mosque or house and chanting invocations in a particular manner (group dhikr). The fact that the earliest generations did not celebrate the birthday of the Prophet is not relevant: since showing love to the Prophet is a matter of faith, and singing devotional poetry is an established practice, it makes sense for later generations to organically adopt and fine-tune mainstream concepts and participate in such celebratory gatherings. An innovation would only be reprehensible, according to most non-Salafi schools, if a completely alien concept or ritual were to be introduced into the faith (for example, the claim that the daily prayers should be done with music).


For Salafis, on the other hand, all ritualistic innovations are, by default, reprehensible and must be rejected. If a religious practice is not sanctioned in the Qurʾan or the Sunna and was not done by the earliest generations, it should be rejected as an evil innovation: there is no such thing as a ‘praiseworthy innovation’ (bidʿa ḥasana). Hence, the very act of celebrating the Prophet’s birthday is a reprehensible innovation since it was not done by the first generations.51 Likewise, group dhikrs, which are a staple part of almost all non-Salafi religious gatherings, become problematic as well.


Such a cautious attitude applies only to acts that are religious in nature; hence, technological ‘innovations’ such as computers and cell phones would not be issues of contention.52 Salafis have absolutely no problems with technology. In fact, in the last few decades, they have, by all accounts, excelled and surpassed other groups in the usage of modern technology in propagating their opinions (a simple search on Google of almost any Islamic topic will bring up Salafi responses far more than other trends). However, some activities that might be treated as non-religious in common understanding are classified as religious by Salafis and hence subject to the same prohibitions. An example of this is celebrations: the majority of Salafis view all celebrations as being religious in nature and hence consider personal celebrations like birthdays, anniversaries, and commemorative days like Mother’s Day to be an innovation.53


1.4 Spirituality


It is a common trope that Salafism is contrasted as the ‘other’ vis-à-vis the Islamic mystical tradition of Sufism (taṣawwuf in Arabic).54 From scholarly treatises to online debates, the constant back and forth between these two strands is a hallmark of intra-Muslim polemics – so much so that even lay Muslims are acutely aware of the bitter rivalry between them.


This has led some to assume that Salafis are opposed to spirituality as a whole. However, this is not strictly accurate and is not how Salafis themselves view it. Salafis are generally opposed to the methods and philosophy underpinning Sufi spirituality and mysticism, but not the actual notion of spirituality itself.55 Just like all other Muslims, they affirm spirituality as being a part of the Qurʾanic notion of purification (tazkiya) and the Prophetic concept of spiritual excellence (iḥsān). In fact, they often write and teach on the topic of ‘purification of the heart.’ Perhaps it might be more accurate to state that Salafis are not opposed to spirituality but to mysticism – which for the Sufis are one and the same. Hence, in order to understand the nuanced nature of the Salafi conception of spirituality and how it fundamentally differs from Sufi mysticism, we will briefly summarize Sufism and its key tenets before examining Salafism’s response to it.


Sufism refers to the broad tradition of Islamic mysticism and has a controversial history, even among those who claim to adhere to its ideal. It can even be argued that the term itself is as contentious as ‘Salafism,’ with rival claimants to both its title and its principles. It emphasizes the inward search for God and the attainment of spiritual closeness or union (jamʿ)56 with the divine. The Sufi mystical tradition is characterized by a particular worldview – influenced by Gnostic57 and Neoplatonic thoughts58 – in which the soul is viewed as having a divine origin and, hence, of higher importance than the body. The soul, being directly created by God Himself, is what will eventually return to Him, but only after its sojourn in the temporal world, imprisoned, as it were, in the physical body. The goal of Sufism is to protect the purity of the soul from the corruption of the body and the material world. In doing so, it aims to expedite the eventual reunification (jamʿ) of the soul with the Divine as perfectly and swiftly as possible, realized through the annihilation of the soul in God (fanāʿ fī Allāh). This notion is encapsulated in the doctrine of the ‘unity of being’ (waḥdat al-wujūd), wherein God is seen as the only ‘ontologically real’ existent. The meaning of this doctrine is highly debated both within and without the Sufi tradition, with some maintaining the union to be merely experiential (trying to maintain a monotheist dichotomy between the Creator and His creation), while others believe it to be existential and ontological (subscribing to a monistic cosmology, wherein God alone really exists).59


Regardless of the exact nature of this reunion, Sufis generally believe that the way that it is achieved is by means of receiving spiritual guidance from a master (murshid) – or more colloquially, a Sufi shaykh – who has already achieved such a status, in a supposedly unbroken chain of spiritual authorization leading back to the Prophet himself.60 Under the guidance of the master, the initiate (murīd) undergoes a continual series of spiritual exercises and rituals that allow the soul to journey from one spiritual station (maqām) to another until it reaches the ultimate goal of reunification and annihilation in God. Consequently, joining a specific Sufi order (ṭarīqa), in which this mystical path is clearly delineated, becomes a common Sufi practice. This often entails pledging allegiance (bayʿa) to the spiritual leader (shaykh) of the order, adhering to a strict regimen of worship and spiritual purification as taught by the shaykh, and desiring to experience mystical states (aḥwāl, sing. ḥāl) that facilitate the soul’s journey. And since Sufism is concerned with mystical experiences that can only be bestowed by the Sufi master, there is an emphasis on the role and miracles (karāmāt) of saints (awliyāʿ) and on the persona of the Prophet himself. This also translates into a heavy emphasis on being in the presence of a Sufi master, who is presumed to possess some inherent blessings or powers bestowed on them by God, and which perpetuate even after their death, making their tombs exude a holiness that is conducive to one’s spiritual betterment. Sufism is also associated with various rituals and practices that are unique to them, such as their distinctive methods of remembering God (dhikr).


Salafis find all of the aforementioned mystical notions and practices problematic. They believe that true spirituality is manifested in a state of God-consciousness (taqwā), which is achieved by a strict adherence to the sacred law (Shariʿa). Such adherence, contrary to Sufi beliefs, does not require a spiritual guide. In fact, believing that certain people are inherently holy and pious opens the door to extreme veneration of people – a notion that Salafism is completely averse to. According to the Salafis, the first steps to idolatry (shirk) are couched in saint-veneration. Hence, even the Prophet of God himself should only be respected insofar as he is the ultimate human guide to understanding who God is and how to worship Him. Unlike Christians, whose equation of Jesus with God is considered polytheism in most Islamic thought, Muslims should take care in not exaggerating the status of the Prophet himself or blurring the boundaries between creation and the Creator. Salafis, as a whole, eschew the mystical terminology associated with the soul’s alleged journey on to God and completely reject the concept of annihilation (fanāʿ) within the divine. Monism (ittiḥād), in particular, as understood in the reality of the doctrine of the unity of being, is viewed as an ultimate form of heresy (kufr), because it erases all distinction – which for Salafis is an absolute and necessary condition for true monotheism (tawḥīd) – between God and His creation. For the Salafis, the real spiritual goal is thus the proper worship of God and not the (re)unification (jamʿ) of the soul with divine essence.61 Hence, spirituality is automatically achieved via adherence to the Prophetic practice – and not via innovated practices and beliefs.


Salafis do not deny the existence of pious people or saints (awliyāʿ). However, for them, only God knows who these saints are and, as such, they do not and cannot dispense any blessings nor do they have any intercessory powers. Consequently, the graves of saints are not to be venerated or visited with any rituals special to them.62 Even the grave of the Prophet is not intended as a place of visitation. Ibn Taymiyya (in)famously issued a verdict (fatwā) claiming that traveling to visit the grave of the Prophet was a religious innovation (bidʿa) and that the journey to the city of the Prophet should be done with the express purpose of praying in the blessed mosque of the Prophet and not with the purpose of venerating his grave.63 Salafism thus stresses that the Prophet is a divinely appointed role model to emulate, not a manifestation of the divine on earth.


This distinction leads to one of the most recognizable points of contention between Salafis and Sufis: the question of the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday (mawlid). For Sufis, the answer is obvious: anything that shows love for the Prophet is inherently praiseworthy, for how can God not be pleased with those who express genuine love for His most favored creation? However, for Salafis, such a celebration is an evil heretical innovation (bidʿa), imported from Christianity and lacking any real basis in the practice of the earliest of generations of Pious Predecessors (salaf) themselves.


It is not only the practice of celebrating the birthday that Salafis find reproachable, but also activities associated with it. Among those practices deemed problematic is the recitation of the Qasīdat al-Burda (Ode of the Mantle), a renowned poem authored by the Egyptian Sufi master Muḥammad b. Saʿīd al-Būṣīrī (d. c. 694/1294). This poem is arguably the most famous Arabic poem ever composed as an expression of love for the Prophet and is regularly recited in many Sufi gatherings throughout the year. Yet Salafis consider this poem a textbook example of excessive veneration leading to kufr and shirk. According to them, the poem is guilty of attributing to the Prophet divine-like attributes and qualities exclusive to God alone.


However, the harshest criticism that the Salafis reserve for the Sufis (and for Shiʿa) is regarding the highly contentious practice of invoking God through the rank of the Prophet (tawassul) and of seeking assistance and invoking the Prophet or saints directly (istighātha).64 Tawassul is an extremely common Sufi practice that involves asking God by the status and rights of the Prophet (typically by saying, ‘O God, grant me such-and-such by the rank of the Prophet’). Ibn Taymiyya famously wrote an entire treatise claiming that not only was this an evil innovation (bidʿa), it was also a potential stepping-stone to extreme veneration of a created being and hence a pathway to idolatry (shirk).65 Since tawassul entails ultimately asking God – albeit through the status of a created being – Salafis do not consider it to be idolatry in and of itself. The same cannot be said, however, of the practice of ‘praying to’ the saints (istigātha).


For Salafis, supplicating to other than God for one’s needs is essentially the same as idolatry (shirk). Hence, the common practice of standing in front of the grave of the Prophet (or any saint) and asking him directly for one’s needs is viewed not merely as an innovation, but as tantamount to idolatry – the only unforgivable sin in Islam. Many Salafis accuse those Sufis who practice istighātha of being actual pagans (mushrikūn, sing. mushrik) or of being one step shy of paganism (shirk). Salafis draw a parallel between the Sufi practice of invoking the Prophet and the Christian invocation of Jesus, asserting that both actions contradict the fundamental essence of monotheism (tawḥīd). Historically, some Salafis (like the Wahhabi movement, further discussed in section 3.1.2 below) have gone as far as excommunicating (takfīr) Sufis and engaging in military conflict with them due to this practice. In response, Sufis view Salafis as being devoid of any genuine love for the Prophet and as being dogmatic in the application of the letter of the law while forgetting its spirit. For the Sufis, invoking the Prophet is not the same as the Christian invocation of Jesus for the simple fact that the Sufi recognizes that the Prophet is a mortal, and invoking him is merely done because God loves him, and not because the Prophet is presumed to be divine or the son of God. Sufis argue in this regard, as Muḥammad b. ʿAlawī al-Mālikī al-Ḥasanī (d. 2005) wrote: ‘The people only request them [the saints] to be a means unto their Lord in fulfilling what they seek from Allah; it is He, the Exalted, who fulfills the need as a result of their intercession, supplication, and entreaties.’66 Sufis would argue that asking the dead (istighatha) is, in such an instance, a type of tawassul in its essence and hence cannot be considered idolatry.


It is important to point out that the tension between Salafism and Sufism is not as simplistic as portrayed here. This section merely summarizes the modern reality and tension between these two strands. Historically, the relationship has been more nuanced, and figures like Ibn Taymiyya and in particular his luminary student Ibn Qayyim, were more open to aspects of Sufism than later figures like Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb. In particular, Ibn Qayyim’s seminal work Madārij al-Sālikīn (The Ranks of the Divine Seekers) can be viewed as a proto-Salafi attempt to reclaim Sufism and recast it in a Taymiyyan form67 – something that the later Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb did not attempt to do.


Furthermore, it has been argued from within Salafism in the West that, despite the importance placed in the religion on spiritual rectitude,68 their group has suffered from being, in the words of one of the preachers of Salafism in America, Jamaal al-Din Zarabozo, ‘divided, fighting, bickering, following their desires and so forth…[hence they] themselves are solely in need of a reminder concerning the purification of the soul and the true way to achieve that purification.’ He further adds, ‘Some of the Ahl al-Sunna [namely the Salafis] have a tendency to concentrate on other essential matters (such as academic matters of belief, fiqh [jurisprudence], the grading of hadith and so forth) while failing to also concentrate on the question of purification of the soul.’69 This type of internal concern is one that can be taken seriously, as it seems to be aimed at raising the standards of the group. It also speaks to something of a crisis that Salafi activists have perhaps yet to fully address in their works and speeches.


1.5 Political Activism and Jihad


One of the most contested notions between various strands of modern Salafis is the ideal relationship Salafis should have with their Muslim rulers and government and the mechanism of political engagement with the state. As with all matters, Salafis believe that religion must inform their methodology in politics and that they need to look to the texts of the Qurʾan, the hadith, and the actions of the Pious Predecessors in order to obtain the political methodology that is most pleasing to God. Of course, which texts are chosen, how they are interpreted, and which early role models are invoked, is where and how differences occur. The question of political engagement has proved to be the most controversial in the modern Salafi movement, not least because of the vast spectrum of Muslim governments.


It is possible to divide the current Salafi movement’s attitude toward politics into five broad categories: (1) apolitical, (2) soft-loyalist, (3) dogmatic-loyalist, (4) activist, and (5) militant. The Salafis of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia provide a fascinating example of this division and the impact it has had on Salafi unity. Of course, these categories are fluid and part of a continuum – there are overlapping areas and contested notions within each part of this spectrum. Nonetheless, these five divisions serve as useful milestones for understanding this phenomenon.


In the mid-1990s these five divisions clearly manifested in competing factions within the Kingdom, with independent ideologues leading each one of them. Every splinter claimed to be upon the correct understanding of Islam and accused the others of deviation. The split was extremely polemical and – due to the central nature of the Kingdom – affected all Salafi movements around the globe. The catalyst that caused these fault lines to appear was the Kingdom’s alliance with the United States during the Gulf Wars of the early 1990s and the subsequent American invasions of Iraq. Since this topic will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3, only a brief overview will be provided here.


On one side of the spectrum, a primary strand of Salafis felt that the ideal Muslim should eschew political involvement to the greatest extent possible since politics corrupted the soul and tainted one’s purity in the eyes of God. For them, Salafism is manifested in its theological beliefs and strict adherence to the Sunna: it is these factors that God loves and through which He grants salvation. It makes no sense, therefore, to taint that salvation by getting involved in the mundane matters of this world. This stance was popularized by the Jordanian strand of Salafism associated with al-Albānī, arguably the most influential Salafi cleric of his time. Al-Albānī’s stance of not meeting politicians and remaining aloof from global politics in general shaped his followers’ political participation, or lack thereof, around the world. Many Salafi organizations throughout the Muslim and Western world today are influenced by this strand and could be classified as apolitical. This strand minimized political engagement, but this did not mean that they never commented on global affairs or refrained from showing support to a particular Muslim country or leader. More precisely, the focus for this strand was never politics: the teachings of Islam were to be spread via propagation (daʿwa), purification (taṣfiya), and education (tarbiya). Al-Albānī famously remarked, ‘Establish an Islamic State in your heart, and it shall be established for you in your lands.’70


Moving one degree along our spectrum, another strand felt that it was religiously praiseworthy to express loyalty to the rulers as long as those rulers allowed clerics to preach the faith. Hence, public criticism of the rulers was religiously prohibited because such criticism resulted in potential chaos and even civil war.71 This strand was most famously manifested in the senior Saudi clergy and the office of the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia, Ibn Bāz. When the decision was made to allow American troops access to the Kingdom during the first Gulf War, the Mufti supported this decision and warned against voices that were critical of the king. While this group disdained public criticism of the rulers, they too did not emphasize political attitudes as part of propagating Islam.


This support for the rulers proved to be a catalyst for the breaking away of another strand: the Ṣaḥwa movement (Awakening), led by a younger generation of clerics such as Safar al-Ḥawalī and Salman al-ʿOudah. This strand, while not rebelling against the king, was openly critical of the ruler’s unchecked authority. They interpreted Islamic teachings as sanctioning a level of accountability for the rulers and providing the people with the freedom to criticize and participate in shaping government policy. The Ṣaḥwa movement proved to be especially popular among the youth, eventually leading to a confrontation and clampdown by the authorities. Almost all the icons of this movement were jailed or forced into exile, but their ideology continues to live on.


In response, an even more radical pro-government movement emerged, in which fierce loyalty to the ruler became a mark of piety, and any hint of criticism was deemed a deviation. The most iconic figure of this strand was a professor at the Islamic University of Madinah, Rabīʿ b. Hādī al-Madkhalī, and this strand became notorious for enacting McCarthyite witch-hunts against opponents merely for having been seen with people from other strands. An entire phenomenon was created and named after him; a ‘Madkhalī’ is someone whose fidelity to the faith is marked by one’s associations with only pro-government Muslims (who were described as being ‘of sound methodology,’ or with the catchphrase: ‘on the manhaj’). Any hint of being ‘soft’ with people from other strands betrayed an internal religious corruption that must be warned against.


The final strand on our list viewed all the previous strands as being too quietist and pacifist. Believing that the Islamic doctrine of jihad applied in the current context, this strand resorted to militancy and outright war in order to achieve its goals (hence, the term Jihadi-Salafi commonly used to describe this trend). Militant groups like Al-Qaeda and Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) may be viewed as examples of this strand, and due to the high profiles of these organizations, a very public and visible linkage was created between Salafism and the notion of jihad.72 But the topic of jihad is not a notion exclusive to Salafism, and as a Qurʾanic term, it is a recognized part of Islamic law according to mainstream Islam. The split between Jihadi-Salafis and other Salafis is with respect to the permissibility of engaging in jihad in the current context. Most Muslims and mainstream Salafis view jihad as a legitimate part of the religion. However, they restrict it as something that can only be declared by a legitimate Muslim government and against a legitimate threat or enemy. In the absence of either or both conditions, jihad remains a theoretical concept rather than a practical reality for the vast majority of Muslims. The Jihadi-Salafi movement fundamentally disagrees with mainstream Islam on this issue. We shall have much more to say on this strand – the entirety of Chapter 5 is dedicated to their ideas and history.


This is an intentionally simplified summary. Many factors must be considered when accounting for each group and their ideas comprehensively, such as the influences of the Muslim Brotherhood and jihadist thought. We’ll explore these factors and others in more depth in subsequent chapters.


1.6 Typology and Categorization of Modern Salafi Strands


Salafis exhibit substantial internal diversity with regards to a number of key issues, adopting different and often contradictory interpretations on matters of law, politics, and jihad, among other things. Consequently, this has led to the emergence of multiple competing factions within Salafism, each group claiming to be the legitimate, pure, and ‘true’ Salafism while denouncing all others as adherents to unorthodox and heretical beliefs (bidʿa). It has become a hallmark of Salafism to factionalize to the extent that what separates these factions is treated as more significant than what unites them. Even categorizing different types of Salafism is highly subjective, often revealing more about the classifier’s presumptions about Salafism than the features of the tendencies they are trying to define. While scholars have made numerous attempts over the last twenty-five years to identify and explain the fundamental characteristics of Salafism,73 we’ll explore three of the most influential typologies in the next section.


1.6.1 Analysis and Critique of Previous Salafi Typologies: Wiktorowicz, Pall, and Wagemakers


In his 2006 paper, ‘Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,’74 the American political scientist Quintan Wiktorowicz introduces one of the earliest systematic classifications that served as a template for all other subsequent Salafi typologies. Wiktorowicz argues that Salafis should be divided primarily based on their attitude toward politics and political engagement. According to him, to be a Salafi is to essentially adhere to three primary beliefs: (1) a strict understanding of the Oneness of God (tawḥīd), (2) the belief that the Qurʾan and Sunna are the exclusive sources for human guidance, and (3) a general aversion to the application of human reason or desire in religious matters. Beyond this, and especially in their attitude toward politics and political engagement, Salafis can diverge sharply. This division, Wiktorowicz argues, is due to the ‘inherent subjective nature of applying religion to new issues and problems,’75 especially in regard to contemporary politics.


As such, Wiktorowciz divides Salafis into three major factions: (1) purists, (2) politicos, and (3) jihadis. The purists, Wiktorowicz argues, are those who emphasize nonviolent methods for implementing the Salafi creed through propagation (da’wa), purification (tazkiya), and education (tarbiya). They see politics as a diversion that leads to deviancy and ‘discourages activism of any kind, even under conditions of repression.’76 Wiktorowciz includes in this category figures like al-Albānī, Ibn Bāz, Ibn al-Uthaymin, and Rabīʿ al-Madkhalī, all of whom are known to have rejected peaceful political resistance of governments through parties or organizations. In contrast, the politicos are distinguished by Wicktorowciz as those who engage in politics through activism and discourse. They are characterized by the rise of a new and younger generation of politically astute scholars critical of the (elder) purists’ perceived negligence and ignorance of national and, especially, international politics. They instead seek to apply ‘the Salafi creed to the political arena, which they view as particularly important because it dramatically impacts social justice and the right of God alone to legislate.’77 This faction, also identified with the Ṣaḥwa movement, is represented by clerics like Safar al-Ḥawalī and Salman al-ʿOudah. The members of the third and final category, the jihadis, explains Wiktorowicz, do not stop at merely being critical of political regimes like the politicos but believe in taking ‘a more militant position and argue that the current context calls for violence and revolution.’78 The most infamous examples included in this category are the Jordanian jihadist Abū Musʿab al-Zarqawi (d. 2006), Osama bin Laden (d. 2011), and the Al-Qaeda movement he founded.
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Figure 1.0 Wicktorowicz’s Salafi Typology







Although Wicktorowicz’s categorization is quite influential and has broadly been accepted by many academics writing on Salafism, it has several key problems. Zoltan Pall, a Hungarian scholar of Salafism, leveled one critique while positing his own alternative typology. Firstly, Pall points out that Wicktorowicz’s categories are tied to a specific ‘sociopolitical context at a certain point in time,’79 namely modern-day Saudi Arabia, and thus fail to adequately capture the dynamic and evolving nature of the global and transnational Salafi movement. Secondly, Wiktorowicz’s categories are too rigid and clear-cut to accurately reflect the complexity of Salafis in actual practice. Pall provides an example of ʿAbd al-Rahmān al-Nuʿaymī, a Qatari political Salafi, who claimed to have the same ideological views as Bin Laden while at the same time defining himself as part of the Ṣaḥwa movement with plans to participate in the elections in Qatar.80 Al-Nuʿaymī, as per Wiktorowicz’s typology, could be classified as belonging to both the politicos (the Ṣaḥwa movement) and the jihadis (Bin Laden) – and not exclusively to one or the other as Wiktorowicz’s rigid classification would propose. Thirdly, and most importantly, Pall believes that Wiktorowicz’s classification is incomplete because it neglects the theological debate on the obedience towards the ruler (ḥakim) that underlies and motivates the activity, political and otherwise, of all Salafis. The theological beliefs and interpretations of Salafis regarding the authority of rulers are crucial in shaping their attitudes toward politics and political engagement and thus cannot be ignored. For instance, the reasons why al-Albānī refused political participation are markedly different from those of Ibn Bāz and the establishment of Saudi Salafism.


Pall offers a refined version of Wiktorowicz’s typology to account for these nuances within Salafism. He proposes primarily dividing Salafis into two factions based on their stance on the theological debate of obedience to the ruler. The two main factions are the purists, who obey the rulers unconditionally, and the harakis (activists), who refuse to do so. Each faction is then further subdivided into two groups based on how they apply this creed, what Pall calls ‘preference.’81 The members of the first faction, the purists, are split into purists-rejectionists and politico-purists. Purist-rejectionists (Wiktorowicz’s purists) reject political participation altogether, do not permit public criticism of the ruler, and only allow for giving secret advice (nasīḥa sirriya). Examples included in this subgroup are figures like al-Albānī and Rabīʿ al-Madkhalī. On the other hand, politico-purists (or purist-politically oriented, as Pall calls it) are those purists who see political participation, with the permission of the ruler, as another platform for da’wa and propagation of ‘pure’ Islam.82 Ibn Bāz is an example of this subgroup.


The second faction, the harakis, is divided by Pall into politicos and jihadis. Politicos (Wiktorowicz’s politicos) are those who not only permit public criticism of the ruler but also seek to achieve change in the realm of politics via peaceful reform and various forms of political participation. Figures such as Salman al-ʿOudah, together with the Ṣaḥwa movement and the Haraka al-Salafiyya (a Kuwaiti Salafi movement), are examples of this sub-orientation. The second sub-faction of harakis, the jihadis (Wiktorowicz’s jihadis), are those who ‘believe that removing secular regimes and imposing Islamic legislation could happen only through armed jihad.’83 Figures such as Bin Laden would be included in this camp. It should be noted here that although Pall initially categorized jihadis as a second subset of the harakis along with the politicos, he later amended them – and rightfully so – as a separate (third) faction in their own right.84 This amendment is justified as it accurately reflects the fact that jihadis are not always closer to politicos than they are to purists. In practice, jihadis may come from a political background as much as a purist one since the political isolationism of purists can sometimes lead to radicalization. Hence, Pall’s amendment of jihadis as a separate third faction provides a more accurate typology of Salafis in practice.
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Figure 1.1 Pall’s Salafi Typology







Joas Wagemakers, in an article published in 2016 entitled ‘Revisiting Wiktorowicz,’ expands upon Pall’s typology.85 While he agrees with Pall’s basic framework and definition (adopted from Wicktorowicz) of using politics as a yardstick to divide Salafis, he argues that Pall’s categories (and subcategories) were still too broad to account for the diversity and differences within each Salafi faction sufficiently. And since there are only three positions on which one can be divided on the basis of politics, namely: apolitical, political, and anti-political (as implicit within Wicktorowicz’s own template), Wagemakers too divides Salafis into three primary branches (what he later calls ‘Wiktorowicz with a Twist’).86 These are (1) quietists (apolitical), (2) politicos (political), and (3) jihadis (anti-political). Each branch is then further subdivided into smaller groups to reflect internal differences and diversity.


First, Wagemakers prefers the term quietist (as in ‘politically quietist’) to purist, stating that being ‘purist’ does not say anything about Salafis’ attitudes toward politics, especially since all Salafis see themselves as bearers of the pure and pristine Islam as it was originally revealed. Hence, ‘quietists’ would be a more accurate term for Wiktorowicz and Pall’s purists – those characterized by political quietism in favor of preaching and propagating Salafism. Wagemakers here notes that being a quietist does not mean that they do not have political opinions or never comment on political issues.87 Rather, it means that they believe these views should be expressed privately in religious terms or as discreet advice to the rulers. But if this is the case, quietists can hardly be called apolitical, for the private advice that some of them offer to the rulers is itself a political act. Not only that, by virtue of being quietists, they are supporting a political status quo, essentially making them political. And although Wagemakers himself contends with these points – he argues that accepting them would make it virtually impossible to apply the term political to Salafis – to illustrate the varying attitudes of quietists themselves, he subdivides them into three sub-factions: aloofists, loyalists, and propagandists. The first sub-faction, the aloofists, are those Salafis who stay entirely aloof from politics altogether and maintain a certain independence to and from the ruler. They believe that society is not yet ready for genuine Islamic political action and that politics inherently involves compromises that could corrupt the purity of their faith. The most prominent figure from this trend is al-Albānī. The second sub-faction, the loyalists, are those quietists who share the aloofists’ rejection of political engagement but believe that they can (or should) show loyalty and support to the ruler and the regime’s policies by justifying them whenever asked. Such support for the ruler stems from a genuine sense of loyalty or, to the contrary, fear of the regime itself. This sub-faction includes figures such as Ibn Bāz and Ibn al-Uthaymin. The third sub-faction of quietists consists of the propagandists, those whose support for the ruler almost becomes a tenet of faith. And due to this extreme loyalty and reverence, they not only actively propagate support and obedience towards the ruler but also fiercely denounce the more politicized Salafi critics of the regime. The propagandists are often called ‘Jāmīs’ or ‘Madhkhalīs’ because of their ties to figures such as Muḥammad b. Amān al-Jāmī (d. 1996) and Rabīʿ al-Madkhalī, respectively.


The second branch of Salafis Wagemakers distinguishes is the politicos (Wiktorowiciz’s politicos and Pall’s harakis). They distinguish themselves from the quietists not only by their belief in the correctness of political involvement but also by having more sophisticated views regarding (international) politics. Politicos, too, are not homogenous and are thus subdivided into two sub-groups: politicians and activists. Politicians are those who actively engage in elections, political debates, and parliamentary politics. Examples included in this subgroup are various Salafi political parties across Kuwait, Lebanon, and Egypt. Wagemakers, however, notes that some of those involved in this subgroup engage in politics only so far as they wish to use parliament to propagate their version of Islam. This would essentially make them Pall’s purist-politicos. On the other hand, the second sub-faction of politicos, the activists, do not engage in parliamentary politics but are instead active in demonstrations, political discourse, or societal activism. Examples included in this group are Salman al-ʿOudah, Safar al-Ḥawalī, and the Ṣaḥwa movement in Saudi Arabia, and Jamʿiyyat al-Kitāb wa-l-Sunna (The Book and Sunna Association) in Jordan.


Following Wiktorowciz and Pall, jihadis constitute the third and final branch of Wagemaker’s classification. He defines them ‘as those Salafis who believe in solving intra-Muslim problems of supposed apostasy of rulers and allegedly un-Islamic legislation through revolutionary (and often global) jihad.’88 He is, however, sure to point out that all Salafis see jihad (at least on a theological and conceptual level) as an integral part of Islam. So, what differentiates jihadis from other Salafis is not if they support jihad but rather what type of jihad they support. Whereas all ‘Salafis support classical jihad, with its strong roots in Islamic law, they are vehemently against the overthrow[ing] of regimes for religious reasons, which they often believe to be based on an extremist interpretation of takfīr [excommunication].’89 Hence, on this basis, Wagemakers splits jihadis into three sub-factions: revolutionaries, global jihadis, and caliphate jihadis. The first sub-faction, the revolutionaries, advocates jihad as a means to overthrow the ruler for their alleged refusal to apply Islamic law. They believe the ruler has committed apostasy by this very refusal and is therefore no longer fit to rule – hence the basis for their jihad. A prominent example given of this subgroup is a Palestinian-Jordanian scholar Abū Muḥammad al-Maqdisi. The second sub-faction, whom Wagemakers calls global jihadis, consists of those who seek to attack Western powers, primarily to make them ‘withdraw their support for dictatorial and supposedly apostate rulers in the Muslim world.’ This sub-faction is exemplified by groups such as Al-Qaeda. The third sub-faction of jihadis, proposed by Wagemakers later in his 2020 paper entitled ‘Salafism: Generalisation, Conceptualisation and Categorisation,’ is that of the caliphate jihadis.90 They are defined as those Salafis ‘who actively and concretely work to re-establish a caliphate instead of the states in the Muslim world’91 and are best embodied by ISIS.




[image: Illustration]


Figure 1.2 Wagemaker’s Salafi Typology (Wiktorowicz with a Twist)







Each of the typologies assessed above – Wiktorowicz, Pall, and Wagemakers – share the same premise of using politics as the yardstick for categorizing Salafis. Insofar as this has its advantages in political science, the premise remains not only simplistic and arbitrary but fundamentally flawed for several reasons. Firstly, by reducing Salafis solely to their relationship to politics, it mischaracterizes the movement as essentially a political one. Secondly, these divisions, based on political attitudes (apolitical, political, and anti-political), exist across all strands of Islam and hence are in no way peculiar to Salafism alone. For example, quietists, politicos, and jihadis exist among Shiʿa and non-Salafi Sunnis (such as Sufi movements) as much as they exist within Salafis. Thirdly, classifying Salafis based on these differing political attitudes without proper consideration of the underlying motive(s) for their differences – such as the varying theological and legal interpretive methodologies – has resulted in typologies that obscure the substantial differences that exist within each category. Although there was a general awareness in Pall and even more so in Wagemakers about the role theological and legislative differences play within the internal divisions of Salafism, none of them have attempted to categorize Salafis primarily on these factors. Yet the political divisions among Salafis are a manifestation of their diverse interpretations of theology and jurisprudence. Fourthly, categorizing Salafis from an outsider’s perspective, particularly on a single issue deemed relevant by the classifier, fails to give a clear picture of what Salafi tendencies themselves see as significant.


The question that should be asked is not what outsiders find definitive but rather how insiders view their movement. For example, the Ahl-e Ḥadīth movement in India is primarily concerned with questions related to the (right) juristic tendencies rather than proper methods of political engagement. Their main point of contention revolves around whether (and how) one should adhere to an established madhhab (school of law). Therefore, not only would it be inaccurate to classify them based on the aforementioned typologies, but even if that were possible, it would say very little about the group itself. Hence, to develop a comprehensive and meaningful Salafi typology, it is crucial to consider how Salafis perceive themselves internally and what issues they consider most significant as their points of difference. Lastly, as we’ve seen, Salafism is a global and dynamic movement that defies classification based on a single issue. This tendency to prioritize politics as the sole basis for classification often leaves scholars unable to account for or explain new and emerging divisions. Even when classified based on one issue alone, the need to expand and refine the posited categories becomes evident as new Salafi groups emerge over time.


Subsequent scholars, such as Pall and Wagemakers, made more nuanced revisions of Wiktorowicz’s typology, but even then, their expanded classifications proved to be still too limited and needed further revisions of their own. This is because all these classifications stem from an erroneous attempt to construct a fixed and unchanging typology for a multifaceted and evolving movement. Wagemakers himself notices this limitation – his own typology notwithstanding – and attempts to address it by proposing an open-ended typology. He suggests that although the three broad categories of dividing Salafis into quietists, politicos, and jihadis will remain fixed, there is room within each of these categories for ‘micro analyses of local forms of Salafism (that) can easily be integrated.’92 He provides an example of the newly risen ISIS Jihadi-Salafis, who could not be accommodated within his original typology. Wagemakers instead posits a third subgroup of jihadis (the caliphate jihadis) alongside his original two subgroups of revolutionaries and global jihadis, thereby integrating the ISIS Jihadi-Salafis into his typology. While Wagemakers deserves credit for his effort to capture the nuances of different positions among Salafis, his exclusive focus on political attitudes neglects other arguably more significant factors that influence and shape different Salafi groups. As a result, his classification still falls short of being a comprehensive typology that accounts for the diverse array of Salafi groups across the spectrum.


1.6.2 Towards a Multivariable Open-Ended Typology


From the analysis above, it is evident that merely expanding upon Wiktorowciz’s typology while accepting his basic premise of using politics as a yardstick for the Salafi divisions is both insufficient and ineffective. To propose a more comprehensive and holistic typology that accurately captures the nuances of each Salafi group, factors beyond politics, including theological, legal, methodological, and social aspects, along with many other relevant factors, should all be equally considered. The system needs to take into account not only how outsiders view the movement but also, more importantly, what insiders view as being the most significant to their interpretation of the faith. Therefore, I propose a multivariable open-ended typology capable of not only accommodating existing groups and their differences but also accounting for future trends and their potential differences.


Firstly, this proposed typology would classify Salafis based on multiple varying factors, beginning with their respective locations and eras, before encompassing a wide array of issues that are considered important and divisive within each faction. These variables would serve as the defining parameters and criteria for classifying a particular faction and may include, but not be limited to, issues such as political stance towards the ruler; political engagement; theological importance of heresy (bidʿa) and excommunication (takfīr); interpretation and applicability of jihad; and juristic tendencies; as well as many other context-specific variables that are (and will be) unique to various Salafi groups across the spectrum. Furthermore, as this typology is open-ended and not fixed, it allows for the addition of new variables, if needed, as is the case with all dynamic and global movements.


Secondly, once the variables involved in classifying a particular faction are identified, the variables would be structured in an orderly list based on the level of significance attributed internally to each of them by the faction. This ordering will thus reflect what each faction sees as the crucial issue of self-definition and, consequently, a matter of division in relation to others. For instance, in a typology aimed at classifying the Ṣaḥwa movement, the political stance towards rulers would be the first variable ordered, followed closely by involvement in the political process as the second variable, and so on. However, the same typology would look quite different when applied to another group, such as the Ahl-e Ḥadīth movement, where the first variable listed would not be the political stance towards the ruler but rather the variable of juristic tendencies (which is their defining characteristic).


Thirdly, after establishing the parameters, each variable should be considered a mini-typology with its own subcategories that are distributed along a continuum of opposing views. For instance, when examining the variable of political stance towards the ruler, there are two extreme positions: total obedience to the ruler (as represented by Wagemakers’ quietist-propagandists) and excommunication (takfīr) and overthrowing of the ruler (Wagemakers’ jihadis) on the opposite end. However, between these two extreme stances, there are multiple positions that vary, ranging from quietists to caliphate jihadis, and possibly even newer and unique positions that may emerge within the Salafi ideology as the need arises. So, for example, when classifying the Ṣaḥwa movement within this particular variable (of which this is the first variable to be considered), it would be positioned somewhere towards the middle of the spectrum, reflecting its critical stance towards the ruler and so falling into the category of Wagemaker’s activists. Similarly, when it is classified against the variable of involvement in the political process, there are three primary markers: shunning politics in the left end, involvement out of necessity for propagation (da’wa) in the intermediate position, and full-out being politically active on the right end. Therefore, the Ṣaḥwa movement would be placed somewhere between, if not within, the intermediate position of involvement out of necessity for propagation and the right end due to being politically active position. And when they are finally categorized in terms of their juristic tendencies (which is an irrelevant and tertiary matter of contention among them – and hence will appear lower on our structured list), they will fall under the semi-critical madhhabist branch, which represents the intermediate position of the spectrum, with the uncritical adherence to madhhab on the left and absolute rejection of madhhab on the right.


Hence, the proposed multivariable open-ended structured typology offers a more accurate and pragmatic approach to categorizing Salafi groups. In addition to providing a holistic classification of all existing Salafi groups, this typology also facilitates an internal understanding of each Salafi faction from the perspective of its members. Such nuanced comprehension has the potential to aid in predicting future trends and contribute to a more comprehensive conceptualization and comprehension of Salafism as a dynamic and globally active movement. As can be seen in the following examples, the purpose of my typology is not to box Salafi sub-trends into neat and rigid categories, which would only then be problematized by the reality on the ground. Instead, it seeks to inform practitioners as to how any given sub-strand of Salafism can be unpacked into various factors and positions assumed, which contributes to its own articulation during a specific context and locality. The result of this exercise may not always lead practitioners to simplistic labels like those proffered by Wiktorowicz, Pall, or Wagemakers – which obviously appeal to researchers; yet this can be seen as a necessary sacrifice if one is to accurately depict the nuances of a specific movement within the movement, in real-time.


In the first example (Figure 1.3), Al-Albānī Salafism in Jordan is typified according to four central factors: (1) juristic tendency; (2) attitude towards non-Salafis; (3) involvement in the political process (specifically in Jordan); and (4) attitude towards jihad. As highlighted in the following chapter, al-Albānī’s particular brand of Salafism has spread far and wide in the Muslim world as well as the Anglosphere. In the latter, however, it would not be accurate to describe all Salafis in the United States or Britain, for example, as al-Albānī-like because while they are generally anti-madhhabist, their learned preachers tend to be trained in Saudi Arabia, where the fiqh curriculum is comparative or critical-madhhabist in the Ḥanbalī tradition. Moreover, several of the senior students/associates of al-Albānī have since passed away, and the remaining few have fractured.93 Delineating these changes would require a typology for each faction in the 2000s.
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Figure 1.3 Typology of al-Albānī Salafism
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Figure 1.4 Typology of Saudi-Establishment Salafism







In the second example (Figure 1.4), Saudi-establishment Salafism includes the same factors as above but with the addition of their political stance towards the king. Here, we are specifically typifying Saudi-establishment Salafism in Saudi Arabia during the 1990s and 2000s. This captures two brief decades in the aftermath of the Gulf War, which gave rise to the political crackdown on the Ṣaḥwa movement and, following 9/11, a clampdown on local terrorist networks. In 2015, Saudi’s role in the civil war in Yemen led establishment-Salafis to theoretically and practically support the Kingdom’s military campaign. This shift is best represented in a fluid and open-ended typology.


In the third example (Figure 1.5), there are three key factors that define the Ṣaḥwa movement in Saudi Arabia during the 1990s: (1) their attitude towards the king, (2) their involvement in the political process, and (3) their interpretation of jihad. The movement was entirely suppressed following the arrest of several Ṣaḥwa leaders, several of whom, upon being released, publicly recanted their earlier views. The movement outside Saudi Arabia, albeit remnants in the Middle East and Europe, would require their own typologies to encapsulate shifting discourses and changing political contexts.
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Figure 1.5 Typology of the Ṣaḥwa Movement
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Figure 1.6 Typology of the Jihadi-Salafism (ISIS)







In the final example (Figure 1.6), ISIS-Salafism highlights the same factors as above in addition to their attitudes toward non-ISIS members (including Salafis). Here, a typology is offered for the faction’s brief establishment of the infamous Islamic State (IS). It differs from the general classification of Jihadi-Salafism in former years because its function as a ‘Caliphate’ pitted itself against all outsiders, Al-Qaeda members notwithstanding. A typology of ISIS-Salafism following the fall of the state in 2019 would need to reflect how its branches in countries like Afghanistan and Nigeria continue to wage militant-extremism without significant control of territories. Further variables would need to be added to IS Africa, for example, to reflect internal fissures between competing groups.


The abovementioned nuances demonstrate the limitations of earlier typologies in encapsulating the shifting contours of Salafi-led movements outside the timeframes in which they were first introduced. Nevertheless, the four typologies suggested here are by no means final; instead, it is left to the practitioner to reflect on what other factors and variables are required to fully capture any given Salafi faction during a particular time period and within a specific location.


1.7 Conclusion


In this introductory chapter, key concepts within Salafism were identified pertaining to theology, law, spirituality, and politics. The core ideas and figures of this movement can be traced back through a line of thinkers to the dawn of Islam. However, each of its thinkers, and hence each iteration of the movement, has brought forth unique nuances that complicate any attempts at making definitive claims about the movement as a whole. The difficulties of providing basic typologies of Salafism have thus been highlighted, and a more open-ended and fluid typology has been proposed. Despite being far from monolithic, it does continue to possess certain features that remain central to all strands. It is, therefore, still possible, at least on a surface level, to describe Salafism as a movement.


In terms of theology, all Salafis believe that there has always been only one correct interpretation of the faith, from the dawn of Islam until modernity. This correct understanding entails an uncritical and literal acceptance of the Qur’an and the authentic hadith literature, specifically when it comes to aspects of theology. The belief that the sacred texts are not in need of external hermeneutics to understand them is a cornerstone of the movement. It is for this reason, for instance, the entire discipline of ‘speculative theology’ (ʿilm al-kalām) is viewed with great suspicion. The best of generations is (1) the Companions of the Prophet, (2) and then their students, and (3) then their students after them – all of whom constitute the actual salaf. Salafis claim that all of the salaf were united in their creed and understanding of Islam. The figure of Ibn Ḥanbal and all of the early traditionalists and scholars of hadith of the third and fourth Islamic centuries are especially admired. Throughout the last millennia, two figures spearheaded revivalist attempts and, in the process, helped shape and nurture the movement in different ways. These two figures were Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb. While the former had no political backing and was actually persecuted by the state, the latter helped found a regional empire, and the rise of that empire in recent times, along with the effects of oil wealth, has helped launch a global revival of unprecedented proportions. Ibn Taymiyya, in particular, is viewed as one of the most gifted defenders and elucidators of the correct teachings of Islam. But from an internal perspective, the Salafi movement has no founders, nor does any one person after the Prophet have the right to elucidate and derive new doctrines. The belief that the earliest three generations are the best role models automatically necessitates that conformity and precedent are the default, and any changes, modifications, or adaptations of theology and rituals should be eschewed and classified as reprehensible innovations (bidʿa). There is also a strong spirit of proselytization among all adherents: other Muslims, and even non-Muslims, should be invited to this understanding of Islam.


In terms of law, throughout its history, various icons have emphasized different aspects: whether it was rejecting analogical reason (qiyās) in deriving Islamic law, a preference for weak hadith over other sources of law, or a particular interpretation with understanding what constitutes ‘worship’ and innovation (bidʿa). All of these aspects have remained a historical legacy that modern Salafis must take into account. Yet the movement is not united within itself: there are a variety of opinions regarding some aspects of the Shariʿa and how it should be approached, even though overall there is a dislike of the blind-following (taqlīḍ) of the established legal schools (madhhabs). Modern geographic manifestations of the movement differ in what aspects of the faith to prioritize and how one should go about preaching to fellow Muslims. However, the most contentious issue that divides modern Salafism is political in nature: what is the ideal relationship between the laity and rulers, and what is the best approach to bringing about societal change?


As with all movements, Salafism responds to external forces. With radical developments taking place around the world, in particular, the rise of Islamophobia and the Far-Right in the West and the failure of the Arab Spring in the East, coupled with a new generation of leaders in the Muslim world, Salafism is again fracturing in real-time, and the changes of today are yet to be analyzed. To better understand these changes, the following chapter analyzes the historical context behind the modern phenomenon of Salafism in all its forms.
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A COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY OF SALAFI THOUGHT: FROM ITS ORIGINS TO MODERNITY


‘Therefore, whoever turns away from the divinely legislated Salafi way shall undoubtedly go astray, and fall into contradiction, and remain in either complete or partial ignorance.’


~ Shaykh al-Islām Ibn Taymiyya1


[image: Illustration]



This chapter provides an overview of the development of Salafi thought from early Islam to now. I am not arguing, much less presuming, that there’s a single, teleological trajectory from early Islam that arrives at modern Salafism. However, it is possible to identify common features in earlier Islamic movements that can be read as a continuity of thought establishing a distinctly Salafi tradition.


Furthermore, I have employed the term ‘Salafi(sm)’ or ‘proto-Salafi(sm)’ to describe figures in all of these eras not because the term was known or used by them in the contemporary sense, but because the contemporary Salafi movement views these figures as being faithful to their paradigm. Of course, the term ‘proto-Salafi,’ depending on the era and context (especially in classical and medieval periods), can be synonymous – or at least overlap – with the ahl al-haḍīth movement of early Islam, (proto-)Ḥanbalism, and (proto-)Sunnism. One should, however, bear in mind that this identification of proto-Salafism with these three movements only holds insofar as we are able to acknowledge that these tendencies are distinct from Salafism today, and there are many elements within them that the modern Salafi movement rejects.


2.1 The Formative Years (650–850 CE)


2.1.1 The Sunni Origins of Salafi Thought


One of the key hallmarks of Salafism today is its claim to be a continuation of a pure, pristine, and uncorrupted theology that dates back to the earliest generations of Islam. It is as if contemporary Salafis feel that Islamic theology – or at least their version of it – has remained a pure, unblemished diamond that has been handed down from the Companions of the Prophet to their students and then onward to later generations until it has been entrusted to the care of current-day adherents, carefully preserved and maintained – impervious to all changes. Hence, the concept of organic evolution or development of ideas threatens the foundation of the modern movement.


While Salafis today do not object to the idea that later scholars, like Ibn Taymiyya, defended the movement using techniques that earlier ones did not, it is extremely rare to find a scholar who would admit that most of later Salafi theology would have been unknown and unrecognizable to the earliest Muslim community. Conversely, non-Salafis dispute the assertion that modern Salafism is an accurate representation of the early generations’ religious thoughts and practices. In the case of adherents to the late Sunni tradition – comprising of adherents to the prevalent four schools of law, the accepted schools of kalām theology,2 and Sufism3 – they too claim that it is their inherited tradition that goes back, pure and uninterrupted, to the early Muslims.


In addition to upholding the Qurʾan and Sunna, with normative or acceptable interpretations according to principles largely upheld by Sunni authorities, the Salafi movement idealizes the first three generations of Islam, ‘the Pious Predecessors’ (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ). In fact, they receive their name from their claim of loyal adherence to them. These three generations are known by special designation: beginning with (1) the actual ‘Companions of the Prophet’ (ṣaḥāba) who saw and interacted with him, then (2) their ‘Successors’ (tābiʿūn), those who interacted with the Companions, and finally (3) the ‘Successors of the Successors’ (tābaʿū al-tābiʿīn), meaning those who studied and interacted with the Successors. There are also sub-categories within each of these three groups. For example, those who interacted with the Prophet for a longer period (i.e., the earliest batch of converts) are held in higher esteem than those who might have converted later and narrated only a hadith or two from him. Similarly, those Successors who managed to study with some of the more senior Companions take precedence over those who only interacted with one or two of the younger Companions.4


Of these three generations, the Companions occupy a class of their own. Respect for the Companions is not just a common courtesy extended to those who interacted with the Prophet. Rather, it is a major tenet of Sunni theology. This is due to the numerous verses in the Qurʾan and the authentic hadith traditions that elaborate on the virtues of those who accompanied the Prophet. ‘God is pleased with them, and they are pleased with God,’ is a common Qurʾanic phrase in describing the Companions.5 Even from a logical perspective, Salafis argue, who better to interpret the Qurʾan than those who witnessed its revelation? Who is more qualified to opine on the words of the Prophet than those who directly interacted with him? This type of argument underpins the appeal of Salafism to large numbers of Muslims seeking out orthodoxy.


Although the Companions are not considered to be all at the same level, all of them, without exception, are considered pious and noble. No criticism of their integrity and motives may be tolerated according to Sunni theology. Nonetheless, one may disagree with an individual Companion’s legal verdict or even find fault with a political decision or course of action. After all, the orthodox Sunni position is that it is only the Prophet who is deemed to be divinely protected from major error. But the prevailing theological principle is that one is never allowed to impugn the character of a Companion or call into question their integrity. In this regard, one can see the maxim found in early hadith textbooks: ‘The Companions, all of them, are trustworthy’ (al-ṣahaba kulluhum ʿudūl). This is because the Companions are seen as having been faithful to the teachings of the Prophet and the message of Islam. So, even the civil wars that took place among the Companions are considered to be simply political differences that do not impinge on their piety and character. The sentiment is that all sides of the conflicts were theologically in unison and that evil third parties – such as the proto-Khārijīs6 or cryptic figures like the Yemeni Jewish convert to Islam ʿAbd Allāh b. Sabāʾ (d. 50/670)7 – were the primary cause of the bloodshed and division. Unconditional respect for the Companions is a hallmark of all strands of Sunnism. But for the Salafis in particular, it takes on an even more heightened significance. In contrast to this, other strands of Islam during the first three centuries – such as proto-Shiʿism,8 Khārijism, Muʿtazilīsm, or Jahmism9 – are viewed as having strayed away from orthodoxy and are deemed misguided because inter alia, they do not view the Companions as being role models.10


Since no theological texts have survived from the first century of Islam, Salafis rely on the works, often credos, written in the following centuries and trust the isnād system (chains of narrators) that traditionalist hadith narrators used to authenticate reports from earlier times.11 This is often summarized into a single slogan: ‘We follow the Qur‘an and Sunna according to the understanding (fahm) of the Pious Predecessors (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ).’ Using this hermeneutic, Salafis are able to construct an image of the salaf as being largely pietistic in their rituals, fideistic to the Qurʾan and hadith, ascetic in their lifestyles, and uniformly orthodox in their theology. Salafis recognize and accept the diversity of legal opinions within Islamic law and jurisprudence. However, they would not afford the same generosity to the realm of theology.


Therefore, at the foundational level, there are many primary theological issues that are important to Salafis that also overlap with all basic Sunni tenets: (1) the view that both the Qurʾan and hadith are the two primary sources of Islam, (2) belief in the political authority of the Rightly Guided Caliphs (al-khulafāʾ al-rāshidūn), (3) respect for the Companions (ʿadāla al-ṣaḥāba), (4) belief in divine predestination (qadar), and (5) other general factors, like adherence to Islamic law, common to all strands of Sunnism.


2.1.2 The Traditions of the Divine Attributes and the Emergence of Proto-Salafism


One key distinguishing factor that contributed to the emergence of proto-Salafism is the informal contest between two schools of legal thought during the second/eighth century: the ahl al-ḥadīth (Partisans of Hadith, usually translated as ‘traditionalists’) and ahl al-raʿy (Partisans of Legal Reasoning);12 the former asserting the authority of the Qurʾan and hadith over the latter’s occasional preference for reason and logical interpretations. Debates between the two schools largely remained limited to matters of law. Another key factor that can be seen as a distinguishing marker of proto-Salafism vis-à-vis other Sunni movements was its understanding of God’s attributes (ṣifāt), as found in the Qurʾan and in the hadith literature (aḥādīth al-ṣifāt). Proto-Salafism demarcated itself primarily from both other Sunnis (like the Ashʿarīs and Māturīdīs) and non-Sunnis (like the Muʿtazila and the Shiʿa)13 through its interpretation of this genre.


As the first hint of Neoplatonic thought14 made its way to Arab lands via Christian-Muslim interactions in the newly conquered territories of Syria, talk began of the meaning and nature of these divine attributes. The Muʿtazilī school – along with the rather obscure Jahmī school, founded by Jahm b. Ṣafwān (d. 128/745–6) – separated itself from proto-Sunnism by its refusal to take the hadith corpus as a primary source of theology. Rather – as one of the founders of the school, Wāṣil b. ʿAṭāʾ (d. 131/748–9),15 put it – they would rely on ‘Qurʾanic statements, unanimously agreed upon reports, intellectual proof, and consensus.’16 This is because, as Wāṣil claimed, he distrusted hadith reports due to the presence of perceived biases arising after the assassination of the third Caliph ʿUthmān (d. 35/656).


In not taking the hadith corpus into their theological considerations, coupled with a nascent version of early kalām theology, the Muʿtazila were able to affirm man’s ultimate free will and rejected the Sunni doctrine of predestination (qadar). Additionally, and more importantly for our purposes here, they rejected much of the divine attributes reported in the hadith literature (aḥādīth al-ṣifāt). They argued that the divine attributes found in revelation, even those found in the Qurʾan alone, could not imply ontologically real attributes. This is because, according to them, if the attributes were real entities that existed eternally alongside God’s essence, then it would mean that there is a plurality of eternal existents. This, in turn, would violate the principle of God’s perfect unicity (tawḥīḍ), which for them meant that God alone is the only eternal existent and that He is not composed of parts – since an ontologically real multiplicity in God’s essence would imply such a composition.17 In fact, this principle of God’s perfect unicity is so central to Muʿtazilī theology that it comprises the first of five fundamental theological principles (uṣūl al-khamsa) of Muʿtazilism.18 This does not mean that they ‘rejected’ the divine attributes and, ipso facto, the entirety of revelation – contrary to how they were characterized in Sunni heresiography – but they rejected the literal interpretation of being ontologically real attributes. So, in trying to steer a middle path between the transcendentalist conception of God (influenced by Neoplatonism) that He is beyond human descriptions and the positive (and anthropomorphic) descriptions of God found in revelation, the Muʿtazila maintained – at least some of them – that God’s essence and His attributes were identical. Hence, any and all language in the Qurʾan that described God was merely figurative. So, for them, God did not actually rise over the throne, descend to the lower heavens, laugh, or speak – as these were all human attributes. And this, they opined, is the meaning of the Qurʾanic verse: ‘There is nothing like unto Him’ (Qurʾan 43:11).19


In response to this trend, a number of prominent ahl al-ḥadīth scholars began preaching that God’s attributes, as mentioned in the hadith traditions, needed to be affirmed literally because they were taught by the Prophet himself. Some modern authors have characterized the ahl al-ḥadīth trend as ‘proto-Ḥanbalism’ because this explicit affirmation of the attributes would become a hallmark of the later Ḥanbalī school. However, it should be noted that one finds an unconditional affirmation of the attributes across all spectrums of – what would later be called – Sunnism.20


In fact, later Salafis consider all proto-Sunnis during this early phase as sharing the same theology – in contradistinction to other groups like the Muʿtazila and the Shiʿa. Of course, the historical reality is more nuanced, and – as with all movements – there were competing narratives within Sunnism itself. Nevertheless, it is accurate to assert that, during this time frame, the dominant narrative of proto-Sunnism would have been simply to narrate these Prophetic traditions and assume that people understood that God is characterized by the nouns and adjectives mentioned in the sacred texts. For instance, a famous hadith scholar from Baghdad, Abū ʿUbayd al-Qāsim b. Sallām (d. 224/838) recited to his students a series of hadith regarding various divine attributes – such as God’s throne and God’s laughter – and then remarked:


These traditions are authentic and valid. The scholars of hadith and the jurists transmitted them from generation to generation. For us, they reflect undeniable truth. But when we are asked, ‘How does He laugh? How does He place His feet?’ We should answer, ‘We do not interpret them [i.e., the attributes]. We have never heard anyone interpreting them.’21


This latter quotation indicates that questions had already begun regarding the modality (kayfiyya) of the attributes and that the doctrine of ‘without (knowing) how’ (bi-lā kayfa, referred to here as balkafa) was now in vogue in proto-Sunni circles. It is important to stress that at this early stage, the balkafa doctrines were not just popular among proto-Salafis. Rather, it was a broad trend that permeated many different schools of law and could be found in all proto-Sunni movements. Ibn Sallām, it must be pointed out, predates Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal and hence cannot be considered a ‘Ḥanbalī’ in any sense of the term. However, modern Salafis claim Ibn Sallām as an icon of early Salafism.


As almost all famous traditionalists of this era espoused a version of the balkafa doctrine, later Salafi authorities co-opted these scholars – regardless of their affiliation to any particular legal school – into the category of the actual salaf. Furthermore, they would go on to claim that later Salafi theology was, in fact, a direct extension of earlier proto-Sunni inclinations. For example, there are many references to figures as diverse as the Syrian al-Awzāʿī (d. 157/773–4), the two ‘Kufan Sufyāns,’ – al-Thawrī (d. 161/778) and Ibn ʿUyayna (d. 198/814) – the Egyptian al-Layth b. Saʿd (d. 175/791), and the famous jurist of Medina and eponymous founder of the Mālikī school of law, Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796), along with a whole cadre of scholars of that generation, all of whom affirmed various notions of balkafa regarding God’s attributes.22


Perhaps the most famous quotation in this regard – and one that is repeated in almost all treatises on the topic – is the response of Mālik b. Anas when he was asked about the verse: ‘The Ever-Merciful has risen over (istawā) the throne’ (Qurʾan 20:5). A man, after reciting the verse, queried, ‘But how did He rise over the throne?’ The reaction that those who reported the incident recorded also embodies the early community’s view on the sanctity and sensitivity of this topic. According to eyewitness reports, Mālik’s face scowled, and in silence and anger, he lowered his face. Eventually, beads of perspiration were seen on him – a manifestation of the boiling anger within him – and when he finally managed to compose himself, he raised his head, anger still etched in every line of his brow and every wrinkle on his face, and boomed, ‘God’s rising (istawā) is known. How [He has risen] is unknown. Belief in this [rising] is obligatory, and asking questions about it is a heresy (bidʿa). I see that you are an evil man…’ and he commanded that the questioner be expelled from his gathering.23 This statement from Mālik is viewed by modern Salafis as a general rule that needs to be applied to all the divine attributes: (1) the linguistic meaning of the attribute is known, (2) how it (ontologically) exists in God is unknown, (3) believing in this attribute is obligatory, and (4) delving too deeply into the reality or modality of it leads to heresy (bidʿa). Similar answers abound in early proto-Salafi literature. For example, the renowned jurist of Khurasan, Isḥāq b. Rāhawayh (d. 238/852–3) was asked by a nephew of the ruler of the region, ‘Is it true that God descends to the lowest skies every night?’ He sharply responded, ‘This is our belief! If you truly believed in a God in the heavens, you wouldn’t have needed to ask me about this!’24


However, it is not just God’s descent and His rising over the throne that are affirmed in such an explicit manner by proto-Salafis. For example, Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) – universally considered to be the epitome of hadith scholars during the Golden Age of Compilation – writes:


And it is mentioned by the Prophet that God shall speak with a voice – those who are near will hear it as clearly as those who are far away shall. And this is the case only for God Himself. Thus, in this, is clear evidence that the voice of God (ṣawt Allah) is not similar to the voice of the creation… Hence, when it comes to the divine attributes, there is no similarity or replication or any semblance to the attributes of the creation.25


In another now widely printed credo, the ‘two Rāzīs’ – Abū Zurʿa (d. 264/878) and Ibn Abī Ḥātim (d. 277/890) – declared a consensus of all scholars throughout the major Muslim lands, affirming God’s rising over the throne (istiwāʿ), and being separate from His creation (bāʾin min khalqihi).26 Examples of such a trend among the scholars of this era are too numerous to mention. Hence, it was easy for later Salafis to claim that proto-Sunnism was essentially Salafism. In other words, from the perspective of Salafis, the Salafi creed was the creed of early Sunnism, and all famous scholars of this era – regardless of legal school – followed the same creed. This would change when proto-Ash’arism, sometime in the third Islamic century, began to differentiate between types of divine attributes, understanding such statements to indicate a concept known as ‘tafwīḍ,’ in which the actual word is affirmed but the meaning is left unknown. During this time, leaders of proto-Salafism were taken to task for their articulations on certain creedal points, and some were even boycotted or harassed, including al-Bukhārī and the famous exegete and historian Muḥammad b. Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923).27 Other icons of this era would assert ideas at odds with the majority of proto-Salafis, including Abū Jaʿfar al-Ṭaḥāwī (d. 321/933);28 such anomalies are often reinterpreted by later Salafis in an effort to project an alleged homogeneity in creed.29


During this time, a group of the ahl al-ḥadīth began compiling and narrating hadith about the divine attributes in order to refute these more philosophically inclined trends. This phenomenon led to another moniker that was used for the ahl al-ḥadīth faction: ‘the gatherers of fluff’ (ḥashwiyya), a pejorative term implying that they picked up anything they could.30 The explicit intent of their detractors was to assert that the ahl al-ḥadīth lacked the intellectual sophistication to think matters through, instead taking ambiguous or dubious reports at face value and ‘hurling’ them at their detractors as if the mere act of narrating these traditions was itself sufficient to silence the philosophical points made against them. This tension and the accusation of being literalist-fundamentalists and anti-rationalists would plague the Salafi movement from its inception until modernity.


The growing tension within the Muslim community at that time in relation to the divine attributes – and within the ahl al-ḥadīth movement itself – can be exemplified through one figure who was typical of this period: the intellectual polymath and long-serving judge under the Abbasids, ʿAbd Allāh b. Muslim, commonly known as Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889). What is especially fascinating about Ibn Qutayba is that he does not, in any manner, conform to the stereotype of a literalist-traditionalist (or proto-Ḥanbalī). Yet, in his exposition on creed, one finds clear elements of the same defense of the divine attributes that later became a hallmark of Salafism. Ibn Qutayba wrote half a century before the rise of the Ashʿarī school, and his works are reflective of his broad, encyclopedic knowledge of philology, Arabic poetry, and the works of Greek, Hindu, and Persian belles lettres. While he wrote many books, the two that are of most interest regarding this topic are his Taʾwīl mukhtalif al-ḥadīth (Concerning the Interpretation of Conflicting Hadith Narrations)31 and his al-Ikhtilāf fī al-lafẓ wa-l-radd ʿalā al-Jahmiyya (Concerning the Word [of God] and Refuting the Jahmiyya).32


In both these works, we find a clear tendency to affirm a literal understanding of God’s attributes, with a healthy criticism of two groups: (1) those whom he viewed as rationalists, and (2) those whom he dismissively called ḥashwiyya. The first group is clearly identifiable as the Muʿtazila. The second group seems to be a section of the hadith scholars – although he does not name them – who appear to extract excessive meanings from their reading of such traditions and assume a precise knowledge of the exact connotations of the divine attributes. In a chapter entitled, ‘A Refutation of Those who Claim the Divine Hands Imply “Grace,”’ after quoting a selection of Qurʾanic verses and hadith that mention God’s two hands (yadayn), he writes:


So, we speak exactly as God Himself and His Prophet, and we do not fall into folly (natajāhal), nor do we allow our desire to deny anthropomorphism to negate what God Himself described Himself with. As well, we do not say how these hands are, and if asked regarding them, we restrict ourselves to speaking exactly as the texts speak and do not say what the texts do not say.33


Ibn Qutayba appears to confidently speak on behalf of mainstream Sunnism, and his intellectual standing and subsequent fame permit him this status.34


2.2 The Consolidation and Flourishing (850–1000 CE)


The period of consolidation and flourishing of proto-Salafi theology is defined by the works of a number of key figures, discussed below, and one event, namely the composition of the Qādirī Creed, which underscored a continuation of proto-Salafi ideas surrounding God and His attributes. Together, these provide the foundations that the modern Salafi movement continues to try to emulate. Their main rival at the time, and indeed to this very day, were the Ashʿarīs, a theological school that emerged during the ninth century. Despite its Muʿtazilī roots (although they do not view the Muʿtazila as having influenced them), it became a serious contender in theology from the tenth century, having absorbed key tenets of earlier proto-Salafis, and the growing influence of Neoplatonic philosophy. Eventually, Ashʿarism would supplant proto-Salafism as the dominant trend of Sunnism.


2.2.1 Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (d. 241/855)


The single greatest primogenitor of proto-Salafi theology is the icon of the movement, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, the eponymous founder of the Ḥanbalī school of law. Much has already been written about this important figure; hence, all that is required here is a summary.35


Born in Baghdad, Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal rose to become not only a hadith scholar of the highest caliber – he compiled the largest extant collection of hadith in his famous Musnad,36 which totals around thirty thousand traditions – but also the founder of the school of law that emphasized the primacy of hadith more than any other school. More importantly, he propagated Sunni theology in many treatises and is seen as a hero for the brave stance he took during the ‘Great Inquisition’ (Miḥna) when – due to the corruption of the rulers – ‘the deviant and corrupt’ beliefs of the Muʿtazila regarding God and the nature of the Qurʾan became politically dominant. It was during this precarious time – when people were forced to proclaim the createdness of the Qurʾan – Ibn Ḥanbal stood almost entirely alone against the tidal wave of heresy, facing imprisonment and torture but steadfastly refusing to recant the orthodox view of the eternal nature of the Qurʾan. Popular support for ‘the truth’ eventually won the day and forced the political establishment to acquiesce in the face of public pressure.37


Ibn Ḥanbal left an indelible mark not just on Salafism but on Sunnism as a whole. Perhaps his most critical legacy is the establishment of Sunni theology regarding the Qurʾan, which remains an untouchable shibboleth to this day: ‘The Qurʾan is the uncreated and eternal speech of God; whoever claims otherwise is a heretic.’ Ibn Ḥanbal would remark, ‘God recited the Qurʾan to Jibrīl [the Archangel Gabriel]; Jibrīl to the Prophet; and the Prophet to us. Whoever says otherwise is a disbeliever.’38 No group that wanted to claim the title of Sunnism could contradict this mantra. Hence, the Ashʿarīs, who developed a doctrine of ‘the internal divine speech’ (al-kalām al-nafsī), held that although the enunciated words of the Qurʾan (al-kalām al-lafẓī) were created, the Qurʾan itself is still the uncreated speech of God (kalām Allāh ghayr makhlūq).39


Another key contribution of Ibn Ḥanbal was to solidify the notion that all hadiths that pertain to the divine attributes (aḥādīth al-ṣifāt), without any exceptions, needed to be affirmed as they were – literally – based on the principle of balkafa (however one understood that). He wrote:


Faith is to believe in all that has been narrated [regarding the divine attributes] … without asking ‘How?’ or ‘Why?’ Rather, faith requires one to affirm and believe. Yet, if someone does not understand the interpretation of the hadith or his mind cannot comprehend it, then let him just believe and submit.40


It is for this reason that he affirmed the divine attributes that were contentious, even among other traditionalists, such as the ‘form’ (ṣura) of God, and man having been created in God’s image.41


A final feature worthy of mention is Ibn Ḥanbal’s strict admonitions to avoid association with deviant groups, and to socialize only with pious believers who shared his understanding of truth. Such was his forthrightness in this regard, he even dissociated himself from the famous scholar al-Ḥārith al-Muḥāsibī (d. 243/857), and entreated others to do likewise.42 An entire sub-genre of harsh criticisms and calls for boycotting of infamous narrators and figureheads was subsequently subsumed into biographical works of hadith narrators. Later movements would appropriate this notion of jarḥ (condemnation) in different ways. Perhaps the most radical development of this attitude would be the manifestation of the doctrine of al-walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ (association and dissociation) that was employed by Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and his movement to justify their excommunication (takfīr) of the Ottomans.43


2.2.2 ʿUthmān b. Saʿīd al-Dārimī (d. 280/894)


While Ibn Ḥanbal is undoubtedly the most iconic figure of this era, he is not the only one. Another key figure was ʿUthmān b. Saʿīd al-Dārimī,44 who came to be highly praised by later scholars like Ibn Taymiyya for seeking to adhere to the way of the salaf. Al-Dārimī was from the city of Herat in the province of Khurasan. Here, he achieved great fame in hadith circles due to his association with some of the traditionalist luminaries of the previous generations, such as Ibn Ḥanbal himself, ʿAlī b. al-Madīnī (d. 234/849), and Isḥāq b. Rāhawayh. This made him a highly sought-after scholar. He was also of the Shāfiʿī school of law, underscoring the previously mentioned fact that ahl al-ḥadīth theology (and oftentimes approach to law) permeated all of the Sunni legal schools. Al-Dārimī led the charge against a sect known as the Karrāmīs – the purported archetypal anthropomorphists in early Islam – and was instrumental in expelling their founder, Muḥammad b. Karrām (d. 255/868)45 from Herat.


Yet al-Dārimī’s impact was not in hadith or law but in theology. Part of his legacy lies in authoring two books, both of which are among the cornerstones of Salafi theology and are still extant and in print. Ibn Qayyim, the luminary pupil of Ibn Taymiyya, wrote:


And his [al-Dārimī] two works are the most beneficial ever written with regard to the Prophetic tradition, and it should be required reading for every student of that discipline. By reading these works, a student will be able to see what [creed] the Companions and Successors and the early scholars were upon. In fact, Shaykh al-Islām [Ibn Taymiyya] would always encourage the reading of these works with the highest of encouragement, and he would hold them in high regard. In these two works, one will find an explanation of monotheism (tawḥīd) and God’s names and attributes from both scriptural and logical perspectives that are not found elsewhere.46


A summary of these two works demonstrates some of the key aspects of proto-Salafi theology – aspects that would remain crucial for the next millennia. Both works are set up as refutations of ‘heretics’ – those who figuratively reinterpret Qurʾanic passages about God’s attributes and outright reject hadith on the topic.


The first work, in particular, is directed against the ‘Jahmiyya’ – a generic term that early traditionalists used to describe all those who rejected the reality of God’s attributes. Hence, this work is aptly entitled al-Radd ʿalā al-Jahmiyya (Refutation of the Jahmiyya).47 In it, Al-Dārimī engages in key theological debates, presenting the views of the opposing group while affirming his own beliefs. Here, he claims that his views are in line with the earliest of generations, the Companions, and the great scholars of hadith of the past – all of whom, in turn, transmitted this message exactly from the Prophet himself.48 Within this context, al-Dārimī discusses Qurʾanic verses and hadiths about God’s throne (ʿarsh); the fact that God has risen over (istawāʾ) this throne – which proves that He is transcendent and above the creation while negating that He is in ‘no place’ or ‘every place’; God’s descent (nuzūl); the Beatific Vision (ruʾya) that God will bless the believers in the afterlife; and the belief that the Qurʾan is God’s uncreated speech. In the final chapter of this work, al-Dārimī argues that those who believe contrary to this should be asked to repent or otherwise be executed for blasphemy.


Al-Dārimī’s second work, entitled Radd ʿalā al-Marīsī al-ʿanīd (Refutation of al-Marīsī, the Arrogant),49 was written as a response to an unnamed opponent, who was a follower of Bishr b. Ghiyāth al-Marīsī (d. 218/833), about whom little is known. Bishr is classified as a Jahmī in traditional heresiographical works, and is attributed with the composition of theological treatises – the contents of which are only preserved in the form of refutations against him.50 According to al-Dārimī, his opponent held that God could not be perceived through any of the five senses.51 In response to this, al-Dārimī discusses – in addition to almost all of the issues mentioned in the aforementioned work – that God has two hands, one right and one left; that those hands have fingers;52 that God moves with a motion (ḥaraka);53 and that God has a form (ṣūra).54 He affirms all of the phrases found in the texts literally, as divine attributes, but always with the caveat of God’s uniqueness and a version of the balkafa doctrine. Such extreme literalism in the face of the figurative interpretations of the Muʿtazila and later the Ashʿarīs and their closest equivalent, the Māturīdīs, would become a source of embarrassment to later Ḥanbalī theologians, with even Ibn Taymiyya having to clarify that some of these excesses are not theologically tenable.55


2.2.3 Abū Bakr b. Khuzayma (d. 311/923)


Another seminal work in early proto-Salafi theology is Kitāb al-tawḥīd wa-l-ithbāt ṣifāt al-rabb (The Book of Monotheism and Affirmation of the Attributes of the Lord)56 by Abū Bakr Muḥammad b. Isḥāq, better known as Ibn Khuzayma. This work is significant for three reasons: the fame and reputation of its author; the encyclopedic nature of its content; and that its author was a pillar of the Shāfiʿī school who propagated Salafi-cum-Ḥanbalī theology. Ibn Khuzayma is regarded as one of the icons of hadith scholarship of his era. He attempted, like al-Bukhārī before him, to compile a book of authentic (ṣaḥiḥ) hadith, of which only a portion remains and has been published, not surprisingly, as Ṣaḥīḥ Ibn Khuzayma.57 The caliber of both his teachers and students is sufficient to indicate the esteemed stature that he enjoyed.58 In addition to his fame as a hadith scholar, he was also the most senior Shāfiʿī judge in the city of Nishapur and was consulted by the rulers on affairs of a religious nature.59


Kitāb al-Tawḥīd is perhaps the most thorough explication of proto-Salafi/Ḥanbalī theology of the fourth/ninth century. It consists of around eighty chapters, with an aggregate of six hundred Prophetic narrations, interspersed with Qurʾanic verses and his occasional commentary. In its introduction, Ibn Khuzayma claims that what prompted him to write the work was that some of his students were being unduly influenced by ‘the Muʿaṭṭila (negators of the divine attributes), the Qadariyya (proponents of free-will) and the Muʿtazila.’60 Fearing for his students’ salvific safety, he felt compelled to defend two fundamental pillars of theology:


[1] to affirm that God’s decree is pre-eternal and that foreordination (al-maqādīr) will be executed before man himself acquires the deed, and [2] to believe [and affirm] in all of the attributes of the divine – may He be exalted – mentioned in His book… or authentically narrated and confirmed with accurate chains from our Prophet.61


Hence, all eighty chapters deal with two fundamentals: (1) proving predestination (qadar), and (2) detailing God’s attributes (ṣifāt) as found in scripture. What makes this work unique is the extremely detailed list of divine attributes that Ibn Khuzayma claims cannot be understood except in a literal manner: God’s face, his two hands, fingers, eyes, feet, speech, knowledge, laughter, His throne and His rising over it, His transcendence above His creation, and other such attributes.


Nonetheless, Ibn Khuzayma is explicit in his claim that such attributes should not be understood in anthropomorphic terms. After quoting Qurʾanic verses and Prophetic hadith that mention God’s face (wajh), he writes:


So, God affirmed for Himself a face (wajh), and He described that face as a face of majesty and generosity, and He affirmed that it shall be eternal and never perish. The methodology that we follow, as well as all of our scholars from the people of Hijaz, Tihama, Yemen, Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, is that we affirm for God what He has affirmed for Himself. We verbally testify with our tongues and believe with our hearts [what He has affirmed] without comparing God’s face with the face of any creation – may God be exalted from resembling any created being! And may He also be exalted from the methodology of the negators of the attributes (muʿaṭṭilīn), for He is too exalted to be non-existent as the negators assert, since a being that has no attributes is, in fact, non-existent. And we exalt Him above what the Jahmiyya claim, for they deny the attributes of our Creator – the very attributes that He has revealed in His book and upon the tongue of His Prophet Muhammad – may God’s blessing and peace be upon him.62


2.2.4 Al-Ḥasan b. ʿAlī al-Barbahārī (d. 329/941) and the Rise of the Ḥanbalīs in Baghdad


The Islamic capital city of Baghdad witnessed the ascent of the Ḥanbalīs after the death of their founder, Ibn Ḥanbal, up until the fourth/tenth century. The most famous representative of the Ḥanbalīs in Baghdad at this time, and hence of this era, was al-Ḥasan b. ʿAlī al-Barbahārī. Al-Barbahārī studied with some of the most famous students of Ibn Ḥanbal, and his reputation as a hardline, uncompromising preacher of truth greatly increased his following. It is said that he once sneezed during a teaching session on the side of the river Tigris and, as is Islamic custom, he praised God for it. The murmuring generated by the students’ customary response of invoking God’s blessings – a Christian and Muslim tradition of saying ‘Bless you!’ – was so loud, due to the sheer number of students, that the Caliph himself, in his palace at the city center, was alarmed and had to inquire as to the source of the commotion. When informed, he expressed his concern that such a large crowd had gathered around the preacher.63


Al-Barbahārī achieved notoriety during his lifetime – with some even calling him a ‘troublemaker’64 – for enforcing morality on the streets of Baghdad, and not allowing any preacher of non-Ḥanbalī background to gain a platform in the capital. Due to his popularity, even the Caliph was apprehensive and gave him much leeway – although Ḥanbalī sources portray the Caliph as a genuine admirer. However, in due course, the Caliph was forced to order the arrest of al-Barbahārī due to the public outcry over the vigilante antics he instigated. Nonetheless, the latter retained widespread popularity among a significant number of supporters from the people of Baghdad, and lived the remainder of his life in hiding, worshipping in the houses of admirers and followers until his death.65


Two key aspects are of particular interest in our examination of al-Barbahārī’s life. Firstly, his purported authorship of a significant work entitled Sharḥ al-Sunna (The Explanation of the Sunna)66 and secondly, his engagement with the founder of a scholarly tradition that would emerge as a contender – ultimately surpassing Ḥanbalī Islam in the contest for the mantle of Sunni orthodoxy – the Ashʿarī school.


Sharḥ al-Sunna is the sole extant work attributed to al-Barbahārī, and is one of the few early Ḥanbalī texts to have been translated in its entirety into English.67 Current scholarship has demonstrated that the work was not in fact authored by al-Barbahārī, but rather attributed to him by later authorities in order to authorize emerging proto-Salafi trends.68 However, in Salafi circles, the book is assumed to be al-Barbahārī’s, and it is with this assumption in mind that we shall proceed, as it has influenced the practice of a number of contemporary Salafis.


The work is representative of Ḥanbalī thought: it emphasizes the importance of hadith and the Sunna; warns against deviation and heresy; affirms the divine attributes in detail while negating knowledge of their modality; and lists many other points of theology, and even law, deemed essential to Islam.69 Of interest, is the exclusivist claim – representative of some strands of Ḥanbalism and modern Salafism – that the book is the decisive factor in affirming the orthodoxy of a person: ‘So whoever believes in what has been mentioned in this book and affirms it and takes this book as a guide without doubting a single letter in it or denying a single word, that person is upon the Sunna and with the orthodox community (jamāʿa), standing [with them] in perfection. Whoever doubts any word in this book, or denies it, is a person of deviation.’70 Such is the author’s enmity towards ‘the people of blameworthy religious innovation’ (ahl al-bidʿa) that he commands people not to even listen to the recitation of the Qurʾan by those deemed to be miscreants, let alone speak to them.71


The encounter between al-Barbahārī and the eponymous founder of Ashʿarism, Abū al-Ḥasan al-Ashʿarī (d. 324/935–6), is a common feature in the folklore found in later writings which, for Salafis, proves the higher status of al-Barbahārī. According to the earliest telling of this incident, al-Ashʿarī came to Baghdad and visited al-Barbahārī, seeking to ingratiate himself with the leading scholar of the city. In order to impress him, al-Ashʿarī began chronicling the long list of famous authorities that he had refuted, including prominent Muʿtazilī figures and theologians of other faiths. But all of this seemed to fall on deaf ears, and the stern figure of al-Barbahārī contemptuously dismissed the stranger by saying, ‘I understand neither heads nor tails of what you speak! I only understand that which Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal has said.’72 Frustrated, al-Ashʿarī left the gathering and composed his work al-Ibāna ʿan uṣul al-diyāna (An Elucidation of the Foundations of the Religion),73 which is an atypical work that has garnered much controversy and discussion in academic circles, because it is the clearest of al-Ashʿarī’s writings that seems, at some level, to be sympathetic to Ḥanbalī doctrines. He then returned to present this book as a gift, but al-Barbahārī rejected it, and this, in turn, caused al-Ashʿarī to remain a pariah in Baghdad until the latter’s departure from the capital.74


The story is apocryphal at best, with most later authorities – including Ibn Taymiyya himself75 – dismissing it as an outright forgery, despite the fact that it appears in Ibn Abī Yaʿlā b. al-Farrāʾ’s (d. 526/1133) Ṭabaqāt al-Ḥanābīla (The History of the Ḥanbalīs).76 However, in Ḥanbalī circles, it serves a necessary function: to demonstrate the clear edge that Ḥanbalism had in Baghdad during the time of al-Ashʿarī himself. Ironically, later Ḥanbalīs did not need to resort to this suspicious vignette to prove their point. A number of well-documented incidents clearly show that Baghdad was a pro-Ḥanbalī city at this time and that the introduction of Ashʿarism caused a literal battle, as will be discussed in the next section.


2.2.5 Ibn Baṭṭa (d. 387/997) and Other Seminal Figures


Another significant theologian of this era was ʿUbayd Allāh b. Muḥammad al-ʿUkbarī (of Ukbara, Iraq), commonly known as Ibn Baṭṭa. He wrote a number of theological treatises, two of which are still extant and have been printed recently: al-Ibāna al-kubrā (The Large Elucidations)77 and al-Ibāna al-ṣughrā (The Small Elucidations).78 In both of these works, Ibn Baṭṭa stresses the need to remain firmly upon the Sunna, to adhere to the community of believers, to believe in the fundamentals of faith, and in particular, to affirm the Qurʾan as being the eternal, uncreated speech of God: ‘not one letter of which is created and whoever claims otherwise is an unbeliever worthy of execution.’79 Both works emphasize the divine attributes and the unconditional belief in their descriptions as found in the Qurʾan and hadith literature.80 His presence in Ukbara extended the influence of Ḥanbalism outside Baghdad, as did his theological tracts, which conformed with similar works by non-Ḥanbalīs during the same era.


One prime example is that of Hibat Allāh al-Lālakāʾī (d. 418/1027).81 Although he was born in Tabaristan, he spent his professional life in Baghdad, excelling in Shāfiʿī law. There, he authored an encyclopedic commentary entitled Sharḥ uṣūl iʿtiqād ahl al-Sunna wa-l-jamāʿa min al-kitāb wa-l-sunna wa ijmāʿ al-ṣaḥāba (The Explanation of the Creed of the Partisans of the Sunna and the Community Based on the Book, the Sunna, and the Consensus of the Companions).82 This work is one of, if not the, most encyclopedic work that can be viewed as a summa theologica of early pre-Ibn Taymiyyan proto-Salafi theology. It has extensive chapters dealing with all salient issues of theology, including predestination, the status of the Companions and the salaf, controversies over the definition of faith (īmān), and, of course, the divine attributes, which, not surprisingly, takes up the bulk of the work. As far away as Khurasan, Ismāʿīl al-Sābūnī (d. 449/1057), a leading Shāfiʿī scholar, authored a similar but much shorter work, notably entitled ʿAqīdat al-salaf wa aṣḥāb al-ḥadīth (The Creed of the Predecessors and the Partisans of Hadith).83


The works of scholars like Ibn Baṭṭa, al-Lālakāʾī, and al-Ṣābūnī (among others not mentioned here) preserved credos and collections of theological statements from earlier ahl al-ḥadīth leaders and cemented a counter theology to the growing influence of the Ashʿarī and Māturīdī schools, along with Shiʿi and Muʿtazilī thought. Their influence helps us to understand why scholars such as al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī (d. 463/1071), Abū Bakr al-Bayhaqī (d. 458/1066), and Abū al-Faraj b. al-Jawzī (d. 597/1201) – claimed by modern Ashʿarīs as being of their school (or, in Ibn al-Jawzī’s case, of being sympathetic to their school) – not only recounted the aforementioned works but oftentimes agreed with them on seminal points. These works give the impression of continuity of the creed: that proto-Salafi theology has been the same from the dawn of Islam as upheld by the Companions, the Successors, and the icons of scholarship of every generation after them until the era of the authors. Also, the fact that these figures come from different legal schools underscores the observable phenomenon of proto-Salafi theology transcending any one legal school.


2.2.6 The Caliph al-Qādir bi-llāh (d. 422/1031) and his Creed


In approximately 409/1018, the long-reigning Abbasid Caliph al-Qādir bi-llāh (d. 422/1031)84 commissioned and disseminated a confession of faith that was popularly known as al-Iʿtiqād al-Qādirī (The Qādirī Creed),85 also entitled al-Risāla al-Qādiriyya (The Qādirī Epistle).86 This brief creed presented salient features of Sunni theology and was clearly intended to challenge the growing influence of the Muʿtazila and Shiʿa and demonstrate the triumph of Ḥanbalī theology over all other strands of this era. Politically, the issuance of the creed, along with the command that it be recited after the Friday sermon and at specific ceremonies, served the purpose of consolidating the religious authority of the Caliph himself and of ascertaining his rightful role as both political and religious heir of the Prophet.


The Qādirī Creed was thus meant not only to be a final arbiter of what constituted ‘orthodoxy’ but also sought to both pacify the concerns and gain the unrestricted support of the Ḥanbalī masses. In no uncertain terms, it declared the Muʿtazila to be outside the fold, not just of orthodoxy, but of Islam itself: ‘Whoever says that the Qurʾan is created in any of the abovementioned forms, is a heretic whose blood may be lawfully shed if he refuses to publicly repent when requested to do so.’87 Tellingly, it also employed language that demonstrated its siding with the Ḥanbalīs and against the Ashʿarīs. However, in a sign of political pragmatism, it neither hereticized nor even indirectly criticized the Ashʿarī school, being content with merely employing language that would appease the Ḥanbalīs: ‘He [God] should be described only by his attributes that He used to describe Himself, or the attributes that His Prophet used to describe Him.’88 Nonetheless, it is clearly unsympathetic to emerging Ashʿarī thought, as is shown in a number of key phrases, such as its proclamation that the Qurʾan is the speech of God, uncreated in all of its aspects and however it exists89 (the Ashʿarīs claim that the wording of the Qurʾan is created while the speech of God is not). Further, in defining faith (īmān), the creed clearly affirms the Ḥanbalī definition that it consists of internal intentions, words, and actions.90


George Makdisi opines that the two main targets of the creed were contemporary scholars in Baghdad who were gaining popularity and threatening the stability of Ḥanbalism: the Muʿtazilī al-Qāḍī ʿAbd al-Jabbār (d. 415/1025) and the Ashʿarī ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Baghdādī (d. 429/1037).91 The creed, which was first read in the Caliph’s palace in an elaborate ceremony attended by all of the senior judges and scholars of the city, served to officially verify the dominance of Ḥanbalism in the public sphere and effectively marginalized – for the time being at least – the possibility that any other dogma could be officially sanctioned or endorsed in the capital. It has also been proposed that the interplay between the Shiʿi Buyid and the nascent Ashʿarī Seljuk dynasties aided the Abbasid Caliphate’s decision to side with a local theology and power base to maintain a semblance of neutrality.92 Indeed, the creed has been interpreted as being a direct response to Shiʿi power and popular support, enabling Sunnism to be no longer defined simply in opposition to Shiʿism but on its own terms, thereby placing a clear dividing line between Sunnis and Shiʿis.93 But in trying to settle the terms of Sunnism, the creed, in fact, opened the door to disputation about the nature of Sunnism itself.


Early Sunni trends clearly seemed to favor a literalist reading of the divine attributes and a reliance on transmitting the hadiths of the Prophet as evidence that the attributes should not be reinterpreted figuratively. This school, due to Ibn Ḥanbal’s popularity, became mainstream in the Muslim capital of Baghdad and sustained dominance for a period of time, co-opting even the Caliph.


2.3 The Decline (1000–1275 CE)


If, for a period of time, Ḥanbalism was so popular in the capital that it was supported by the Caliph himself, how then did the rival strand of Ashʿarism become the dominant trend in most cities including Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo, within the span of two short centuries? In this section, we will attempt to answer this question. It was in this era that specific events took place that would have a domino effect on later Sunnism, allowing Ashʿarī theology to take center stage in Mamluk times. The consequence was to effectively marginalize the Ḥanbalī trend and create a dominant interpretation of ‘traditionalist’ Sunnism that would last until modernity.


2.3.1 Karrāmī and Ḥanbalī Dominance under the Ghaznavids and the Early Seljuks


Our story begins not in the capital of Baghdad but in the outlying city of Nishapur, the intellectual and political capital of the province of Khurasan during Abbasid rule. Nishapur was host to many different trends of Islam, including the Ismāʿīlīs, Ashʿarīs, Ḥanbalīs, and Karrāmīs. As mentioned previously, the Karrāmīs are a now-extinct sect who maintained a close connection with the Ḥanbalīs due to their founder’s status as a student of Ibn Ḥanbal.94 Theologically, they shared similar beliefs with the Ḥanbalīs about the divine attributes, although they differed on some other finer points of theology and law. It is also highly likely that at this stage, they were not a separate sect per se and saw themselves as a part of the greater ahl al-ḥadīth movement.95


When the Ghaznavids came to power, both the dynasty’s founder, Sabuktigin (d. 387/997), and his son, Maḥmūd (d. 421/1031), were ardent supporters of the Karrāmīs, giving them free rein to take charge of religious affairs, and as a result, their teachings became the dominant trend in the city of Nishapur. When the Ghaznavids were ousted by the Seljuks in 431/1040, the Seljuk ruler, Tughril Beg (d. 455/1063), being completely uninformed about religious trends, allowed a local vizier he had appointed to run the city, ʿImād al-Dīn al-Kundurī (d. 456/1064), to launch an inquisition against all other sects. Al-Kundurī, regarded as a fanatic by all accounts, issued a public decree in 445/1053 that resulted in all non-Karrāmī clerics and judges being removed from office. As his power increased unchecked, with the backing of popular religious sentiment, al-Kundurī ordered that Ashʿarīs and Shiʿa be cursed publicly from the pulpits of the mosques every Friday. Eventually, he issued a decree calling for the arrest of specific prominent clerics, including some of the most famous Ashʿarī scholars of the era: Abū al-Qāsim al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072) and Abū al-Maʿālī al-Juwaynī (d. 478/1085). The former was imprisoned for a period of time, while the latter, with the help of friends and supporters, fled the city and sought refuge in the Hijaz – becoming known as ‘Imām al-Ḥaramayn’ (Imam of the Two Holy Sanctuaries) after he led prayers in the Two Holy Mosques of Mecca and Medina. This incident became known as ‘The Inquisition (Miḥna) of the Ashʿarīs’ in later works.


During the five-year period of the Inquisition, there was an awkward friendship between the Ḥanbalīs and the Karrāmīs of the city of Nishapur. The dominant Karrāmīs viewed themselves as being the true Ḥanbalīs and thus tolerated the non-Karrāmī Ḥanbalīs. So, while the Ḥanbalīs were removed from office, they were neither persecuted nor harmed in any way. This was later interpreted by those persecuted as being evidence of tacit Ḥanbalī support of the Inquisition.96
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		2.5.1 The Qāḍīzādelī Movement in the Ottoman Heartlands



		2.5.2 Ibrāhīm al-Kūrānī (d. 1101/1690) and his Revival in the Arab Lands











		2.6 The Wahhabi Movement (1700–1800 CE)



		2.7 Yemen and its Zaydī Converts (15th–18th Centuries)



		2.8 The Ahl-e Ḥadīth Movement of the Indian Subcontinent (1800–1900 CE)



		2.8.1 Sayyid Aḥmad Shahīd (d. 1831) and Shah Muḥammad Ismaʿīl (d. 1831)



		2.8.2 Sayyid Nadhīr Ḥusayn (d. 1902) and Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān (d. 1890)











		2.9 Salafism in the Arab Lands (1900 CE)



		2.9.1 Salafism in Egypt



		The ʿAbduh ‘Enlightenment’ project



		Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935)



		Muḥammad Ḥāmid al-Fiqī (d. 1959)











		2.9.2 Salafism in Ottoman Damascus



		ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Bīṭār (d. 1917)



		Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī (d. 1914)



		Muḥibb al-Dīn al-Khaṭīb (d. 1969)











		2.9.3 Salafism in Ottoman Baghdad



		Maḥmūd al-Ālūsī (d. 1854)



		Nuʿmān al-Ālūsī (d. 1899)



		Maḥmūd Shukrī al-Ālūsī (d. 1924)











		2.9.4 Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albānī (d. 1999)











		2.10 Conclusion











		3 Wahhabism and Salafism



		3.1 Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb: His Life, Beliefs, and Works



		3.1.1 Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb: His Life from Two Paradigms



		Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb: The reviver of the prophetic message



		Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb: The fanatical deviant



		Conclusion











		3.1.2 The Theology of Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb



		God’s sole right to be venerated: Tawḥīd al-Ulūhiyya



		Takfīr (excommunication)



		Politicizing theological dissent: al-Walāʾ wa-l-barāʾ



		The central role of jihad in Wahhabism











		3.1.3 Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb’s Excommunication of Other Muslims



		3.1.4 The Writings of Muḥammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhāb



		3.1.5 Was Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb’s Thought Original or Based on Scholarly Precedent?



		3.1.6 The Reactions to the Wahhabi Movement











		3.2 The Influence of the Saudi States on the Development of Wahhabism



		3.2.1 First-Wave Wahhabism



		The First Saudi State



		The Second Saudi State



		The Third Saudi State



		The Ikhwān and the Battle of Sibilla (1929)











		3.2.2 Second-Wave Wahhabism



		Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm and the winds of change in Second-Wave Wahhabism



		The Siege of Mecca in











		3.2.3 Third-Wave Wahhabism



		ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. ʿAbd Allāh b. Bāz (d. 1999)



		Muḥammad b. Salih al-Uthaymīn (d. 2001)



		Salih b. Fawzan al-Fawzan (b. 1933)



		Conclusion











		3.2.4 The Ṣaḥwa Movement



		3.2.5 Madkhalism



		3.2.6 Jihadi-Salafism and the Wahhabi-Jihadi-Salafi Strand



		3.2.7 Fourth-Wave Wahhabism?











		3.3 The Islamic University of Medina (IUM)



		3.3.1 The Founding of the IUM



		3.3.2 Departments, Pedagogy, and Student Life



		3.3.3 Brief Survey of the Impact of the Alumni of IUM











		3.4 Conclusion











		4 Salafism and Islamism: A Case Study of the Muslim Brotherhood



		4.1 Al-Bannā, Qutb, and Salafism



		4.2 The Salafi–Brotherhood Relationship in the Kingdom and Egypt



		4.2.1 The Initial Mutual Attraction (Mid-1930s to 1949)



		4.2.2 The Engagement: Brotherhood Migration and Exile to Saudi Arabia (1950s to 1961)



		4.2.3 The Marriage (of Convenience?): Support for the Muslim Brotherhood (1962 to 1978)



		4.2.4 The Child: Political Salafism (1979 to 2000)



		4.2.5 The Bitter Divorce (2001 to 2010)



		4.2.6 The Post-Divorce Hostility (2011 to the Present)











		4.3 Salafism and the Muslim Brotherhood in Other Middle Eastern Countries



		4.3.1 Syria



		4.3.2 Jordan



		4.3.3 Kuwait











		4.4 Conclusion











		5 The Phenomenon of Jihadi-Salafism



		5.1 Defining Jihadi-Salafism



		5.1.1 The Concept of Jihad in Islam



		5.1.2 Categorizing Jihadi Movements



		5.1.3 Key Doctrines of Jihadi-Salafis



		A Salafi conceptualization of Tawḥīd



		Al-ḥākimiyyah as the fourth category of Tawḥīd



		Takfīr



		Violence as the central method for social change



		Al-Walāʾ wa’l-Barāʾ



















		5.2 Important Events and Personalities That Influenced Jihadi-Salafism



		5.2.1 Wahhabism



		5.2.2 The Muslim Brotherhood and Sayyid Qutb



		5.2.3 Afghanistan: The Breeding Ground of Jihadi-Salafism



		5.2.4 Abdullah Azzam (d. 1989)











		5.3 The History of Jihadi-Salafism



		5.3.1 Egypt



		The origins of Jihadi-Salafism



		The murder of Sadat as the public announcement of JS in Egypt



		The repentance of major Jihadi-Salafis in Egypt











		5.3.2 Saudi Arabia



		5.3.3 Morocco



		Harakat al-Shabibah al-Islamiyyah: The first public proto-SJ movement



		SJ in Morocco from the Afghan–Soviet war to the present











		5.3.4 Algeria



		The fight for independence and the norm of war



		The Armed Islamic Movement (MIA) and the birth of jihadism



		The failed path to the Islamization of Algeria



		Opening the road to JS: From the GIA after 1992 until the AQIM











		5.3.5 Afghanistan, the North-West Frontier, Al-Qaeda and the Launch of Global Jihadi-Salafism



		An overview of the path toward global Jihadi-Salafism



		The history of Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, leading to Islamic State











		5.3.6 The Malay Archipelago



		The Darul Islam movement: From jihadism towards Jihadi-Salafism



		Jemaah Islamiyah and the birth of Jihadi-Salafism



















		5.4 The Main Ideologues of Jihadi-Salafism



		5.4.1 Osama bin Laden (d. 2011)



		5.4.2 Ayman al-Zawahiri (d. 2022)



		5.4.3 Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi (b. 1959)



		5.4.4 Abu Mus‘ab al-Zarqawi (d. 2006)











		5.5 The Main Jihadi-Salafi Movements After Al-Qaeda



		5.5.1 ISIS in the Middle East



		5.5.2 Boko Haram in West Africa



		5.5.3 Al-Shabaab in East Africa











		5.6 Leading Jihadi-Salafi Preachers in the English-Speaking West



		5.6.1 Anwar al-Awlaki (d. 2011)



		5.6.2 Abu Hamza al-Misri



		5.6.3 Abdullah al-Faisal











		5.7 Conclusion











		6 Global Salafism in the Contemporary World



		6.1 Africa



		6.1.1 Morocco



		6.1.2 Algeria



		6.1.3 Libya



		6.1.4 Nigeria



		6.1.5 Sudan



		6.1.6 Mauritania











		6.2 The Middle East



		6.2.1 Syria



		6.2.2 Jordan



		6.2.3 Lebanon



		6.2.4 Kuwait



		6.2.5 Yemen











		6.3 Asia and the Far East



		6.3.1 India and Pakistan



		6.3.2 Malaysia



		6.3.3 Indonesia











		6.4 Europe



		6.4.1 The United Kingdom



		First phase: The activism of the Ahl-e-Hadith



		Second phase: The rise of JIMAS



		Third phase: JIMAS and UK Salafism splinters



		A note on Salafi literature in the UK



		UK Salafism and the war on terror



		Looking to the future











		6.4.2 Türkiye



		6.4.3 Bosnia and Herzegovina



		6.4.4 France











		6.5 North America



		6.6 The Phenomenon of Post-Salafism



		6.6.1 Definitions and Trajectory



		6.6.2 History and Origins



		6.6.3 Key Figures



		Salman al-Oudah



		al-Sharif Hatim al-Awni



		Adil al-Kalbani



		Post-Salafism as maqāsid al-sharīʿa discourse



		Post-Salafis in the English-speaking West











		6.6.4 Post-Salafi Jihadism?











		6.7 Conclusion











		Epilogue



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index





		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		iv














OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
\ICAOTCND ?

YASIR QADHI
P » |
Cl

SEEKING THE PATH
OF THE PIOUS
PREDECESSORS





