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Post-Election Iraq  
and Intra-Shiite War 
 
 
By Ranj Alaaldin 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I
RAQ WAS PUSHED TO THE BRINK OF CIVIL WAR IN AUGUST 2022 FOLLOWING 
clashes between fighters and supporters loyal to Muqtada al-Sadr—the 
head of Iraq’s most powerful socio-political movement and one of the 
country’s most notorious militia groups––and a coalition of Iran-aligned 
parties and militias known as the Shiite Coordination Framework, which 

includes the Iran-aligned Popular Mobilization Force (PMF).1 Tensions reached 
their apex ten months after parliamentary elections were held, and clashes un-
folded after supporters of Muqtada al-Sadr stormed the Iraqi parliament, which 
resulted in at least 24 deaths, with many more injured.2 One of the more fascina-
ting backdrops against which the August clashes unfolded was the decision by 
Iran’s Qom-based Grand Ayatollah Kazem Husseini al-Haeri to announce his res-
ignation as a marjaa (source of emulation) on August 29, 2022. Ayatollah al-Haeri 
used that announcement to call on his followers to switch their allegiance to 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. This was a direct attack on Sadr’s stand-
ing: Haeri was previously a marjaa for the Sadrist movement, and even took Sadr 
under his wing when the cleric went into self-imposed exile in 2008.  

Ayatollah Haeri’s move, arguably a tectonic one within the Shiite community 
in the region at-large, was designed to discredit Sadr at a perilous time for Iran 
and its allies in Iraq. In response, Muqtada mobilized his supporters into the 
Green Zone and effectively gave them the green-light to engage in armed combat 
against their rivals. With this in mind, there are clearly deep-seated historic  
animosities and dynamics, both political and religious, that will continue to play 
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out and that have set the stage for future intra-Shiite rivalries that could produce 
untold suffering. This paper examines the implications of the intra-Shiite political 
and religious implosion that is currently unfolding by analyzing the post-election 
political climate and the historical context in which decades-old intra-Shiite  
rivalries are playing out.  

 
 
 The Decline of the PMF?

 
 
 
IRAQ’S OCTOBER, 2021 ELECTIONS HAVE HAD LONG-TERM REVERBERATIONS FOR 
the future of the country. While past elections were characterized by ethno-sectar-
ian blocs that mobilized and amalgamated to contest the elections on the basis of 
sect and ethnicity, the October elections illuminated the fragmented political  
climate and, with that, the fragmentation of a political order that has traditionally 
been underscored by ethno-sectarian power-sharing and political contestations. 
Each of the predominant Sunni, Shiite and Kurdish parties have seen their votes 
split, which has produced increased volatility. Such volatility resulted in violent 
clashes in August as rival actors within the ruling Shiite political class came to 
blows after months of tit-for-tat heated exchanges, targeted assassinations and 
the wrangling for control of Iraq’s institutions.  

The political landscape has become highly fragmented, and with that the  
prospect of a new civil-war has increased.3 The winner of the elections, Muqtada  
al-Sadr, achieved 74 seats out of 329, while his closest rival, the PMF, won just 17 
seats, a decline from the 57 seats the umbrella militia organization dominated by 
Iran-aligned groups won in 2018.4 The bloc representing the protesters, Imtidad, 
secured 10 seats out of 329, while Nouri al-Maliki, Iraq’s former prime minister 
and leader of the Islamic Dawa Party whose disastrous rule was marred by sec-
tarian and the emergence of ISIS, won 34 seats.5 The Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP), the Kurdistan region’s most dominant party, secured 32 seats and the  
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) won 17 seats.6 The Taqadum Party, led by the 
prominent Arab Sunni official and speaker of the parliament Mohammed  
al-Halbousi, won 37 seats.7 

The intra-community fractures exemplified by these results portray the extent 
to which the rivalries between, and amongst, Iraq’s most prominent movements  
and blocs have intensified.8 It is Iraq’s Shiite factions and their deep-seated  
animosities that has raised the spectre of a war: this includes several different para-
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military groups and their battle-hardened leaders, including Muqtada al-Sadr, Hadi  
al-Ameri (head of the Badr Brigade militia) and Qais al-Khazali Haidar (head of 
Asab ahl al-Haq), and former premier Nouri al-Maliki, who controls and presides 
over his own private militia.9  

It is Sadr’s chequered history with the Iran-aligned Popular Mobilization Force 
(PMF) and Maliki’s Islamic Dawa Party that will shape the contours of the politi-
cal and conflict landscape in the coming period. Since the October elections last 
year, Sadr has since looked to form a majority government that excludes the PMF 
and Maliki, with backing from the Kurds and Mohammed al-Halbousi, the Arab 
Sunni speaker of the parliament.10 Tensions reached their apex before the August 
clashes after leaked audio recordings indicated that Maliki had instructed his 
tribal militias to prepare for battle.11 Moreover, the Sadrists and Asaib ahl al-Haq 
have been engaged in a spate of tit-for-tat assassinations over the past year, which 
has seen both sides lose their most senior militia commanders. This prompted 
Sadr to send a delegation to the southern city of Maysan in February 2022 to calm 
tensions amid fears of a major outbreak of conflict.12  

The PMF once enjoyed almost unparalleled power, widespread domestic legit-
imacy, and an aura of untouchability, but it is now on a downward trajectory. The 
PMF is still resilient and retains considerable formal and informal coercive and 
economic power. However, it faces growing challenges to its legitimacy, structure, 
and influence. These stem from widespread public resentment at the PMF’s  
repression, its internal weakening and splintering, and a growing rivalry with 
Muqtada al-Sadr. Between 2014—when the PMF was first established in response 
to the Islamic State group’s (IS) offensive across Iraq and the collapse of the Iraqi 
army—and 2019, the PMF achieved a marked ascension. The umbrella organi-
zation, overseeing a patchwork of militia groups13 with varying ties to the Iraqi 
state, politicians, and Iran, constitutes a politically effective and formidable force, 
with combat experience, robust military capabilities, wide-ranging geographic 
presence, and access to local resources across Iraq as well as multifaceted support 
from Iran. The precise number of PMF fighters is unknown; at its peak the organ-
ization claimed to command 160,000.14 Those numbers included a) fighters from 
pre-existing, mostly pro-Iran, militias like the Badr Brigade, Kataib Hezbollah, 
and Asaib Ahl al-Haq; b) so-called “shrine militias,” i.e., Shia volunteers who  
responded to Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s fatwa to defend Iraq from IS; and  
c) various Sunni, Yazidi, Christian, and other minority self-defense groups.The 
PMF’s heterogeneity and (sometimes coerced) inclusion of Sunni and other  
ethnic groups allowed its Iran-aligned leadership to portray the force as tran-
scending narrow ideological ties to Iran rather than doing the bidding of a foreign 
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government. The PMF leadership at various times claimed and rejected the affil-
iation of Saraya al-Salam, the large and powerful militia loyal to Sadr, which has 
influence in Basra and other parts of Iraq’s south as well as a strong presence in 
Baghdad. But the tenuous association between the PMF and Saraya al-Salam, 
which never included an operational integration of the Sadrists into the PMF, was 
often confrontational with competition over legal and illegal economic rents and 
vote banks. 

Both the PMF and Saraya al-Salam entrenched themselves in and took over 
Iraq’s many formal and illegal economies, from the construction contracts that 
followed the devastation of war; the service sector; and the scrap metal trade to 
generalized extortion; customs evasion; and oil, drug, and other contraband traf-
ficking. Diverted customs revenues alone generate vast income for PMF militias, 
while Iraq loses some $10 billion annually.15 As with Saraya al-Salam, the PMF’s 
monopolization of economic markets and job opportunities endows the organiza-
tion with political capital. Even while local populations resent the PMF’s human 
rights abuses and sectarian discrimination against the Sunnis, such as in Ninevah 
province, they often need to act as supplicants to the PMF to obtain jobs and  
business opportunities and avoid violent retaliation, such as the burning down of 
their businesses, kidnapping, and assassination. Crucially, unlike many militias 
around the world, the PMF managed to acquire a formal status in Iraq’s official 
security forces as a state-sanctioned auxiliary force with an annual budget of over 
$2 billion. Its political sponsors and partners in Iraq’s parliament and ministries—
including the prime minister’s office when Haidar al-Abadi led the government—
further shielded the PMF from accountability or efforts to reduce its power. Thus, 
the PMF has seen the state not as an entity to topple, but a structure critical to its 
survival and ascension. 

The January 2020 U.S. killing of the PMF’s powerful and charismatic leader, 
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, and its Iranian patron, Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps General Qassem Soleimani, intensified the PMF’s internal fissures and the 
organization suffered a leadership crisis. In this sense, the Shiite militia network’s 
strengths have also become its weaknesses. Rather than being governed institu-
tionally, the network has functioned more flexibly in accordance with highly  
personalized internal politics and the leadership of key personnel like Soleimani 
and Muhandis. A series of marked splits have emerged since their deaths. The 
succession process within Ketaib Hezbollah has been particularly dismal and 
counterproductive. Abdul Aziz al-Mohammedawi was announced as Muhandis’ 
successor, to serve as both head of Ketaib Hezbollah and head of the PMF. That 
decision has not received unanimous support within the organization. Some 
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groups are in disagreement with him and with other prominent figures over  
the allocation of resources, disputing whether they should go toward political or 
military activities. Meanwhile, Ketaib Hebzollah and the Badr organization are 
now in direct competition to fill the vacuum left by Muhandis. They are seeking 
to position themselves with sufficient influence to shape the post-Muhandis and 
post-Soleimani militia landscape. This comes in the midst of a political crisis  
precipitated by Iraq’s protests and a steep decline in oil prices, which have plunged 
Iraq into its worst crisis since ISIS seized Mosul in 2014 and constrained the  
resources these groups would otherwise exploit. 

The PMF’s ideological and material ties to Iran and Tehran’s strategic inter-
ests in Iraq and the region pose problems for the group. They allow the PMF’s  
rivals and the Iraqi public to disparage the PMF’s lack of patriotism and commit-
ment to Iraq’s prosperity. Iran’s sponsorship thus both delivers resources to the 
PMF and hampers its ability to transition to a self-sustaining political actor not 
saddled with the baggage of being part of Iran’s “axis of resistance.” At the same 
time, the friction is beginning to develop between the PMF and its Iranian spon-
sors: Asaib ahl al-Haq and Ketaib Hezbollah have both rejected Iran’s demands  
to de-escalate tensions in the post-election landscape, with Iran concerned that 
the escalation between its proxies and Sadr could have far-reaching implications  
for its proxy infrastructure and long-term strategic interests as it grapples with 
conflicts elsewhere, its own domestic instability and U.S. imposed economic  
sanctions. This was notably portrayed by the PMF rebuttal of calls by Iraj Masjedi, 
a senior Qods Force officer and the Iranian Ambassador, for the PMF to accept the 
election results, which highlighted that Iran’s Iraq proxies are starting to  
question Tehran’s commitment to their domestic political standing.16 

 

 

 
 PMF Resiliency

 
 
 
THROUGH LEGAL CHALLENGES AND VIOLENT INTIMIDATION, THE PMF HAS SOUGHT 
to overturn the election results. In a brazen escalation, it likely sponsored or  
undertook a drone assassination attempt on Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi 
in November, 2021.17 With U.S. urging, Kadhimi has sought and struggled to limit 
the PMF’s power and curtail attacks by pro-Iran militias against U.S. personnel  
in Iraq. After his electoral victory, Sadr called on the PMF to disband. The PMF  
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refused. For years, the PMF has rejected and sabotaged national-level efforts at 
disarmament of its fighters, despite calls from Ayatollah Sistani to do so. Reluc-
tantly, the PMF only acceded to minor steps, such as re-labelling its offices and 
moving its arms depots out of cities, though mostly refusing to remove its fighters 
and bases from urban areas. Sadr also announced he would disband his Saraya  
al-Salam militias and closed several offices to burnish his movement’s newfound 
credentials as a law-abiding entity operating within the parameters of the state.  

Much is at stake for the PMF. Its ability to extract resources from the state has 
been tied to its political pre-eminence, and that is tied to Iran’s ability to influ-
ence Iraq’s political environment. The PMF’s ability to justify its state subsidies 
has now been diminished by its poor electoral performance, declining popular  
legitimacy, and relatively low-level, IS terrorist activity. But the PMF also has  
resilience. The PMF’s street muscle remains large. It is willing to violently attack 
its rivals and it still controls or influences an array of economic sectors. Moreover, 
the PMF can exploit Iraq’s fractious political environment, capitalizing on the 
country’s many political divisions. It can reaffirm its partnership with former 
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki’s Dawa Party, which won 33 seats. It is moreover 
unlikely that Iraq’s fractious political class, which still retains many deep con-
nections to the PMF, would unify to marginalize the organization. That said, this 
may be the first time in years that Iraqi technocrats, moderate politicians, and 
civil society actors—long unable to match the coercive capabilities of the PMF—
can exploit the PMF’s internal disarray, Sadr’s determination to prevent the PMF 
from bouncing back, and the widespread antipathy toward the PMF to reduce the 
organization’s stranglehold over Iraq’s state and society. 

Following Grand Ayatollah Sistani’s fatwa in June 2014 calling for jihad against 
Islamic State, three categories of militias amalgamated under the banner of the PMF: 
The Iranian-aligned militias, the state-aligned Ashura militias, and the “rebellious” 
militias led by Sadr. Iraqis call the Sadrist movement’s Peace Brigades “rebellious” 
because of their refusal to submit to the federal government and religious estab-
lishment as well as their refusal to submit to Iran.18 The state-aligned Ashura  
militias were only established after Grand Ayatollah Sistani’s fatwa in 2014. Known 
as the religious establishment or “Sistani militias,” they are managed by the holy 
shrines—controlled by Sistani—and include the Imam Ali Brigade, Ali al-Akhbar 
Brigade, and the Abbas Division. Sistani enjoys a large following within the PMF 
and commands respect across the ethnic and religious spectrum. Like Sistani, the 
fighters of these groups oppose Iranian encroachment into Iraqi affairs.19 Their  
commanders refuse to meet with Iranian officials and advisors, unless there are  
other Iraqi officials present, and they also refuse direct Iranian military support.20 
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Both the Ashura Brigades and Peace Brigade have daily interactions and coordi-
nate closely with the religious establishment militias.21 However, since 2020, the 
PMF has become engulfed in a battle with Sistani-aligned militia factions that were 
previously part of the PMF and withdrew from the organization in 2019 in response 
to Iran’s growing influence and its proxies’ bid to monopolize power within the  
organization.22  

The withdrawal of the Sistani-aligned factions from the PMF has left Iran’s prox-
ies with limited religious cover and it may have diminished their political reach. 
The split severely undermined the PMF’s until-then strong religious legitimacy, and 
it augmented the reputational vulnerabilities of the pro-Iran leadership and factions 
as being street thugs and Iranian stooges. This move was also significant because 
the PMF’s Iran-aligned leadership relied on the blessing the organization received 
from Sistani, which provided Iran-backed proxies with a cover of Iraqi national-
ism and patriotism as well as religious legitimacy. Iran’s proxies had once exploited 
this to expand their support bases and political tentacles. Now, however, the with-
drawal of a collection of shrine militias, like the Ashura militias, has significantly 
reduced PMF membership numbers, long inflated with ghost soldier counts, and 
diminished the group’s claim to state budgets. Along with the Sadrists, the shrine 
militias now constitute another rival to the PMF that could compete for influence, 
access to resources, and territorial influence. 

 
 
 Playing The Long Game 

 
 
SADR, THEREFORE, RETAINS SEVERAL ADVANTAGES, NOT LEAST THE MOBILIZING 
capacity of the Sadrist movement.23 While his Iran-aligned rivals are renowned 
for their battlefield success against Islamic State, the PMF is organizationally  
vulnerable, and has been since the emergence of a protest movement in 2019 that  
remains determined to shift the tide of public opinion against Iran and its prox-
ies.24 After the PMF’s electoral setbacks, some observers on the ground are noting 
that PMF cadres and low-ranking fighters are already beginning to look elsewhere 
in an effort to secure their livelihoods.25 If this increases and becomes more wide-
spread, it could have existential implications for the PMF’s ability to mobilize 
fighters and, in turn, its access to a national budget that is worth $2.6 billion.26  

However, Iran is waging a battle for influence on several fronts. Tehran clearly 
wants political and religious pre-eminence in the shrine city of Najaf, where reli-
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gious contestations can either enable or augment political superiority in Baghdad. 
Religion plays a crucial role in Shiite political mobilization. Shiite activism in Iraq 
has historically been wedded to the Shiite clerical establishment. Shiite militias 
depend on the clerics for legitimacy, and have strived to align their discourse and 
intellectual output with those of the seminaries. Religious sermons facilitate the 
dissemination of political and social goals. The contestation that takes place 
within the seminaries of Najaf and Karbala is not too dissimilar from that un-
folding within the politics of Baghdad, with Shiite communal and religious  
networks comprised of economies worth hundreds of millions of dollars, if not 
billions. These religious endowments manage their affairs and vast resources  
independently of the state and oversight from Baghdad, drawing on charitable 
institutions and funds located across the globe. Shiite endowments can project 
substantial symbolic and political influence as a consequence, while providing  
a platform that reaches and can mobilize millions in Iraq and far beyond. This 
platform, and the management or control over Islamic endowments in the shrine 
cities of Najaf and Karbala, is a highly sought-after prized asset that Iran will  
dedicate substantial focus and resources to in the coming years, especially as Iraq 
nears the passing of Grand Ayatollah Sistani.  

It is, therefore, in the centuries old Najaf-Qom rivalry where the most ideolog-
ical and consequential battle for the future of Iraq could unfold. Away from the glare 
of Western media channels, this struggle is already underway and intensifying.  
On August 13, Iraqi militia leader Hamid al-Yasiri delivered an unprecedented  
denunciation of Iran’s proxies by directly accusing them of killing protestors and 
stealing public funds in the name of Shiite Islam.27 Yasiri is tied to Ayatollah  
Sistani, and his public denunciation of Iran’s proxies in Iraq indicates the extent to 
which the rivalry and tensions have intensified. As such discourse takes hold  
within the Shiite community, the scramble for power will intensify and become  
increasingly violent. In many ways, Haeri’s indirect rebuttal of Muqtada al-Sadr, 
which paved the way for the August clashes, may be a dress-rehearsal for future  
conflicts unfolding in response to intra-Shiite religious rivalries. This will be both 
political amid tensions in Baghdad and geopolitical amid the centuries-old tensions 
between Najaf and Qom: while Najaf continues to believe in the idea of the civil  
state and the quietist tradition of Shiite Islam, Qom and the Islamic Republic  
continue to fiercely push the Wilayat-I faqih doctrine, relying on its proxies, tribal 
groups and religious leaders in the Hawza to espouse and expand the pan-Shiite 
worldview that underscores Iran’s system of governance. Sistani may constitute a 
formidable and impenetrable buffer against Iranian encroachment in Najaf, but  
his passing will pave the way for a succession process that could take months or even 
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years to resolve, and produce immense upheaval and volatility that will reverber-
ate throughout the country. 

 
 
 The Uncertainty of Change 

 
 
MUQTADA AL-SADR’S REVIVAL AS THE MOST DOMINANT SOCIO-POLITICAL AUTHORITY 
in the country has been cemented by his ability to upend the political system and 
use his pre-eminence to challenge even the most battle-hardened of Iranian proxy 
groups. It is likely the cleric will continue to engage Iraqi politics as a supra-state 
actor that possesses influence and resources that are beyond the reach of the Iraqi 
state and its political system. Muqtada al-Sadr, depending on one’s perspective, 
has either responded to the urgency of reform amid growing socio-economic 
grievances or has instrumentalized the despair of the Iraqi people.  

It should be remembered that Sadr’s father, Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr, likewise 
took advantage of the suffering and injustices faced by Shiites in the 1990s to 
found the Sadrist movement. The elder Sadr was an Arab Iraqi cleric and a staunch 
critic of what he described as the elitist Iraqi Shiite opposition and clerical estab-
lishment. His endorsement by Saddam Hussein’s regime after the passing of 
Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei in 1992 also fractured the already weak-
ened Shiite opposition that operated under Iranian sponsorship and tutelage.  

Sadeq al-Sadr attacked his exiled Shiite counterparts for their elitism but at the 
same time offered advice and counselling to those suffering from Baathist rule 
and economic hardship. His weekly sermons helped galvanize the masses and 
provided an outlet for grievances and discontent for a voiceless Shiite underclass. 
After taking control of the Hawza in the early 1990s, he extended his network of 
representatives and began to send emissaries to all Shiite areas of Iraq, paying  
attention to the poor and to the clans and tribes. This included the hinterlands of 
the south, such as the Marshes, which were notorious for criminals and disease. 
By the 1990s, the mantle of Shiite leadership effectively passed to Sadeq al-Sadr 
and the mantle of resistance to Iraq’s Shiite underclass. Sadeq al-Sadr and his  
followers thus filled the lacuna that was left by the intellectuals, technocrats and 
other middle-class Shiites who were either forced underground, imprisoned or  
executed by the Baathist regime, or who went into exile in Iran and the West.  
Muqtada has moved to position his movement as an alternative or supplement to 
the post-2019 popular Tishreen protest movement. Sadr’s own complicity in  
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repressing protestors notwithstanding, the Sadrist movement could be the Tishreen 
movement’s one best hope of establishing a buffer against the systemic and  
widespread atrocities committed by Iran’s proxies against protestors in 2019. It is 
precisely the fluidity and dynamism of Sadr’s relationship with the wider Iraqi  
society that U.S. policy-makers should focus their attention on as they grapple 
with developing the policies that could see the U.S. sustaining the momentum 
against Iran’s proxies, alongside efforts to devise a political coalition in Baghdad 
that can deliver much-needed reforms and good governance.  
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The Historical  
Evolution of al-Qaeda’s 
Positions on China  
 
 

By Lucas Webber  
and Riccardo Valle 
 
 
 
 

O
VER AL- QAEDA’ S MORE THAN 30 YEARS OF EXISTENCE, THE 
organization’s public stance on China has changed quite drama-
tically. Al-Qaeda has moved from trying not to agitate Beijing, to 
fleetingly listing “East Turkestan” (i.e., Uyghur-dominated lands, 
primarily China’s Xinjiang province) amongst a host of other  

locations where Muslims are oppressed, to directly criticizing, and at times even 
threatening, China for its domestic security measures in Xinjiang as well as its 
foreign policy actions in the Islamic world. Furthermore, al-Qaeda’s grievances 
against China have become markedly more numerous and nuanced and purveyed 
by a wider range of individuals, branches, and publications in recent years. 

China’s rapid global ascent in the 2000s and 2010s, combined with its inten-
sified security crackdown against its Muslim populations in Xinjiang as well as 
its expanded influence in the Islamic world around this same time, attracted an 
increased level of attention from al-Qaeda and allied movements. Such hostile 
sentiment has become particularly perceptible in South Asia and East Africa, both 
regions where China has drastically expanded its politico-economic footprints  
in the 21st century. This resentment has gone beyond rhetoric at times, as  
al-Qaeda’s allies in Pakistan and al-Qaeda-affiliated militants in Somalia and 
Kenya have targeted Chinese nationals in several attacks.  



After the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021, al-Qaeda’s central 
leadership has adopted a relatively cautious approach to the international  
theatre, particularly with respect to the countries neighboring Afghanistan. In-
deed, the latest United Nations Security Council report on the Islamic State and  
al-Qaeda states that al-Qaeda remains close to the Taliban but limits itself to ad-
vising and supporting the new Taliban government in Afghanistan, thus avoiding 
putting Kabul in a difficult situation by criticizing its relationship with other gov-
ernments.1 Nonetheless, al-Qaeda affiliates or aligned actors who enjoy freedom 
of movement outside Afghanistan, including al-Shabaab (which operates in East 
Africa), al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP, which operates in Yemen), 
and the Turkistan Islamic Party (TIP), do not necessarily need to be so cautious 
in their approach towards Asian geopolitical realities and are thus free to target 
China in their propaganda. 

 
 

 
China-Related Discourses  

in the 1990s and Early 2000s
 

 
THOUGH THE FOUNDING DATE OF AL-QAEDA IS SOMEWHAT CONTESTED AMONG 
scholars, there is a consensus that by around 1990, there existed a loose network 
of veterans of the anti-Soviet jihad close to, if not explicitly loyal to, Osama Bin 
Laden. The broader jihadist network in which al-Qaeda operated showed little in-
terest in Chinese affairs in these early years, at least publicly. The global jihadist 
movement was more focused on fighting local regimes in the Middle East and 
broader Islamic world (and, in bin Laden’s case, eventually the United States) in 
the wake of the successful anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan. Jihadists generally 
perceived US foreign policy as more militaristic and interventionist within  
Muslim lands than China’s despite the latter’s much closer geographic proximity 
to al-Qaeda’s base in Afghanistan. However, as al-Qaeda developed into a more 
coherent network in the 1990s and 2000s, its views on China changed in accor-
dance with the group’s international vision. 

There were some notable exceptions to this early trend of jihadists ignoring 
China. Notably, the leader of the al-Qaeda-linked Haqqani network, Jalaluddin 
Haqqani, and the al-Qaeda theorist Abu Mus̀ ab al-Suri both took adversarial 
stances towards China, as described below. However, on balance, the level of  
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jihadist focus on China was marginal. The United States, due to its vast global  
influence and activist policies in the Islamic world during the “unipolar moment” 
of the 1990s, was the subject of a much greater share of al-Qaeda’s scorn com-
pared to the much weaker (though rapidly rising) China. In fact, after assuming 
control of the majority of Afghanistan in 1996, the Afghan Taliban, which was 
hosting al-Qaeda at the time and was therefore one of the group’s closest allies, 
pursued relations with Beijing. The Taliban leader, Mullah Omar, even forbid 
Uyghur exiles from using Afghan territory to attack China.2  

Al-Qaeda’s initially favorable position towards China was made quite clear in 
a series of media interviews with Osama bin Laden in the late 1990s and early 
2000s. Following the 1997 Urumqi bus bombings, in which Uyghur separatists 
detonated explosive devices on three public buses in the capital of Xinjiang, bin 
Laden accused the CIA of conducting the attacks as a ploy to stoke hostilities  
between China and the Muslim world. Bin Laden even proposed something akin 
to an alliance with China, saying at the time that “if Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, 
and China get united, the United States and India will become ineffective.” He 
therefore advised Beijing to avoid conflict with Muslims and to instead focus on 
America, which he referred to as the “the real, big enemy.”3 

China’s repression of Uyghurs in the northwestern part of the country, a region 
which Uyghurs generally refer to as East Turkestan, accelerated in the 1990s  
following the Tiananmen Square events of 1989 and the accession to independ-
ence of the ex-Soviet Central Asian republics, events that Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) authorities feared could portend a similar balkanization of China. 
Coupled with rising ethno-nationalism and anti-government sentiments among 
Uyghurs, these factors pushed the Chinese government to tighten its grip over  
society by carrying out several police operations against Uyghur populations in 
1996, 1997, and 1999. 

Nevertheless, in an interview with the Pakistani press in the late 1990s, Osama 
bin Laden claimed ignorance of the plight of the Uyghurs and events in Xinjiang, 
saying, “I often hear about Chinese Muslims, but since we have no direct con-
nection with people in China and no member of our organization comes from 
China, I don’t have any detailed knowledge about them.”4 In the same interview, 
bin Laden cautioned Beijing to beware the United States, remarking that the  
“Chinese government is not fully aware of the intentions of the United States and 
Israel . . . [to] usurp the resources of China.” Bin Laden further advised China “to 
be more careful of the US and the West” while urging the country to “use its force 
against the United States and Israel” and requesting that China “be friendly towards 
Muslims.”5 In one later speech, bin Laden stated that “every rational individual  



today is aware that Crusading America, backed by Britain, Germany, France, 
Canada, and Australia, poses a greater danger and greater animosity to the  
Muslims than do Japan, both Koreas, China, and others.” Additionally, in a  
September 28, 2001 interview, bin Laden included China among a shortlist of  
ostensibly anti-imperialist nations, that included Iran, Libya, Cuba, Syria, and  
“the former Russia” [sic]. Per bin Laden, these nations were “upholding their free-
dom” and refusing to become “slaves” to American hegemony.6  

There were two notable dissenters within the al-Qaeda network to the prevail-
ing soft-on-China sentiments of jihadists in the 1990s: Abu Mus̀ab al-Suri and 
Jalaluddin Haqqani. Notably, al-Suri’s 1999 book, titled The Muslims in Central 
Asia and the Upcoming Battle of Islam, included a detailed survey of the geography, 
history, religion, and culture of the Central Asian ex-Soviet republics as well as 
East Turkestan.7 Al-Suri was comparatively hostile towards China and made  
frequent reference to the Chinese “occupation” of East Turkestan throughout the 
text, in which he traced a history of Chinese aggression and subsequent Muslim 
revolt in Xinjiang. Al-Suri argued that Central Asia offered the ideal geography 
for jihad and viewed the region as a weak point for the enemies of Islam as well as 
an area of strength for Muslim resistance.8 In the book, al-Suri stated that he had 
once mulled the possibility of an alignment with China but ultimately concluded 
that China would “conspire against us at the appropriate time and circum-
stances.”9 In the case of Jalaluddin Haqqani, Raffaello Pantucci has described 
how the militant championed the Uyghur cause in the early 1990s and even 
boasted of hosting Uyghurs at his training camps in Afghanistan.10 

 

 

 

A Turning Point in the 2000s 
 
 
IN THE MID- TO LATE-2000S, ANTI-CHINA NARRATIVES GAINED A MARKEDLY 
increased level of traction within global jihadist discourses. By 2006, Osama bin 
Laden had adopted a discernibly more critical tone regarding China. That year, 
he criticized Beijing’s role as an influential actor within the United Nations  
(UN), which he referred to as a “hegemonic organization of universal infidelity.”11  
He claimed that the UN “exists in order to prevent rule by sharia and to guarantee 
submission to the rule of five of the greatest criminals on earth,” a reference to  
the UN Security Council nations. Bin Laden further stated that “Crusader Inter- 
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national and pagan Buddhism” dominate the UN Security Council, elaborating 
that “America and Britain represent the Protestant Christians, Russia represents 
the Orthodox Christians, and France represents the Catholic Christians, while 
China represents the Buddhists and pagans of the world.”12 Also in 2006, Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, then the deputy emir of al-Qaeda, began to sporadically make refer-
ence to “East Turkestan” in his statements.13 

The following year, the Jordanian professor Akram Hijazi, whom Brian Fish-
man has described as “a major intellectual figure for jihadi strategists,” wrote a 
three-part analysis dedicated to warning of the specter of China supplanting 
American primacy to become the new “head of the snake.”14 Hijazi’s detailed work 
has proven to be successful and enduring seeing as jihadists have continued to 
translate and republish it up to the present day. For example, al-Qaeda in the  
Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) featured a translation of the work in its magazine, 
Hitteen, in 2017. Similarly in 2007, al-Qaeda’s chief propaganda organ, as-Sahab 
Media, released a video in which Abu-Umar al-Baghdadi, the then-leader of the Is-
lamic State of Iraq (the Islamic State predecessor that was then loyal to al-Qaeda), 
promoted the establishment of an Islamic state spanning from Spain to China.15 
In fact, bin Laden had similarly hinted at an interest in expanding al-Qaeda’s  
influence into China in the early 2000s when his rhetoric towards China was  
limited or otherwise conciliatory. In 2003, bin Laden celebrated anti-American  
jihadist activity around the world, exalting the militants of the day as the succes-
sors to an earlier generation of Islamic warriors, “those great knights, who carried 
[the message of] Islam eastward until they reached China.”16  

The mid- to late-2000s also saw nascent anti-China narratives emerging 
among al-Qaeda’s allies in Pakistan. The siege of Lal Masjid, a notoriously radical 
mosque in Islamabad run by two brothers associated with jihadist organizations 
such as al-Qaeda, by Pakistani forces in July 2007 was a galvanizing event for  
the country’s Islamists. In the wake of the assault, the Pakistani government of 
President Pervez Musharraf, who was widely seen by Islamists as a US puppet, 
was certainly the object of the most direct jihadist scorn. However, there was also 
some chatter on the margins regarding a perceived Chinese role in the operation 
given that the siege had been sparked by the kidnapping of Chinese sex workers 
by students of Lal Masjid’s female seminary. The scholar Andrew Small, for  
instance, describes how, in 2008, a Pakistani Taliban spokesman justified the  
kidnapping of Chinese nationals in Pakistan as a response to “Chinese pressure 
to launch Operation Silence [the name of the Lal Masjid operation]” back in 2007. 
Similarly, Jacob Zenn notes how Abu Zar al-Burmi, the former spiritual leader of 
the al-Qaeda-aligned Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), often criticized  



Beijing for its alleged role in supporting the Musharraf government’s raid on the 
mosque.17 

These trends were bolstered by the rise of the al-Qaeda-aligned Turkestan  
Islamic Party (TIP) as a militant vanguard for the Uyghur cause and prolific media 
producer in the late 2000s. The TIP first made international headlines for its  
bellicosity in threatening the 2008 Beijing Olympics and claiming various attacks 
in Xinjiang around this time.18 The TIP’s ascent represented a new dynamic within 
the global jihadist movement. It marked the first time in contemporary history that 
an explicitly jihadist Uyghur militant group had achieved such a robust media  
apparatus and level of organized fighting capacity outside of China, predomi-
nantly by operating alongside al-Qaeda and its allies in the Afghanistan-Pakistan 
region and later in Syria (which saw an influx of foreign fighters around 2013).  
Although al-Qaeda had been fairly restrained on the China question prior to 
2009, the organization had strengthened ties with the TIP and provided some 
level of support for the group’s media operations in the 2000s. Around 2009, the 
TIP began releasing videos through the al-Qaeda-linked al-Fajr Media Centre.19 
Al-Qaeda’s shift towards more explicit and frequent criticism of China, including 
direct threats of violence, and its more direct support for the TIP were spurred, in 
large part, by the outbreak of the 2009 Urumqi riots and Beijing’s subsequent 
crackdown on Muslims in Xinjiang. The Urumqi riots actually began in coastal 
Guangdong Province after several Uyghur men were accused of sexually assault-
ing ethnic Han women. The incidents in Guangdong sparked several days of  
ethnic clashes in Xinjiang which resulted in at least 200 casualties. In response, 
the Chinese government expanded its security and policing apparatuses in the 
province, relying heavily on the aggressive tactics that then-Party Secretary for 
Xinjiang Chen Quanguo had previously used during his service as Party Secre-
tary in Tibet.20 The riots and subsequent crackdown attracted widespread media 
attention and jihadist organizations began to increasingly link “East Turkestan” 
to the plight of Muslims around the world.  

Shortly after the Urumqi riots, al-Qaeda officials and affiliated jihadists 
changed tack and began criticizing or directly threatening China. Hostile remarks 
were issued by a global range of the network’s leadership figures, regional 
branches, and allies. To take a few examples from 2009 alone: Senior al-Qaeda  
official Abu Yahya al-Libi urged Uyghurs to wage war against China in October  
of that year, al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) threatened attacks on  
Chinese workers in Algeria as reprisal for the Urumqi riots, and the Islamic State 
in Iraq released a video promoting the Uyghur cause and threatening Beijing.21 
Additionally, Hani al-Sibai, a former member of Egyptian Islamic Jihad (EIJ) and 
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an alleged associate of al-Qaeda whose speeches have occasionally been featured 
in TIP publications, railed publicly against the “massacres against the Muslims of 
East Turkestan” committed by the Chinese state. The influential Salafi cleric 
Hamid al-Ali of Kuwait, who was designated by the US Treasury Department as 
an al-Qaeda financier in 2006, wrote in 2009 about the “duty to stand with the 
plight of the Uyghur Muslims against Chinese repression.”22 Relatedly, one group 
of researchers has detailed how, following the riots in 2009, “a number of extrem-
ist Islamic websites affiliated to al-Qaeda called for the killing of Han Chinese in 
Algeria, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle Eastern states” in retaliation for China’s 
clampdown.23 

 
 

Al-Qaeda’s Global Alliance Network: 
The Internationalization  

of the East Turkestan Cause 

 
 
BY THE START OF THE 2010S, A BROADER RANGE OF AL-QAEDA FIGURES, BRANCHES, 
and aligned groups were publicly voicing anti-China grievances in their pro- 
paganda. Online magazines such as AQAP’s English-language Inspire, AQIS’  
Resurgence, and a magazine linked to the Pakistani Taliban (Tehrik-i-Taliban  
Pakistan or TTP), Azan, helped to globalize anti-China narratives. 

The 2010s saw an unprecedented volume of anti-China rhetoric and propagan-
da from a linguistically and geographically diverse range of prominent officials 
within the al-Qaeda network. For instance, AQAP’s Anwar al-Awlaki accused the 
Chinese of occupying Muslim lands in a 2010 edition of Inspire magazine. In 2011, 
Dokku Umarov, the Chechen leader of the Caucasus Emirate (an al-Qaeda-affili-
ated militant group that later fought in Syria), and the prominent blog Kavkaz 
Jihad published messages of solidarity with the Uyghurs.24 Additionally, in 2012 
the TTP murdered a Chinese tourist in revenge, per the group’s official state-
ment, “for the Chinese government killing our Muslim brothers in the Xinjiang 
province.”25 The following year, al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda’s affiliate in East Africa,  
released a video identifying with the Uyghur cause. That same year, the al-Qaeda 
ideologue Abu Zaid al-Kuwaiti appeared posthumously in a video in which he 
gave advice to the Uyghurs and Abdullah Mansoor, a prominent leader of the 
TTP, wrote about the history of the Chinese occupation of East Turkestan in the 



magazine of Jamaat-ul-Ahrar (JuA), a former splinter faction of the TTP headed 
by veteran leader Omar Kahlid Khurasani that has since been reabsorbed into the 
TTP.26 In 2014, al-Qaeda’s Global Islamic Media Front referred to Xinjiang as a 
jihadist battlefront and the TTP/JuA spokesman Ehsanullah Ehsan wrote criti-
cally of China. Most notably, in 2015, al-Shabaab claimed to be intentionally  
targeting Chinese nationals after killing a Chinese security guard in an attack on 
a hotel in Somalia’s capital, Mogadishu.27 

The TIP also became a more notable presence in the jihadist landscape in  
the 2010s. Some of the group’s leadership reportedly has longstanding ties to  
al-Qaeda dating back decades, and, in a 2016 audio address, TIP emir and re-
ported member of al-Qaeda’s Shura Council Abdul Haq al-Turkistani reaffirmed 
the alliance between the two groups.28 Al-Zawahiri responded to the 2016 state-
ment by commending the Muslims of East Turkestan for waging jihad around 
the globe and referred to the Chinese government as “atheist occupiers” and  
“Chinese invaders.” In a separate video series of al-Zawahiri’s speeches released in 
July 2016 titled the “Islamic Spring” series, al-Zawahiri exalted the founding 
leader of the East Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM), the TIP’s predecessor 
group, and placed him among the pantheon of all-time jihadist legends.  

In recent years, the TIP has leveraged its ties to al-Qaeda to call increased  
attention within the broader jihadist movement to Chinese policies in Xinjiang. 
In March 2019, for instance, TIP’s Abdul Haq al-Turkistani put out a call for  
leading jihadi figures, including leaders of the Taliban and al-Qaeda, to pledge 
more public support for the Uyghur cause and to be more vocal about China’s  
domestic security clampdown on Muslims.29 Shortly thereafter, al-Qaeda’s central 
leadership released a statement of solidarity through as-Sahab Media and asked 
readers to support TIP.3 

 

 

China’s Rise,  
Growing International Influence,  

and Foreign Policy Actions 
 
BEIJING’S SECURITY CRACKDOWN ON MUSLIMS IN XINJIANG HAS CERTAINLY BEEN 
the most stated China-related grievance among al-Qaeda and its allies, which 
have by now published a number of statements of support for the Uyghurs in  
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Xinjiang and called for Muslims to oppose the Chinese government. However, as 
China’s global rise became more prominent throughout the 2010s, the global  
al-Qaeda network also notably increased its criticism of Chinese foreign policy 
and expanded its litany of grievances regarding China’s actions and influence 
abroad. Al-Qaeda has begun to perceive China as a rising imperial or colonial 
power that is growing its political, economic, and military footprint abroad, sup-
porting repressive governments, exploiting natural resources, corroding (Islamic) 
culture, and committing blasphemy. Abu Zar al-Burmi of the Islamic Movement 
of Uzbekistan has even compared China’s international commercial activity to 
that of the British East India company.31  

China’s rapid ascent and expanding global influence have raised numerous  
concerns for Islamist thinkers and members of al-Qaeda’s broader network and  
allies. In 2007, the Jordanian professor Akram Hijazi referred to China as a “bru-
tal and colonizing power … [that] drained the resources of the weak countries.”32 
Similarly, in 2013, al-Burmi anointed China as the “new superpower” and  
predicted it would surpass the United States as “number one enemy.”33 

China has been increasingly linked to and listed among jihadists’ other major 
global enemies. In 2018, al-Burmi lumped China in with the alleged great-power 
enemies of Islam, saying, “our war is against the Russians, Chinese, and Ameri-
cans.”34 In 2015, AQIS published a posthumous interview with one of its former 
members, the Jewish-American convert to Islam and prominent media operative 
Adam Gadahn, in which he placed China among the “major global enemies of 
the Ummah [community of believers]” alongside the United States, Israel, and 
India and accused Beijing of being part of a “new regional alignment against 
Islam and Muslims.”35 Relatedly, in a 2018 issue of the AQIS magazine Hitteen, 
Ustad Usama Mahmood, the AQIS’s current emir, called China the worst enemy 
of Islam after the United States and said that China should also be attacked like 
the United States.36 

The 2010s also saw an increased level of encroachment anxiety within the  
al-Qaeda network regarding China’s growing military might and expanding global 
security footprint. Abu Zar al-Burmi warned in 2013 that “the coming enemy of 
the Ummah is China, which is developing its weapons day after day to fight the 
Muslims.”37 In 2007, Akram Hijazi surmised that “China is about to sit on the 
throne of the world power” and “will have the upper hand when it comes to hege-
mony, and global interventions currently dominated by America and partially by 
Europe.”38 Likewise, the prominent AQIS writer Sibaght ul Haq in a 2012 article 
in the al-Qaeda-linked Urdu-language magazine Nawai Afghan Jihad fretted about 
China’s reported attempt to set up a military base in Pakistan’s Waziristan region 



to hunt ETIM militants.39 More recently, in October 2021, Moinuddin Shami, a 
prominent AQIS writer and disciple of the group’s former deputy emir, wrote in 
the group’s official magazine that while China and the US are enemies in the  
competition between global powers, they are united in their war against Islam.40 

 

 
South Asia as an Engine  

of Narrative Creation 
 
SOUTH ASIA’S JIHADIST ECOSYSTEM HAS BEEN CENTRAL TO CREATING AND PURVEYING 
anti-China narratives. This is due to the region’s proximity to China and these  
jihadists’ intimate familiarity with Chinese policies and influence in the region. 
South Asian jihadists have described their opposition to China with great nuance 
and have identified a diverse range of alleged Chinese transgressions in the  
region. In terms of national character and ideological essence, China is framed 
differently depending on context: it is sometimes referred to as atheist, commu-
nist, Buddhist, Confucius, or some combination of these. 

One of the sources that has produced many pieces of propaganda against 
China over the years is the al-Qaeda-linked Urdu-language magazine Nawai 
Afghan Jihad. While its first issue was released in August 2008 as an independent 
outlet covering jihadist activity in Afghanistan and Pakistan, AQIS acknowledged 
Nawai Afghan Jihad as its official magazine in August 2019. Then, in April 2020, 
Nawai Afghan Jihad rebranded as Nawai Ghazwa-e Hind, shifting its focus from 
Afghanistan to the Indian Subcontinent and neighboring regions.41 Nawai Afghan 
Jihad articles which mention China are of two types: those which focus on China’s 
repression of Uyghurs in Xinjiang and those which criticize China and Pakistan 
for their mutual relations.  

Prior to 2016, the magazine’s anti-China propaganda was limited to covering 
the history of the Chinese acquisition of East Turkestan and some brief articles 
about Chinese policies. For example, the magazine’s first standalone article  
dedicated to Chinese Muslims was published in March 2011, nearly three years 
after the publication’s founding. While it generally covered the history of East 
Turkestan going back several centuries, it also mentioned Abu Yahya al-Libi’s 
video that had been released after the Urumqi riots in 2009 as well as AQIM’s 
threats against Chinese workers in North Africa from around the same time.42  

However, in the period after December 2016, issues of Nawai Afghan Jihad 
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started to increasingly feature content about China. This coincided with a grow-
ing interest in the Uyghur cause from important jihadist ideologues in the region 
such as AQIS emir Ustad Usama Mahmood and from other Urdu-language  
al-Qaeda outlets such as Hitteen magazine.43 Between September 2017 and May 
2019, Nawai Afghan Jihad dedicated several articles to China’s mistreatment of 
Uyghur civilians and hunt for TIP militants, particularly highlighting the issue of 
Muslim women detained by Chinese security services.44  

The issue of Uyghur women in particular has been exploited by AQIS’s propa-
ganda. Indeed, since 2008, three articles penned by authors with female names 
have appeared in Nawai Afghan Jihad describing the plight of Uyghur women. In 
two such articles, which appeared in April 2012 and June 2018, respectively, the 
authors, who each claimed to be Muslim women who had migrated from East 
Turkestan, described in detail the suffering of Uyghurs and how the Chinese  
government is eradicating Islam in East Turkestan.45 Separately, in July 2019, an 
author with a female name, though apparently not a Uyghur, wrote about a con-
versation she claimed to have had with the wives of Uyghur militants who had 
migrated from East Turkestan to Afghanistan and Pakistan, particularly Waziris-
tan, where many Arab and Uyghur militants were training in the Mehsud region 
and staying there with their families around this time.46  

Other Nawai Afghan Jihad articles published from 2018 onward refer to China’s 
repressive policies in Xinjiang as worse than the historical conquests of Chingiz 
Khan or compare the destruction of mosques in East Turkestan to the demolition 
of the Babri Masjid in India by a Hindu mob in 1992 and the 2007 siege of the 
Lal Masjid in Pakistan. One article specifically named President Xi Jinping as  
the main artificer of the plight of Muslims in China with the tacit approval of  
Pakistan’s elites.47 

Pakistan-China relations have been the subject of several Nawai Afghan Jihad 
articles. The magazine’s authors have criticized China for its economic model and 
its negative influence on Pakistan’s economy, among other things. Between 2016 
and 2017, the AQIS writer Usama Saeed (likely a pen name) repeatedly accused Pak-
istan of trading support for Beijing’s repressive actions in Xinjiang and its policies 
in Syria (referring to China’s support for the Assad regime) for economic assistance 
from China. The author also urged Pakistani society to get rid of Chinese influence 
in the country.48 Another AQIS media outlet that has frequently featured propaganda 
against both the Chinese and Pakistani governments is Hitteen. The magazine  
was established in early 2007 by Ahsan Aziz, an engineer who had served as a  
member of the Pakistani political party Jamaat-e Islami before joining al-Qaeda 
in 2002 in support of the Afghan Taliban.49 One Hitteen contributor, Numan  



Hejazi, has taken a similar tone to Usama Saeed in his articles and pointed to  
China’s geo-economic strategy as embodied by the China-Pakistan Economic  
Corridor (CPEC) as purported evidence of a plot to eradicate all jihadist movements 
in both Xinjiang and Pakistan.50 In another Hitteen article from 2018, AQIS  
ideologue Dr. Obaidurrahman Murabati argued that China’s actions in Xinjiang 
and the pressure it was applying on the Pakistani government to crack down on 
the TIP in the tribal areas had backfired and led to increasing cooperation between 
Pakistani and Uyghur militants. Murabati asserted in the same article that China’s 
actions in Xinjiang were worse than India’s policies in Kashmir.51  

Similarly, in Southeast Asia, al-Qaeda, its allies, and its supporters have accused 
China of both active participation and passive complicity in the atrocities com-
mitted against Myanmar’s Rohingya Muslim population.52 In 2013, pro-al-Qaeda 
ideologue Abd Allah bin Muhammad accused “Buddhist China” of supporting 
the actions of the “Buddhist regime in Burma” against Muslims. In 2014, Abu 
Zar al-Burmi blamed Beijing for “the massacres” that had been “committed by a 
pagan Buddhist enemy” (i.e., Myanmar) against Muslims and called for more  
attacks against China.53 Then, in March 2021, al-Qaeda released a video of a 
speech by Ayman al-Zawahiri titled “The Wound of the Rohingya is the Wound 
of the Ummah” in which the al-Qaeda leader lambasted China and claimed that 
the country bears responsibility for the atrocities against Rohingya by virtue of 
Beijing being an influential member of the UN Security Council.54 Relatedly, in a 
2019 issue of TIP’s Turkistan al-Islamiyya magazine, the group accused China of 
debt-trap diplomacy through the Belt and Road Initiative and tied this flagship 
foreign policy scheme to Beijing’s geopolitical ambitions in Myanmar.55 

While the Afghan Taliban was, for its part, mostly focused on internal issues  
relating to Afghanistan in the 2010s, the Pakistani Taliban or TTP maintained a 
more internationalized approach in line with al-Qaeda’s, including with regards 
to China. This was demonstrated in the TTP’s English-language Azan magazine, 
which ran briefly from March 2013 until the summer of 2014. In several articles, 
the TTP scorned the Pakistani government for its cordial relations with “atheist” 
and “Kafir [infidel] communist China.”56 The TTP even confirmed having  
Chinese fighters among its ranks and among allied groups like the TIP, making a 
reference to a prisonbreak in which one “Hassan Mehsoon of China” was report-
edly martyred.57 
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Targeting Chinese Interests?  
An Assessment of Al-Qaeda’s  

Current Position on China 

 
OVER THE LAST TWO YEARS, AS AL-QAEDA BRANCHES AND ALLIES HAVE CONTINUED 
to criticize and threaten China, two groups within the al-Qaeda network have 
begun conducting attacks against Chinese nationals and interests. Suspected  
al-Qaeda-aligned militants targeted Chinese nationals in Pakistan in two attacks 
in 2021. First, on April 21, 2021, the TTP carried out an attack on the luxury 
Serena Hotel in the city of Quetta, where the Chinese ambassador to Pakistan was 
reportedly staying at the time. The attack killed five people, although it was later 
learned that the ambassador had not been in the hotel at the time.58 Then on July 
14, 2021, militants bombed a bus carrying Chinese workers in Dasu in Upper 
Kohat, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province. The attack killed nine Chinese nationals 
and three Pakistanis. While the attack went unclaimed, the location of the inci-
dent indicates collaboration between the TTP and TIP.59  

Perhaps most notably, al-Shabaab has emerged as al-Qaeda’s leading anti-Chi-
na force through its campaign of sporadic attacks against Chinese nationals in  
both Kenya and Somalia as well as its hostile propaganda directed against China 
in recent years. There were indications of this trend emerging as far back 2013, 
when the group pledged solidarity with the Uyghur cause, and then again in 2015, 
when the group claimed the killing of a Chinese security guard in Mogadishu, an 
attack which drew the praise of the TIP.60 

However, following this 2015 attack there was a lull in al-Shabaab’s anti-China 
activity until 2019, when the group began releasing propaganda hostile to China 
and attacking Chinese nationals in Kenya, a trend that has continued until this 
day. This current campaign in Kenya began with a 2019 attack on Chinese con-
struction workers, an attack against the China Communications Construction 
Company (CCCC) in January 2022, and the killing of a Chinese national in 
March 2022.61 In more recent months, al-Shabaab’s propaganda operatives have 
also been active in supporting the East Turkestan cause and criticizing Chinese 
foreign policy in Africa. 

Al-Shabaab’s Shahada News Agency has criticized China’s Belt and Road Initi-
ative in Africa, Beijing’s alleged intent to establish military bases in Somalia, its 
donations of military equipment to the Somali government, and its oppression of 



Uyghurs in Xinjiang. Furthermore, in its July 2021 statement congratulating the 
Taliban on their successes in Afghanistan, al-Shabaab reiterated its support for 
Muslims in China, India, Myanmar, and elsewhere.  

The Covid-19 outbreak provided an unexpected opportunity for jihadists to 
add a new anti-China narrative. The initial rapid spread of coronavirus in Wuhan 
Province fueled a surge of anti-China propaganda and sentiment among jihadists. 
Some of al-Qaeda’s allies described the contagion as divine retribution for China’s 
policies against Muslims. 

 In February 2020, the TIP released a video through its Islam Awazi media 
channel titled “The Perspective of the Mujahideen Regarding the Corona Outbreak 
in China” in which they claimed the virus was God’s “vengeance” in retaliation for 
China’s actions in Xinjiang.62 The TTP, in its Maktaba-e Umar newsletter, under-
scored this position in editorials by top commander Mufti Usman Mansoor and 
leading ideologue and Shura Council member Sheikh Gul Muhammad Bajauri. 
Usman Mansoor said that Covid was retribution for China’s treatment of Mus-
lims in Xinjiang and its role in the repression of the Rohingya in Myanmar and 
compared the virus to the seven plagues of Egypt, arguing that both the Pharaoh 
and China had enslaved believers—Israelites and Uyghurs, respectively—and had 
subsequently been punished.63  

In the subsequent issue, Gul Muhammad Bajauri echoed Usman Mansoor’s 
words and criticized Pakistani Muslim scholars who had sided with China on  
various political issues.64 However, as the pandemic spread and lost its element of 
novelty, the propaganda of the al-Qaeda movement and its allies resumed focus 
on China’s actual policy actions rather than the coronavirus. 

The Taliban’s successful takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021 could have 
conceivably complicated al-Qaeda’s stance on China: The group’s oldest ally, the 
Taliban, began courting Beijing for diplomatic recognition and economic assis-
tance and investment shortly after taking power. However, al-Qaeda managed to 
sidestep this conundrum by continuing its criticism of China even as it praised  
the Taliban in the lead up to and wake of the Taliban’s successful takeover of 
Afghanistan. In effect, al-Qaeda has simply avoided mentioning Taliban-China 
relations. In July 2021, for example, the narrator of an as-Sahab video referred to 
the “corporate robber barons in … Communist China,” while on the 20th anniver-
sary of the 9/11 attacks, another as-Sahab production featuring AQAP leader 
Khalid Batarfi included a pledge of solidarity with the people of “Turkestan.”65 
Batarfi again referenced China’s crackdown on the Uyghurs in a November 2021 
interview released by AQAP’s official al-Malahem Media outlet, while Ayman  
al-Zawahiri briefly mentioned Turkestan in a video series in March 2022.66 In this 
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entire time, no senior al-Qaeda official or media outlet has spoken out against the 
Taliban’s growing relations with Beijing, a pragmatic choice driven by necessity. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
AL-QAEDA HAS GROWN MARKEDLY MORE HOSTILE TOWARDS CHINA OVER TIME. 
Rhetorically, al-Qaeda now fully supports the East Turkestan cause and perio- 
dically criticizes and threatens China for its policies in Xinjiang and beyond.  
However, al-Qaeda’s regional branches vary in their focus on and prioritization of 
these issues. Most of the group’s affiliates have expressed solidarity with the 
Uyghur cause at one point or another, but the greatest focus on China has only 
come from a few branches of the organization, namely al-Qaeda Central, AQIS, 
and al-Shabaab.  

Allies and supporters of al-Qaeda may pose a risk to Chinese nationals and in-
terests, as seen most recently with the TTP’s attacks against Chinese citizens in 
Pakistan.67 68 There is likewise the specter of al-Qaeda-inspired attacks against 
Chinese interests by individuals who are not members of the organization, i.e., 
“lone wolf” attacks. Notably, the September 2021 issue of the pro-al-Qaeda  
Manhattan Wolves magazine designated China as among “the enemies of Islam” 
and urged attacks against Chinese nationals and interests.  

On balance, it is quite clear that the al-Qaeda organization and broader jihadist 
movement are decidedly antagonistic of China. However, in terms of the degree 
of anti-China rhetoric and militant activity, the affiliated branches, groups, and 
individuals exist on a continuum where prioritization of attacking China is based 
on factors such as geography, the level of Chinese activity in or near the respective 
areas of operation, and other strategic considerations such as the Taliban’s  
relations with Beijing. 

On this last point regarding future Taliban-Beijing relations—or even relations 
between Kabul and New Delhi, which have shown some signs of emerging in re-
cent months—it is difficult at this time to imagine any senior al-Qaeda figure open-
ly criticizing the Taliban’s closeness to China. Al-Qaeda has made such pragmat-
ic compromises before with regards to the Taliban. Notably, al-Qaeda tacitly en-
dorsed Taliban-US talks in 2021 for the greater good of achieving an Islamic emi-
rate in Afghanistan. It is likely that for similar reasons, al-Qaeda will continue to 
avoid mentioning topics that would put their long-time ally and host, the Taliban, 



in an awkward position. The threat for al-Qaeda, however, could emerge from  
its own ranks if commanders or militants who might be embittered by the organ-
ization’s policy vis-a-vis the Taliban and China might defect and join one of  
al-Qaeda’s competitors. Notably, the Islamic State’s Khorasan Province (ISKP) has 
emerged as a major insurgent threat to the new Taliban regime and, more than any 
other jihadist organization operating today, is vocally critical of the Taliban’s  
relations with neighboring states and other supposedly un-Islamic policies such as 
the toleration of religious minorities in Afghanistan. For this reason, the group could 
conceivably attract any al-Qaeda members disillusioned with their leadership’s  
supposedly soft stance on China and the new Taliban regime. 
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Lashkar-e-Tayyaba:  
China’s Handmaid  
in Balochistan  
 
 
 
By C. Christine Fair 

 
 
 
 
 

L
ASHKAR-E-TAYYABA (LET), ALSO KNOWN AS JAMAAT-UD-DAWA (JUD) 
within Pakistan, is the most well-known terrorist organization based 
in and backed by Pakistan which operates mostly in India with lim-
ited forays in Afghanistan.1  While LeT is most known as a proxy of 
the Pakistan army to execute its preferred external security policies, 

the organization is also important to the Pakistan state because it advances inter-
nal security objectives as well. For example, the organization is part of the state’s 
fight against the Islamic State in Pakistan.2 It is also the only jihadi organization 
in Pakistan which “remains tied to the Nationalist-Islamist aims of Pakistan’s  
security establishment.”3 The organization is also opposed to sectarianism and 
holds that anyone who has recognized the supremacy of Allah cannot be killed  
irrespective of their offense; rather, they can only be rehabilitated through dawa 
(invitation to embrace the LeT’s interpretation of Islam) and tabligh (proselyti- 
zation).4 While the LeT advocates brutal murder of non-Muslims—especially  
Hindus abroad, it disdains communal violence within Pakistan. Instead, the LeT 
organization uses its charity and proselytization arms to attempt to convert  
Pakistani Hindus, especially in Sindh where Hindus are concentrated. Equally, it 
opposes efforts to undermine any given political regime in Pakistan whether civil-
ian and military because it shares the state’s prioritization of stability.5 Notably, 



the LeT remained studiously silent during the recent implosion of former Imran 
Khan’s government and his showdown with the army. Finally, the LeT has 
emerged as a key partner of the Pakistani state’s bid to promote and secure public 
support for the controversial Chinese-Pakistan Economic Quarter (CPEC), par-
ticularly in Balochistan.  

However, the LeT’s promotion of China’s growing presence in Balochistan has not 
had the salubrious effects the Pakistani state anticipated. In this essay, I present  
results from survey data to demonstrate Baloch antipathy to Lashkar-e-Tayyaba  
and the Punjabi ethnic group from which it hails. Next, I briefly recount the  
organization’s actions in Balochistan as well as its efforts to promote CPEC, and 
then I present key results from the survey data. I conclude with a discussion of the  
implications of these findings. 

 
 
 

Jamat-ud-Dawa in  
Balochistan and Beyond

 
 
 
FOR MUCH OF PAKISTAN’S HISTORY, BALOCHISTAN HAS BEEN A RESTIVE PROVINCE 
with long bouts of ethnic insurgency largely stemming from the fact that many 
Baloch did not want to be a part of Pakistan when it was created. Whereas the res-
idents in much of the territory that became Pakistan had a voice in the matter in 
the 1945–47 election, the Baloch did not. Since about 2005, the province has 
been in an active state of insurgency after a long period of relative peace. One of 
the major problems in Balochistan is that it is resource rich, expansive in territory 
and sparsely populated, with little political power. The Pakistan state, which is 
dominated by the Punjab, has long been extractive in Balochistan while failing to 
develop the province and its peoples. Baloch complain that they only get gas or 
electricity hookups when the army builds a cantonment, reflecting the fact that 
Balochistan is the least developed of Pakistan’s provinces.6  

Adding to the accumulating list of ossifying Baloch grievances against the Pak-
istan state is the so-called China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). The CPEC 
transport and infrastructure corridor stretches between Gilgit-Baltistan in the 
north, which shares a border with China’s restive Xinjiang, and the Chinese-built 
Gwadar port in Balochistan, in the south. While the Baloch have long nurtured 
concerns about Punjabis colonizing their province; these anxieties have intensified 
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since the April 2015 announcement of CPEC. At that time, the enterprise prom-
ised $46 billion for energy and infrastructure projects in Pakistan, including the 
aforementioned development of the deep-sea port at Gwadar.7 While Baloch have 
long decried the unfair distribution of economic benefits and other developments 
in the central government, they now also repine about the negligible benefits of 
CPEC for the Baloch in their own provinces. As Ismail and Camba note, Balochis-
tan shoulders a disproportionate burden for CPEC by affording 62 percent of the 
requisite land, including the Gwadar coastline where traditional communities 
used to earn their livelihood. However, Balochistan gets only 4.5% of the CPEC 
budget. In contrast, the more developed provinces of Sindh and Punjab have (or 
have been promised) the most lucrative CPEC highways and projects.8 The Baloch 
are also enduring significant losses as a result of CPEC. The Baloch have argued 
that the various projects are squandering precious resources like water and also  
access to traditional fishing areas; meantime, CPEC roads are displacing Baloch 
who are being ousted from their land without compensation. These developments 
necessarily exacerbate the Baloch’s long-simmering concerns and growing anger 
about outsiders taking over their homeland.9  

Indeed, large-scale Punjabi migration to Balochistan, which has resulted in the 
growth of Punjabi-dominant enclaves in the province, has been a long-standing 
irritant to the Baloch, who further view the Pakistan state as colonizers seeking to 
make them minorities in their own province and homeland.10 Furthermore, the 
Baloch have also become antagonistic towards the Chinese workers who are un-
dertaking CPEC-related and other projects in Balochistan. The Baloch believe the 
foreign workers are the tip of a spear of Chinese colonizers who are working closely 
with the Pakistan “deep state”—centered in Rawalpindi with collaborators in  
Islamabad—which they read as “Punjabi,” to rob Balochistan of its resources while 
the “owners” of these resources enjoy none of the benefits.11 While there is surely 
logic to this master narrative of Chinese-Deep State-Punjabi collusion, the work-
ers there are not imperial masterminds. Because the Chinese fear the situation 
in Balochistan and because they have habits that are deeply offensive to locals, 
such as pork consumption and disporting with Chinese prostitutes,12 they live in 
enclaves with Chinese-provided security working closely with Pakistani security 
forces.13  

For all of these reasons, Pakistan’s Baloch generally, but Baloch militants in 
particular, energetically oppose the initiative throughout the presumed CPEC 
route. To counter Baloch militants, the Pakistani state has waged a relentless 
counterterrorism campaign, most recently since 2005, which includes extrajudi-
cial disappearances, torture and murder. Non-kinetically, the Pakistani security 



establishment has long relied on the Jamaat-ud-Dawa, along with its philan-
thropic wing the Filah Insaniat Foundation (FIF), in Balochistan because the  
organization actively promotes the “ideology of Pakistan.” (Note that in 2010, the 
United States designated FIF as a Foreign Terrorist Organization and the United 
Nations did so, too, in accordance with UN Security Council Resolutions 1267 
(1999) and 1989 (2011).14 The Pakistan army hopes that this Islamist, state ide-
ology will be an effective ideological countermeasure to the Baloch ethnic identity 
and its irridentist aspirations largely by subsuming the latter under the former.15  

Balochistan has been a focal point of JuD activity and that of its various other 
fronts like FIF. In 2012, a JuD representative explained that in Balochistan the or-
ganization will focus on developmental and welfare projects because it believes 
that Baloch grievances can “only be resolved by JuD.”16 Hafiz Abdur Rauf, the 
chairman of FIF, claimed that “JuD will minimize the differences between the  
people” and further remarked that JuD will mobilize volunteers from across Pakis-
tan to work in the province, something which the Baloch decry as “colonization.” 
(Indeed, Baloch routinely label migration from elsewhere in Pakistan to Balochis-
tan as “colonization.” Because so often the migrants are Punjabis and because  
Punjabis are so dominant in the Pakistan army, many Baloch use “colonizer” and 
“Punjabi” interchangeably.) Hafiz Saeed, the amir of JuD, explained that Pakis-
tan’s government needs “JuD’s ideology to resolve the issues of Balochistan.”17   

JuD is an important ally of the Pakistani state in Balochistan for several  
reasons. First, many Pakistanis who consume Pakistan’s print or televised media 
widely believe that India, Afghanistan, and even the United States are behind the 
secular, ethno-nationalist insurgency in Balochistan. The arrest of Kulbhushan 
Sudhir Jadhav, an Indian intelligence operative purportedly in Balochistan, has 
rendered moot any doubts among Pakistanis about the foreign hand behind the 
Baloch rebels.18 (While Indians are adamant that the Pakistanis snatched him 
from Iran rather than Pakistan, there is no doubt he was an intelligence opera-
tive.19) JuD’s own propaganda aligns with that of the Pakistani state: by virtue of 
being Baloch ethnic militias, the militants are Indian agents and can no longer 
have legitimate grievances on the basis of being Pakistanis. Second, the Baloch  
insurgents pose an existential threat to the state because they claim to be secular, 
and they oppose—or are outright hostile to—Islamism and to the state’s efforts to 
mobilize Islam as the national ideology. Third, Balochistan has also witnessed 
sanguinary sectarian violence against the ethnic Hazaras perpetrated by Deob-
andi, anti-Shia militias such as Lashkar-e-Jhangvi. As will be explained, JuD dis-
courages sectarian outbursts as destabilizing of the state. Finally, Balochistan is 
becoming a center of activities of the Islamic State, which is an existential foe of 
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JuD.20 Thus, JuD is quite correct that if it can propagate its ideology successfully 
throughout the province, many of the problems of Balochistan can be mitigated 
principally by vitiating the ethno-nationalist character of the Baloch grievances 
and by tempering Deobandi sectarianism in the province. 

Despite Baloch objections, FIF had a monopoly on relief efforts in 2015 when 
a deadly earthquake hit Quetta and environs.21 The state did this previously in 2013 
when it sought to promote JuD and FIF and their brands. In September 2013,  
after another deadly earthquake, Pakistan gave exclusive permission to FIF to  
undertake relief while denying permission to Médecins Sans Frontières, which was 
ready to deploy services to the affected region.22 With other competitors removed, 
FIF and JuD, with its Punjabi roots and Islamist militant ties, was at the forefront 
of relief in both disasters. This was not a covert affair: in fact, FIF’s relief activi-
ties were widely reported internationally as well as in Pakistan’s print and televised 
media. As in 2013, JuD and FIF widely touted its relief efforts in 2015. While much 
of the social media posts have been removed as Pakistan has once again feigned 
to shut down and proscribe the organizations; the Facebook page of the Quetta 
branch of FIF is still available. The photos show the organization’s vehicles dis-
porting with the well-known black and white flag of Lashkar-e-Tayyaba (Picture 
1) as well as posing along with army officers from the Baloch Regiment with  
their maroon berets (Picture 2). In 2017, Newsweek Pakistan reported that Hafiz  
Saeed was “rumored to have 200,000 men deployed these days in Tharparkar and 
Balochistan ‘conquering’ people that Pakistan doesn’t like.”23 

Afterwards, the Baloch nationalists expressed outraged at FIF’s provision of  
relief services. These Baloch correctly interpreted the Rawalpindi’s promotion of 
this organization in the province as a state-sponsored initiative to embed “jihadi 
agents” in the area and “inculcate religious extremism to counter secular Baloch 
nationalism.” The spokesperson for a Baloch nationalist organization (BSO-Azad) 
explained that  the government of Pakistan government deliberately denied  
secular aid organizations from participating in relief operations while allowing 
the FIF exclusive access because FIF is considered an asset in , the Pakistan army’s 
counter-insurgency operations in the province. Moreover, the government award-
ed FIF health and education projects in numerous localities in Awaraan such as 
Awaraan City, Labach, Dalbidi, Ziaratdan, Malaar and Gishkor.24     

 
 
 
 

              



 
 
 
 
 
 
FIF Quetta 

 
Picture 1:  
FIF Vehicle  
with LeT  
Flag 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture 2:  
FIF Activists 
Posing with 
the Baloch  
Regiment 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Source: https://m.facebook.com/FIF-Quetta-180383688974870 

 
LASHKAR-E-TAYYABA: CHINA’S HANDMAID IN BALOCHISTAN ■ 41



42 ■ CURRENT TRENDS IN ISLAMIST IDEOLOGY / VOL. 31 

Colonizing Pakistan to Enrich China 
 
 
WHILE CPEC IS MOST POPULARLY CONSIDERED A TRANSPORT EFFORT TO IMPROVE 
Pakistan’s shambolic road and rail connectivity as well as power projects, CPEC 
is also a platform for agricultural exploitation.25 China’s need for food likely  
explains the most under-studied component of the so-called Chinese Pakistan 
Economic Corridor: Chinese exploitation of Pakistan’s agricultural resources. In 
2017, The Dawn obtained and leaked the CPEC master plan. Most of the com-
mentary of that plan focused on its dodgy finances whose terms were set by China 
rather than the market, the road and rail investments as well as power generation. 
Curiously, no one paid attention to the most striking observation, namely that  
the “main thrust of the plan actually lies in agriculture, contrary to the image of  
CPEC as a massive industrial and transport undertaking, involving power plants 
and highways. The plan acquires its greatest specificity and lays out the largest  
number of projects and plans for their facilitation, in agriculture.”26 

The CPEC agricultural plan provides a roadmap that spans the entire supply 
chain and exploits Pakistan’s own innumerable dysfunctions in its agricultural 
sector. For example, it observes that 50 percent of Pakistan’s agricultural prod-
ucts rot during harvesting and transport because Pakistan has no significant  
cold-chain logistics and processing facilities. Consequently, the plan calls for the 
provision of seeds and other inputs, like fertilizer, credit and pesticides while  
noting that various Chinese enterprises “will also operate their own farms, pro-
cessing facilities for fruits and vegetables and grain. Logistics companies will  
operate a large storage and transportation system for agrarian produce.” 27  

As with much of CPEC, the Chinese are motivated by their concerns about 
Kashgar Prefecture, which is a part of the so-called Xinjiang Autonomous Zone. 
As is well-known, this is where the Chinese are using every means necessary— 
including genocide—to rid itself of the restive Muslim Uyghurs.28 The Chinese 
are keen to replicate the strategy they used in Tibet in Xinjiang. This plan calls for 
social re-engineering by diminishing the problem population by all means pos-
sible and active settling of Han Chinese. It also calls for better economic and  
logistical integration with the rest of the country concomitant with these re-engi-
neering efforts.  One of the issues that China wants to address is the poverty and 
under-development in Kashgar. The bulk of the plan aims to expand economic 
opportunities for the Kashgar Prefecture generally and Xinjiang Production 
Corps, coupled with the opportunities for profitable engagement in the domestic 



market. This is the primary market for Pakistan, which is hardly a windfall for 
Pakistan.  

An optimist may look at this and see in Pakistan some measure of opportuni-
ties. And indeed, the Pakistani press has not raised many alarm bells about this 
aspect of CPEC. This is odd because, as Huma Yusuf has lucidly explained, within 
twenty years, Pakistan will be the most water-strained country in the region. While 
twenty years may sound a long way away, currently, 30 million Pakistani have no 
access to potable water.29 Perhaps one of the reasons why few have been con-
cerned about the ongoing exploitation of Pakistani resources to advance the food 
demands and political interests of Beijing is because Pakistan has not had a  
serious discussion about its water crises, much less considered appropriate policy 
measures. At best, water scarcity is seen as a precipitant of conflict with India. 
The full dimensions of Pakistan’s water problems are rarely addressed much less 
understood. 

Yusuf notes that corruption and mismanagement of water is rife yet has not 
concentrated the attention of Pakistanis. She notes how the cartelization in the 
sugar industry and Pakistan’s obsession with being a sugar exporter exacerbates 
these water challenges due to the water intensity of the crop. Equally important 
is the link between malnourishment and water scarcity. Ironically, malnourish-
ment is highest in Pakistan’s most irrigated districts because producers prioritize 
water resources to grow cash crops for export over domestic food security. Nor 
have Pakistanis fully grasped the fact that water is required for much of Pakistan’s 
export-oriented sectors like textiles because cotton requires a lot of water. When 
the water is gone, so is any hope of Pakistan becoming an economic powerhouse.30 
This exposes the vacuity of claims touting CPEC’s benefits for Pakistan.  

Once again, the state depends upon its right-hand proxy: the Jamaat-ud-Dawa. 
Hafiz Saeed has been an outspoken proponent of the China initiative which is an 
odd position for a purported defender of the global umma to take given China’s 
well-known genocide of the Uyghur Muslims. Indeed, one of the Chinese strate-
gic goals of CPEC is to economically integrate the traditionally Uyghur city of 
Kashgar with the rest of China and the world at-large to make Kashgar more  
attractive to far greater settlement by Han Chinese. In addition to being a dogged 
proponent of CPEC, Hafiz Saeed denounces any criticism of the initiative as  
injurious not only to Pakistan’s Muslims but indeed to the Umma. Addressing a 
seminar on the 51st Defense Day of Pakistan, he has accused the United States 
and India of “spreading terrorism and unrest across Pakistan.” He continued  
explaining that “America’s issue is China; India’s issue is Pakistan. The interest of 
both has become one, because of CPEC. This is the basis of their new pact. This 
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is the preparation of a terrifying war.” He elaborated that “India and America are 
worried that if the CPEC project succeeded, the entire Muslim world would stand 
beside Pakistan. And, the (resultant) new defense and economic pacts that will 
take place will oust America not only from this region and the Middle East, but 
from all important places and waters of the world. America will have to get out of 
all these places. That is why today the biggest hurdle before them is Pakistan.”31 

But the most explicit and detailed support for CPEC comes from the manifesto 
of the Milli Muslim League (MML), which is the political party formed by JuD to 
contest the 2018 elections. The MML laid out its vision for the country’s dom-
estic and foreign policy agendas in the October 2017 issue of Invite, an English 
magazine published by JuD. The MML’s stated positions are in complete align-
ment with that of the deep state. Notably, the party is committed to CPEC,32 and 
says it will work to persuade those Baloch in Balochistan who currently oppose the 
project to embrace the importance of Chinese projects in the country as critical to 
securing Pakistan’s financial independence.33  

 

 

 

The Baloch See Through It
 

 
 
BECAUSE OF THE ORGANIZATION’S OVERWHELMING PUNJABI COMPOSITION34 AND 
its execution of the state’s policies at home and abroad, many Baloch see JuD  
to be simply an extension of the Pakistan army—and for good reasons. Thus, it is 
curious that Pakistan’s deep state seems so confident that Jamaat-ud-Dawa will 
succeed in advancing the state’s interests and those of China’s in Balochistan.   

In fact, public opinion data suggests that the state’s various stratagems are  
failing. In 2013, my colleague Karl Kaltenthaler and I fielded a survey among a 
large representative sample of 7,656 Pakistanis to assess their views on a variety 
of sensitive issues, using an indirect form of questioning. We oversampled in 
Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) to ensure our ability to generate 
valid estimates in these provinces, which have small populations in spatially  
concentrated ethnic enclaves because of their rugged terrain.35  

We generated a measure of support for LeT from a survey item that asked  
respondents whether they believe that the organization does or does not do a 
range of activities, including: 1. Tries to liberate Kashmiri Muslims from Indian 
rule; 2. Provides social services to Muslims, like clinics and schools; 3. Tries to oust 



foreigners from Afghanistan; 4. Tries to make Pakistan Sharia-compliant; 5. Rids 
Pakistan of apostates and munafiqin (those who spread discord among Muslims); 
6. Engages in dawa (proselytization) to spread correct understandings and prac-
tice of Islam. If a respondent indicated that the group did one of these activities, 
we coded it as a one otherwise zero. We then added up the total score for each of 
the six questions. A score of six suggests the highest support for the organization 
while zero indicates the lowest.  

We then executed regression analysis of this variable against several variables 
that contain pertinent information about the respondent, including: gender, a 
measure of wealth, educational attainment, age, the district in which they live, 
the interpretation of Islam they embrace (Barelvi, Shia, Ahle-e-Hadith, Deobandi, 
Jamaat-e-Islami) as well as their ethnicity (Pashtun, Punjabi, Sindhi, Baloch, 
Muhajir).  

Unsurprisingly, Punjabis were most supportive of the group. This was not sur-
prising given that the organization is a Punjabi organization with strong ties to 
the Pakistan military, which is also Punjabi dominant. And those who espouse 
the Ahle-e-Hadith tradition, which JuD propounds, were also most likely to  
support them. In contrast, those who embrace any other Islamic interpretative 
tradition opposed the group.  

For purposes of this study, Baloch were the staunchest opponents of the group 
while those in Sindh came in second in their opposition. The reasons for Sindhi 
opposition are similar to that of the Baloch. Sindhi nationalism is vibrant, they 
tend to be more liberal than Punjabis, and the province is home to many sectar-
ian and communal minorities who are being targeted by JuD for conversion if 
non-Muslim or to foreswear their own sectarian beliefs in an embrace of the  
Islamic ideology propounded by JuD.36 These results are consistent with the 
Baloch view of the organization as a Punjabi-led and existential threat. 

 
 

 Conclusions and Implications 
 

 
THE PAKISTANI STATE HAS LONG RELIED UPON LET/JUD/FIF TO PROSECUTE ITS 
agenda in Balochistan. Secure in the state’s belief that the organization faithfully 
propagates the ideology of Pakistan and is in complete alignment with the state on 
domestic security affairs, the state has created the conditions that have enabled 
the organization to build deep roots in Balochistan. With the increasing salience 
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of CPEC, it has become ever more important that the state placate the restive 
Baloch to make it safe for Chinese exploitation. However, given the strong Pun-
jabi nature of the organization and its explicit alignment with China and CPEC, 
throwing Jamaat ud Dawa into Balochistan is like throwing ghee onto a fire. It 
has had precisely the opposite effect.  While a detailed exposition of the role of 
the organization in Sindh is beyond the purview of this essay, it is likely that very 
similar issues undergird Sindhi antipathy towards the organization as well.  
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America and the  
“Problem” of Islam 
 

 
By Shadi Hamid 
 
 
 
 
 

D
UE TO THE ATTACKS OF SEPTEMBER 11 AND THEIR AFTERMATH, 
American officials, analysts, and journalists had to do something 
they otherwise likely wouldn’t have done. They had to have—or 
were expected to have—some basic understanding of Islam and  
its role in politics, which is not to say that they succeeded in their  

efforts. For American policymakers, it was a thankless and somewhat odd endeavor. 
Should they involve themselves in internal questions of Islamic belief and practice? 
The answer would seem to be no. But this is different than saying that American 
officials shouldn’t have any opinions about the role that Islam plays in politics and 
public life. That is a different sort of question, and one that directly concerns and 
affects U.S. policy in the Middle East and beyond. If Islamist movements rise to 
power through democratic elections—as they did in countries as varied Egypt, 
Tunisia, Morocco, and Iraq—then there is simply no way for American observers 
to avoid the “problem” of Islam.  

 
 
 A Tale of Two Officials 

 
 
THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN ISLAM, AS BELIEF AND THEOLOGY, AND ISLAM, AS IT 
manifests itself politically, can be illustrated with a tale of two former secretaries 
of state, John Kerry and c Rice.  



President Barack Obama’s tenure witnessed the rise of the Islamic State, or 
ISIS. The “Islamic” in the group’s name caused any number of headaches. It also 
provided an easy talking point for Western officials, who found themselves 
tempted to dissociate the Islamic State from Islam. This was as welcome as it was 
well-intentioned. At times, however, it went too far, inviting more befuddlement 
than insight. In prepared remarks to the Brookings Institution in December 2015, 
Kerry made the unusual step of referring to ISIS as “apostates.”1 Later, in Feb-
ruary 2016, he said “[Daesh] are also above all apostates, people who have  
hijacked a great religion and lie about its real meaning and lie about its purpose 
and deceive people in order to fight for their purposes.”2 

Of course, there was an irony in a top U.S. official deciding, with seeming cer-
tainty, who qualified as an apostate, a word with a distinct legal import in Islamic 
law. The other irony was that in declaring ISIS apostates, Kerry was mimicking 
ISIS’s own practice of condemning Muslims with whom they disagreed—which 
was most of them—as disbelievers. Theology aside, calling ISIS apostates, or really 
anything else, had negligible policy import. Even if it were good rhetoric, that’s all 
it would have been, having little bearing on the actual fight against ISIS.  

When assessing what the United States got right and wrong about Islam after 
September 11, the Islamic State doesn’t, or shouldn’t, figure too prominently. It 
was an incredibly influential group for several years, but it was not significant in 
terms of mass support or representativeness in the broader Muslim world. On the 
other hand, nonviolent Islamist movements and parties did have both mass sup-
port and staying power, which they would often translate into electoral success. 
With this in mind, the longer-term problem for the United States, at least on the 
level of strategy, is whether it should continue tying itself to authoritarian regimes 
in the region in the name of stability. The flip side of this question is what the 
United States should do when democratization produces “bad” outcomes in 
strategically vital countries, as it seemingly did during the Arab Spring.  

More proximate concerns like terrorism may seem more urgent, but a counter-
terrorism policy isn’t the same thing as a strategy. As a tactical matter, the United 
States, regardless of administration, employs law enforcement and targeting to ap-
prehend and kill terrorists. A strategy, in contrast, requires some vision of what the 
Middle East can and should look like in decades to come—and this requires care-
ful consideration of the internal political struggles of Muslim-majority nations.  

These struggles center around questions of the sources of legitimate authority 
and the nature and meaning of the modern nation-state. The nature of the state, 
in turn, is intimately tied to the question of Islam’s appropriate role in a country’s 
political life, whether that be in electoral competition, legislation, or the constitu-
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tional order. Interestingly, one of the rare former officials with a similar interpre-
tation is Condoleezza Rice, likely due to her formative experiences with the thorny 
“democratic dilemmas” that arose during her tenure as Secretary of State and  
National Security Advisor to President George W. Bush. She writes in her mem-
oirs, perhaps with the benefit of hindsight, that “religion and politics don’t mix  
easily—but the exclusion of religious people from politics doesn’t work either” and 
that “the region desperately needs an answer to [this] challenge.”3 

If this is the question worth asking in the hope of finding an answer, then it is 
worth noting that it is not new. It was first posed in the early 1990s in the context 
of Algeria. For the first time, the United States was confronted with an Islamist  
dilemma when the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) found itself on the verge of  
victory in the December 1991 parliamentary elections. The staunchly secular 
military stepped in and annulled the elections—ending democracy in the name 
of saving it. By turning a blind eye to the coup and even encouraging it, the United 
States along with its European allies helped ensure that the dilemma would  
remain—entirely unresolved—over the subsequent decades. And so here we are 
today, engaged in many of the same debates and much of the same speculation 
about what would happen if Islamist parties came to power through the demo-
cratic process. 

 
 

The Return of the Islamist Dilemma 

 
 
FOR OBVIOUS REASONS, THE MIDDLE EAST BECAME A CORE PRIORITY—OR AN 
unhealthy preoccupation, depending on your perspective—after the September 
11 attacks, less than a year into the George W. Bush administration. Bush’s sub-
sequent Freedom Agenda was bound to raise similar questions about whether  
democratization would propel Islam’s role in politics to the forefront. And it did.  

The Freedom Agenda drew considerably from a controversial intellectual prem-
ise. In many ways, it was a patriotic update of so-called “blame America first” argu-
ments associated with left-wing activists, which made it all the more ironic coming 
from Bush and the neoconservatives.4 The Bush administration’s argument was 
intuitive: Citizens are more likely to resort to violence if they lack peaceful means 
to express their grievances. And those means could only come about in a democra-
tic context that afforded genuine political space for dissent, civil negotiation, and 
compromise. Accordingly, the attacks on September 11 did not happen because 



they hated our freedom, but, rather, because the Middle East’s stifling political  
environment bred anger, frustration, and violence. Since the United States had 
been partly responsible for promoting authoritarianism in the region, it was also 
responsible for promoting the antidote.   

The Bush administration’s commitment to the Freedom Agenda didn’t last, 
however. After a brief period of apparent democratic opening in 2004 and 2005, 
U.S. officials backtracked after Islamist parties made significant electoral gains 
across the region. In the Palestinian territories, the election of the militant group 
Hamas in January 2006 became the new cautionary tale. While the Bush admin-
istration understood the importance of elections, perhaps to a fault, it incorrectly 
assumed they would produce “moderate” outcomes.5  

In the world as it was, Hamas won by a clear margin, but it could have been 
otherwise, couldn’t it? There was a counterfactual history in which the “moder-
ates” of Fatah might have won instead, and those who believed in such a world 
would have been drawing on a considerable academic literature. The belief that 
participation and moderation went hand in hand also happened to be intuitive—
even if it turned out to be wrong. As Bush’s deputy national security advisor,  
Elliott Abrams, explained it to me: “The assumption was that the average person 
is concerned about educating his or her children, making a living.” In retrospect, 
he—like so many others—wondered how much good faith to extend to a fickle 
electorate. As Abrams reflected:  

 
There’s no question that some of the vote for Hamas was a protest 
vote against Fatah. But how much of it was that? And how much 
of it was the notion that Israel needs to be destroyed, and the only 
way to do that effectively is through violence? It’s not zero. I mean, 
is it 5 percent? Is it 35 percent? Same thing in Egypt. When people 
vote for the Brotherhood, what are they voting for? And how many 
of them were actually, truly Islamists? Maybe we were much too 
optimistic in thinking, ‘You know, they’re voting for good govern-
ment. They’re voting to end corruption.’6   

 
The language of moderation was predominant at the time, with scholars of polit-
ical Islam (including myself) attempting to assess the moderation, or lack thereof, 
of Islamist movements over time.7 The moderation framework has largely gone 
out of fashion, in part because moderation cannot help but be relative, raising the 
question of relative to what? This is where assessments of not just Islamists but of 
Islam itself become relevant. If judged according to Western standards of secular-
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ism, liberalism, and gender equality, Islamist movements would be considered 
immoderate or outright radicals. In religiously conservative societies, however,  
Islamists of the Muslim Brotherhood ilk are well within the cultural mainstream 
and are best classified on a secular-Islamist spectrum as center-right, with Salafi 
movements somewhere on the further-right. In contrast, it is secularists and lib-
erals who would be considered outside the mainstream. For example, advocating 
for full gender equality—including, say, equal inheritance between the sexes—
would be considered radical rather than moderate if one takes the actual societies 
in question as the point of reference.  

The Bush administration’s elevation of democracy as a core element of its Mid-
dle East policy was unprecedented up until that point. The Freedom Agenda—
and the fact that it was constantly touted by administration officials—made the 
question of Islamist parties’ participation inescapable. In the summer of 2003, 
Richard Haass, then the director of policy planning at the State Department,  
attempted to address that question:  

 
Some have argued that the U.S. is prepared only to support elec-
toral outcomes that please Washington, which is untrue. The U.S. 
will support democratic processes even if those empowered do not 
choose policies strategically in line with U.S. interest… Let there 
be no misunderstanding: the U.S. is not opposed to parties with 
an Islamic character in positions of responsibility.8 

 
But to “not oppose” parties with an Islamic character was easier said than done, 
and it was unclear if Haass’ position had much buy-in across the Bush adminis-
tration. President Bush’s idealization of democracy as something resembling a 
panacea was stirring, but it led to blind spots. Many in the Bush administration, 
like many Americans, were inclined to think that good things went together. So, 
if democracy was good, which it was, then it would lead to good outcomes. When 
it didn’t, the dampening of enthusiasm was palpable. In June 2005, Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice gave a major speech in Cairo where she presented democ-
racy promotion as the centerpiece of America’s strategy in the region.9 But the 
message ended up being muddled. In the question-and-answer portion of the 
event, a reporter asked if the United States had any contacts with the Muslim 
Brotherhood, by far the country’s largest opposition bloc. Rice replied, “We have 
not engaged the Muslim Brotherhood and we don’t—we won’t.”10 

 
 



 
Taking Religion Seriously 

 
 
WITH THE RENEWED FOCUS ON THE MIDDLE EAST, THERE WAS A PROLIFERATION OF 
academic studies on Islam, Islamism, and the compatibility of Islam and dem-
ocracy. In the early-to-mid 2000s, there was a profound shift in how Islamist 
movements were discussed. Mostly gone was the old nomenclature of “Islamic 
fundamentalists,” which had been popularized by a generation of scholars who 
were inclined to see political manifestations of Islam as an inherent threat to 
Western interests and values. As recently as 1995, John Voll, a leading scholar of 
Islam at Georgetown University, noted that “‘fundamentalism’ remains the most 
commonly utilized identification of the various revivalist impulses among  
Muslims. More technically accurate terms and neologisms have not gained wide 
acceptance.”11 

The term Islamic fundamentalism, having gained currency after the Iranian 
revolution of 1979 and drawing on already negative associations with Christian 
fundamentalism, couldn’t help but be used pejoratively.12 As a growing number of 
younger scholars went to study and conduct fieldwork in the Middle East after 
September 11, a more conciliatory discourse grew influential. What resulted was 
the near disappearance of “Islamic fundamentalists” in short order, to be replaced 
by the more neutral “Islamists.” As it so happened, this was a term that most Is-
lamists in the Arab world came to use for themselves in Arabic (islamiyoun). While 
seemingly symbolic, the change in vocabulary was substantive as well. Most Islam-
ists were not fundamentalists. They were modernists par excellence, attempting 
to reconcile pre-modern Islamic law with the modern-nation state. They did so 
by de-emphasizing the classical tradition and instead emphasizing Islamic inter-
pretive tools, such as maslaha (public interest) and maqasid (the objectives of the 
law), to accommodate democratic competition, political pluralism, and even  
interest-bearing loans from the International Monetary Fund.  

Of course, the discomfort with the idea of Islamist movements remains. Islamism 
is not the same of Islam, but when it comes to understanding Western fears, the 
two are difficult to disentangle. After all, fear of Islamism is fueled by the pre-
sumption on the part of Western political elites that political development and  
social progress require a conscious effort to constrain and limit religion’s role in 
public life. So, in this sense, the problem of Islamism is also a problem of Islam, 
even if it shouldn’t be.  
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Islamism versus Islam  

 
 
AFTER SEPTEMBER 11, THE CONVERSATION AROUND ISLAM INEVITABLY FOCUSED 
on Islam and democracy.13 And any conversation about the compatibility of Islam 
and democracy couldn’t avoid addressing Islamism and Islamist parties, since 
they were precisely the ones most likely to perform well in elections, perhaps even 
winning them outright.  

In the broadest sense, Islamists are those who believe that Islamic law or Islam-
ic values should play a central role in public life. They feel Islam has things to say 
about how politics should be conducted and how other people—not just them-
selves—should behave in both private and public. But this sentiment, on its own, 
is not enough to be or become an Islamist. As the Princeton historian Michael 
Cook writes, Islamists are “at pains to construe their politics out of their Islamic 
heritage.”14 One must, in other words, decide to act politically as an Islamist.15 

With this two-pronged definition, the distinction between Islam and Islamism 
becomes clearer. Large majorities in Muslim-majority countries may say they 
want Islam to play a prominent role in politics, but this does not mean they are  
Islamists. It simply means that they are ordinary people who believe what the  
preponderance of Muslims have believed from the very beginning—that Islam 
and politics cannot, and should not, be separated.  

So, definitionally, there should be no reason to assume the existence of Islamists 
where they do not exist. But the essential conundrum remains regardless. To the 
extent that U.S. policymakers see Islam as a “problem cluster,” they are also like-
ly to see secularization as if not necessarily the solution then at least something pos-
itive worth encouraging.16 Or they may see moderation as entailing a move from 
Islamic sensibilities to less explicitly Islamic ones—which is why “moderate  
Muslims” and “moderate Islam” became preoccupations in a post-9/11 context.17 
In the Middle East, ostensibly secular autocrats were well aware of this, and they 
acted accordingly. They could argue that an “enlightened” autocracy, however  
repressive, represented the best opportunity to secure the freedom and safety of the 
various groups that suffer—or are thought to suffer—under democratization in re-
ligiously conservative contexts: women and religious minorities.18 When it came 
to Christians in countries like Egypt, worst-case scenarios were assumed. It was sim-
ply too risky. As one American commentator put it: “Every attempt at democracy, 
and every democratic-like government that has been set up in Muslim-majority  
countries, has inflicted great harm on its religious minorities.”19 



If ordinary citizens were conservative and retrograde on things like gender 
equality and minority rights, then top-down, authoritarian leaders might be bad 
in theory, but perhaps, in a world of necessary evils, they could be seen as an  
instrument of progress. Or so the thinking went. If democracy was supposed to 
produce good outcomes, with electorates like these it clearly wouldn’t. All the  
reason to be circumspect about the right of those citizens to vote in meaningful 
elections in the first place.   

On intellectual grounds as well as on principle, the Obama administration 
would have disagreed with such an account. Obama and his top aides supported 
Islamist participation in politics. How could they not, particularly during a  
period as momentous as the Arab Spring, when the tide of history seemed to be 
turning? As one senior White House official recalled it: “Obama started off very 
much of the view that we need to accept that Islamists will have a role in govern-
ment. I think he came in very much believing in that and he wanted to be the  
president who would have an open mind about Islamists.”20 Even as late as the  
day of Egypt’s July 3, 2013 military coup, President Obama was reiterating the  
importance of including all parties in Egyptian politics, and he made a note to  
mention religious parties. “The United States continues to believe firmly,” Obama 
said, “that the best foundation for lasting stability in Egypt is a democratic polit-
ical order with participation from all sides and all political parties—secular and  
religious, civilian and military.”21  

 
 
 America’s Islam Problem  

 
 
IT WASN’T NECESSARILY SURPRISING THAT OBAMA—THE PRESIDENT WITH THE MOST 
experience around Muslims and in the Muslim world—would be more accepting 
of the role that Islam might play in public life. But this is only one part of the story. 
Sometimes, theory and practice diverge. Chastening experiences in the Middle 
East took their toll. As the Arab Spring turned dark, so, too, did Obama. He was 
known to privately joke, “All I need in the Middle East is a few smart autocrats.” 
He wondered why people in the Middle East couldn’t just “be like the Scandina-
vians.”22 He said the region was “rooted in conflicts that date back millennia.”23 It 
bothered him that a growing number of Indonesian women were donning head-
scarves.24 In his 2016 interview with The Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg, Obama also 
put the blame on Muslims for not being sufficiently peaceful. Muslims, he said, 
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need to “undergo a vigorous discussion within their community about how Islam 
works as part of a peaceful, modern society.” 25 He spoke of a “reformation that 
would help people adapt their religious doctrines to modernity.” In remarks after 
a terrorist attack, he argued that it was “the responsibility of Muslims around the 
world to root out misguided ideas that lead to radicalization.”26 Taken together, 
these statements betray a particular kind of fatalism toward a people, a culture, a 
religion. Too many Muslims, it seemed, were intent on defying history’s arc. As 
Goldberg notes, “One of the most destructive forces in the Middle East, Obama 
believes, is tribalism—a force no president can neutralize. Tribalism, made man-
ifest in the reversion to sect, creed, clan, and village by the desperate citizens of 
failing states, is the source of much of the Muslim Middle East’s problems.”27  

Like so many others, Obama found himself frustrated by a region that seemed 
stubbornly resistant to change. If the region was hopeless, it raised the question 
of why it might be so. In the search for answers, it was natural to look at the Mid-
dle East and think that the role of “tribalism”—including religion and a culture 
shaped indelibly by religion—might be part of the problem. In some sense, it was 
part of the problem.  

Almost immediately, in those first few months of the Arab Spring, the role of 
Islam in public life and Islam’s relationship to the state became the subject of in-
tense disagreement. Despite underemployment, income inequality, and poverty 
being the most proximate concerns for ordinary citizens, they were only discussed 
sparingly, in part because there was little to discuss. Most parties mouthed the 
same banalities. Candidates routinely promised more jobs, better wages, and cam-
paigns to root out poverty, corruption, and any number of other social ills. If you 
wanted to distinguish yourself from the competition, discussing the economy was 
probably not going to rally the base. “Left” and “right” weren’t the relevant metrics, 
because a traditional left-right spectrum failed to reflect the primary cleavage in 
these societies, which revolved around religion and identity.28 To the extent, then, 
that Arab nations descended into conflict, it seemed to have at least something to 
do with religion. But it does not follow that Islam itself was the problem. Rather, 
the problem was, and still is, the inability to accommodate competing concep-
tions of Islam’s role in politics and public life. 

To devise a U.S. approach to the region that seeks to accommodate Islam’s pub-
lic role rather than limit it, however, is not likely to be popular among American 
politicians and officials, at least not if it’s phrased in precisely that way. Individu-
al policymakers do not consciously think about how to manipulate Islam’s public 
role in foreign countries, but they do not need to. As it often does, culture provides 
the backdrop against which individuals (and governments) make decisions, even 



if they themselves are unaware of how those background assumptions shape their 
behavior. As Fawaz Gerges, author of America and Political Islam, writes: “At the 
heart of [the] U.S. reservoir of images and ideas on Islam lie not only fear and  
bewilderment but also deep misgivings about mixing religion and politics.”29  

Indeed, these misgivings are real and enduring. But then there is the question 
of why such concerns would affect the American perception of Islamists and not 
others. After all, most if not all governments in the Middle East mix religion and 
politics—even those that are more secularly oriented and “progressive.” The  
reason for this is deceptively simple. Autocratic regimes are insulated from their 
populations, but only up to a point. Because Islam remains resonant, and because 
Muslim populations remain religiously conservative to one degree or another, to 
fail to promote your own brand of Islam is to leave an ideological vacuum that  
opponents can exploit. Religion, then, becomes not merely a private matter but a 
question of national security. So governments must monitor and regulate Islamic 
knowledge and production. These manifestations of Islam are just as “political”; 
they just happen to be political in a different way.  

That the United States was never able to come to terms with a certain kind of 
oppositional Islam—one that sought power through normal politics but also op-
posed American regional hegemony—is, now, a reality more than three decades 
in the making. As a reality, it may be too late to undo. Undoing it would require a 
fundamental reorientation of American policy in the Middle East—a reorienta-
tion that would be entirely novel.  

For the better part of seven decades, the United States has allied itself with  
authoritarian regimes that have promoted some form of “statist Islam,” in which 
religion plays a prominent, even central, role in public life (as in Saudi Arabia). 
This state-centered, top-down version of Islam is meant to serve the state, and 
not the other way around. It has little room for political participation or the inde-
pendence of religious scholars. Unsurprisingly, then, this is an Islam that has been 
perceived, at least by successive American administrations, as more palatable, 
manageable, and less likely to challenge U.S. national security interests.  

That is one way of seeing it. But if one of the foundational problems of the  
modern Middle East—or perhaps even the foundational problem—is the failure 
of the nation-state to come to a peaceable, popularly acceptable accommodation 
with Islam, then America’s preference for a domesticated, statist Islam can be cast 
in a different and less positive light. The “problem” of Islam hasn’t been resolved. 
It has merely been postponed.  
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The Taliban’s Amir  
on the “Victory”  
in Afghanistan 

 

By Sara Hakimi  
and C. Christine Fair 
 
 
 
 
 

O
N FRIDAY, JULY 1, 2022, MULLAH HAIBATULLAH AKHUNDZADA, 
the notoriously reclusive supreme leader of the Afghan Taliban, 
made an unprecedented appearance at a three-day gathering  
in Kabul. The gathering, which commenced on Thursday, June  
30, 2022, was attended by some three to four thousand ulema  

(religious scholars), tribal elders, and Afghan so-called mujahedeen (holy fight-
ers.)1 The male-only gathering, which was held, ironically, at Kabul’s Polytechnic 
University, aimed to formalize the Taliban’s recapture of Afghanistan and the 
reins of government. The appearance of Akhundzada was noteworthy because he 
had not previously been filmed or photographed in public since the Taliban’s 
seizure of Kabul in August 2021. In fact, he has no digital footprint and rarely 
leaves Kandahar, which is considered the spiritual and political home of the  
Taliban movement.2 During the event, Akhundzada gave an hour-long khutba or 
religious sermon that was broadcast on Afghan radio.  

Prior to Akhundzada’s arrival at the dais, a Dari song was played. The lyrics to 
the song were: 
 
Afghanistan, my beloved country.  
I sacrifice myself for you.            
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Of the entire world, you are my beautiful garden.  
You are my everything.  
You have been harmed so many times by infidels and devils—  
Until you got your freedom.   
My soil, Afghanistan. You are precious.  
You will stay like this forever.                                                   
Afghanistan, my beloved country. 

 
When the song ended, an announcer declared Allah’s greatness (Allah-u-Akbar) and, 
speaking in Pashto, described Afghanistan as the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan” 
and introduced Akhundzada as the Honorable Amir-ul-Momineen, or “Commander 
of the Faithful.”   

Akhundzada started his address using a mixture of Arabic and Pashto. He began 
with the traditional greeting of As-Salaam-Alaikum (Peace Be Upon You), recited  
several Quranic verses, and offered salat (blessings) to the Prophet Muhammad. He 
also greeted the Taliban leaders in attendance, which included deputy Taliban chief 
and acting Interior Minister Sirajuddin Haqqani (a designated terrorist by the  
U.S. Government and the United Nations Security Council), as well as key tribal  
elders, ulema, mujahideen, and others. After this, he began his speech. 

There are several noteworthy things about Akhundzada’s speech. For one, he 
did not refer to the meeting as a “jirga,” which is a traditional Afghan reference for 
such a gathering. Instead, he referred to it as a “great gathering of ulema.” His use 
of this term and his address to religious scholars was significant as it reflects the 
fact that the Taliban emerged from the Deobandi religious schools or madaris3 of 
Pakistan in the early 1990s while Afghanistan was being ravaged by ethnic mili-
tias associated with Hekmatyar Gulbuddin, on the one hand, and Ahmad Shah 
Masoud, on the other. In speaking directly to religious scholars, Akhundzada 
wanted to remind his audience that unlike the aforementioned ethno-nationalist 
warlords (jangbaazi) that fought over the remains of war-torn Afghanistan after 
the Soviet Union departed, the Taliban fundamentally comprise a religious move-
ment, one that emerged from the crucible of those Pakistani Deobandi madaris 
along the Afghan border which took in young, male Pashtun refugees from  
Kandahar. The Taliban leadership today draws heavily from ulema who were  
educated in those Deobandi madaris. In principle, this religious rather than  
ethnic mooring opens up the movement to non-Pashtun Afghans, despite the 
movement’s largely Gilzai Pashtun base.4 In this sense, the Taliban amir may be 
trying to convince his audience that post-America Afghanistan need not fall prey 
to ethnic warfare and other centripetal forces as it did after the Soviets withdrew. 



Akhundzada went on to assert the Taliban’s victory in Afghanistan is not only 
a source of pride for Afghans, but also for the global community of Muslims 
(ummah). He recognized the loss of life of all Afghans—whether mujahideen or 
civilians—and claimed to have prayed that Allah may accept their prayers and 
grant them admission to paradise. He acknowledged the killings and destruction 
of property that occurred in the course of the Taliban’s “jihad” to reconquer 
Afghanistan but argued that it was done for a good cause, namely, fighting the 
non-believers and establishing an Islamic Emirate. He also claimed that Afghans 
are now happy with this outcome, despite evidence to the contrary. Notably, 
women and religious and ethnic minorities deeply fear for their lives and safety 
under Taliban rule, and these fears have been reinforced by ongoing Taliban  
violence and oppression of the same.5  

Akhundzada contrasted the Taliban—a movement, he asserted, which sought 
only to establish security and a Sharia-based state in Afghanistan—with the coun-
try’s previous U.S.-backed democratic regimes, which he denounced, arguing that 
they sought to enrich themselves to the alienation of ordinary Afghans. He also  
recast the objectives of foreign forces that had been fighting in Afghanistan for 
some two decades. He disputed the claims made by most foreign capitals which 
characterized their activities in Afghanistan variously as nation building, state 
building, human development, assisting the elected Afghan governments, and 
providing security assistance and training. Rubbishing these claims, Akhundzada 
asserted instead that foreign countries were fighting the Islamic faith itself as well 
as the practice of both Islam and jihad. He warned those in attendance that they 
must remain vigilant because the conflict between Muslims and non-believers 
will perdure forever.  

Consequently, he maintained that international aid could never bring devel-
opment or security to Afghanistan, and, in fact, such aid undermined both.  
Instead of seeking foreign assistance, he called for Afghans to come together for 
the economic development of the country. To assuage the fears of those in exile, 
he promised that they can return safely without fear of retribution provided that 
they do not seek to undermine the writ of the Taliban. He professed his belief that 
Afghans in exile will never receive the honor they deserve. They can have that 
honor only in Afghanistan, where they are needed. While attempting to mollify 
the fears of overseas Afghans, he sternly cautioned that returnees will face  
consequences if they challenge the Taliban regime and its objectives. 

In a swipe at western democracies decrying the Taliban’s oppression of women 
and girls and raising concerns about the equal rights and security of ethnic and 
religious minorities, Akhundzada told the ulema in attendance that leaders of  
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Islamic countries know this is not true. After all, he alleged, leaders of Islamic 
countries understand that everyone’s rights will be respected in an Islamic regime 
that implements religious law. As is well known, many Muslim countries do not 
offer equal rights to women and religious minorities, and traditional Islamic  
jurisprudence does not recognize that all persons have equal rights. And where 
Islam does accord rights—such as the right of girls to study—the Taliban have a 
poor track record of respecting those rights. Akhundzada declared that the estab-
lishment of Sharia cannot be done by the Taliban alone; rather, doing so will  
require the efforts of a diverse set of stakeholders such as the ulema and other  
religious leaders as well as tribal leaders.  

He also took a veiled jab at Pakistan when he opined that “other countries” do 
not want an independent Afghanistan and have also intervened in Afghan in- 
ternal affairs. He declared that now is the time for the Taliban to take complete  
control of the country’s interests. This reflected significant differences among the 
various factions within the Taliban movement as well as among Afghans themselves 
about the desired role of Pakistan in Afghan domestic affairs. Many understand and 
resent the fact that Pakistan’s assistance to the Taliban has always been instrumental 
to Pakistan’s own strategy of having a favorable regime in Kabul that will service  
the interests of Pakistan’s military and the intelligence agency it runs, the ISI. Many 
Afghans and the Taliban in particular want to be independent of Pakistan’s ma-
nipulative ruses. Indeed, deep differences about the kind of relationship the Taliban 
should have with Pakistan is one of the most divisive issues which explain the var-
ious Taliban factions. Pakistan is so worried about the loyalty of their once-prized 
proxies that it is reportedly supporting rival—and even more extreme—Islamist  
militant groups to check the Taliban’s grasp on the country.6  

The Taliban amir concluded his speech with a call for unity for the sake of Afghan-
istan’s development and security. Given the unique nature of Akhundzada’s speech 
a year after the fall of the country to the Taliban, it is worth translating it in its  
entirety here. 

 

 Akhundzada’s Khutbah  
at the Great Gathering

 
 

BEFORE EVERYTHING ELSE, I WOULD LIKE TO CONGRATULATE YOU 
all on the Mujahideen victory with which Allah has blessed  
the people of Afghanistan and all the Muslims around the world. 



Whoever sacrificed their lives, whether mujahideen or civilians, 
to secure this victory, I pray that Allah accepts their martyrdom 
and rewards them with Jannatul-Firdous (Garden of Paradise). I 
also express my gratitude to those who aided the mujahideen dur-
ing these last 20 years of jihad and contributed to this victory in 
one or the other way.  
 
The entire country is now secured, and we thank Allah for this bless-
ing. Afghanistan’s victorious jihad is not only a source of pride  
for Afghans but also for the world’s umma (Muslim community). 
During the first days of the month of Ramadan, many Muslim lead-
ers from around the world offered me their Ramadan greetings.7 
This clearly demonstrates that the Muslim world is overjoyed about 
our victory in which Allah helped us establish an Islamic regime 
in Afghanistan. They are all aware of Islamic rules and regulations 
and they know that in Islam everyone’s rights are to be respected 
and that people will live in welfare, prosperity, and safety.  
 
In Islam, one’s faith is complete if one refrains from committing 
verbal and physical harm to another Muslim. Islam has taught  
us not to harass or subdue someone or robbing them of their  
property or honor. We are committed to that. During jihad, killings 
happen, and cities are destroyed. While many suffer because of  
it, it is all for a good cause. Our jihad and the victory we achieved 
in it established an Islamic regime in the country. The people are 
very happy now. We fought for this and in all our discussions  
during the Peace Talks, we were adamant that all we want is to 
have a pure Islamic regime where Sharia Law is implemented 
fully. Now, we have achieved our objective.  
 
Politics in other governments are similar to this: one party is in pow-
er while the opposition party comes up with various strategies with 
which they can gather the support of the people in an effort to win 
them over. Once the opposition is in power, it continues working 
for their interests to gain more power and emoluments while scarce-
ly caring about the Muslim community. However, we are commit-
ted to fulfilling our promises and it is time that we implement all 
of them in practice. As we promised, by establishing an Islamic 
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regime there will be security, and enforcement of Sharia Law. Thus, 
we need to prepare for this. Doing so is no longer the sole task of 
the Taliban or mujahideen but rather the task of religious scholars 
and tribal leaders who also need to work to bring Sharia into force.8  
 
Security means that one can practice Islamic principles freely. All 
of the obstacles that hinder the implementation of Islamic law must 
be lifted. Twenty years ago, those who were talking about Islam and 
Sharia law were arrested and tortured. Now, our jihad resulted in 
the dominance of Sharia law in the country, the removal of obsta-
cles, and receptiveness to propagate and follow Islam. 
 
Infidels and foreigners were not fighting us for territory or money. 
They were fighting against our faith and beliefs to stop the practice 
of Islam and jihad. This fighting is still not over and will continue 
until the end of times. I will not let the disbelievers implement 
their rules on us. They try to prevent us from implementing our 
Islamic Sharia. This opposition will go on and, even if I am no 
longer here, someone else will stand against them and continue 
the legacy. We have not done any kind of consultations with them 
and will never do so in future.  
 
There has been no settlement or agreement between Muslims and 
disbelievers who are fighting over imposing their sets of beliefs on 
the Muslim community and restricting Islamic practices. [He con-
tinued in a lengthy disposition in Arabic, citing various Quranic 
verses before reverting to Pashto.] Believing in Islam and fighting 
for it come with a lot of struggles and difficulties because these  
infidels will not let us practice our religion. Therefore, we need to 
oppose them and be prepared to fight them. We are proud that we 
defeated a great power, and that they ran away from here. During 
the peace talks in Qatar, it was agreed that the American forces 
will leave the country based upon some conditions. However, my 
concern was that even if they do leave, we will need to fight with 
the rest of those who will oppose us and instigate the people 
against us. Another civil war would break out and many people 
could be killed. We thank Allah that none of that happened, and 
that we solved the problem well before the troops left the country.  



Killing Afghan Muslims was never our purpose. If they suffered in 
our operations, it was because of the jihad against the infidels such 
that we could establish a secure environment for Afghans. If these 
Afghans were standing against us in this fighting in support of  
disbelievers or making themselves a human shield for the dis- 
believers, we had to confront them. The main goal of our jihad has 
been the process of implementing Islamic rule while we secure  
the country. An Islamic regime has been established in all the 
[country’s] institutions and many people in leadership positions 
are religious scholars who are working to eliminate corruption and  
patronage. The hunger for power and money in the previous  
government caused popular displeasure at their unchecked  
pursuit of self-interest.  
 
Taliban waged jihad, sacrificed themselves, fought against infidels 
and were victorious. The Taliban do not know how to apply Sharia 
but the ulema know how. You all should obey them in this regard. 
Now, the entire Muslim community wants to seek Islamic guid-
ance from us. Afghanistan’s ulema not only makes an Islamic 
regime successful but will also assume a leadership role for the 
global Muslim community.   
 
Jihad can take different forms in an Islamic regime. For example, 
the executive branch should enforce Sharia Law in every area of 
the country and ordinary people should obey and implement 
those rules in their daily lives. Judges in the courts should also take 
just decisions based on Islamic principles. No sentences or pun-
ishments shall be executed outside of the court’s order. Those who 
are coming in the way of our tablighat (proselytization) process 
and opposing our principles will be dealt with accordingly. 
 
While I do not have much knowledge of governance, we should  
govern ourselves rather than let others govern us. Other countries 
do not want us to be independent and have always intervened in  
our internal matters. Now is the time for us to take complete con-
trol. We do not want to live according to others’ expectations nor 
will we deal with them even if they use an atomic bomb on us. They 
cannot defeat us. Even if they kill us all, we will get the title of  
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martyr and that will be the biggest achievement. Economic devel-
opment is related to security. We will not rely on international aid 
as it does not give us any kind of prosperity, nor does it build our 
economy. We need to come together and unite. Local investors and 
businessmen should come and invest in their country. You should 
not wait for infidels to build our infrastructure or to invest here.9 

 
Those who are out of Afghanistan and spreading propaganda 
against us should know that the fighting has ended. Do not try to 
start another war as the people are not in favor of your agendas.  
You and your family will not get any respect or honor while stay-
ing in an infidel territory. Return to your own country. We will not 
interrogate you or hold you accountable for your past actions. How-
ever, you are not allowed to oppose the government or undermine 
our common welfare. If you do so, you all will be punished. We  
have forgiven those who fought against us, killed, and wounded  
our soldiers. In the same way, we will forgive others as well.10 We 
do not have any bad intentions toward our neighbors also; we only 
want peace, security, and an Islamic regime. We do not obey any-
one’s commands, nor do we fulfil their demands as Afghanistan is 
an independent country under the Taliban government. 
 
We must end the divisions that exist and work for unity. Infidels do 
not recognize us as legitimate rulers because they do not want us 
to have an Islamic regime. But this gathering is a clear indication 
that we have the support of the people and they have accepted us 
to rule over them.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

PERHAPS THE MOST NOTEWORTHY THING ABOUT THIS SPEECH IS THAT AKHUNDZADA 
gave it at all. Domestic and foreign audiences alike will recognize that many of  
his claims and assurances are misleading if not outright false. Despite promises  
to not exact revenge on Afghans who worked for the previous governments and/or 
who aided the U.S. and foreign militaries and civilian organizations in the coun-
try, the Taliban continues to engage in punitive campaigns and killings. Despite his 



assertions that Muslims all over the world congratulated the Taliban, not a single 
Muslim-majority country has recognized the regime. In fact, only leaders of the 
world’s most notorious Islamist terrorist organizations—various branches of  
Al Qaeda, Islamic State and Hamas—have done so. Most importantly, Akhundza-
da didn’t offer any meaningful clues about how the Taliban would actually govern 
or even find resources to sustain the country economically. And Afghans surely know 
that the Taliban have done little to forge unity inside the war-wary and war-weary 
country. After all, the Taliban has been unable to resolve the differences among  
the various factions of the Taliban, and it offers few prospects for forging unity  
within Afghanistan’s diverse polity. 
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Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s 
Search for a  
Modern Muslim 

 
 
 
 
By Raza Rumi 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I
  GREW UP IN PAKISTAN WHERE, THROUGHOUT OUR SCHOOL YEARS, WE ARE 
taught about Sayyid Ahmad Khan as the grandfather of Muslim Nation-
alism in nineteenth century India. While it is true that Sayyid Ahmad  
was a Muslim reformer and activist, his appropriation by the Pakistani  
nation-state project has only obscured the expanse and range of his work 

and his deep engagement with both Muslims and non-Muslims in colonial India. 
This essay1 will present a brief biography of Sayyid Ahmad Khan followed by 

the context in which he lived and how he made sense of the Muslim decline after 
the tumultuous events of 1857. The next section will focus on his services in edu-
cation and raising awareness. His unconventional views on the need to reinterpret 
Islamic traditions will be discussed in the third section. Finally, this essay will 
highlight the emphasis on community, voluntary associations and the rich legacy 
that he left Muslims of Indian subcontinent and beyond. 

Sayyid Ahmad Khan, the nineteenth century reformer, writer and thinker has 
influenced generations for his emphasis on modern education.2 However, “the 
real significance of the man,” in the words of poet-philosopher Allama Iqbal “con-
sists in the fact that he was the first Indian Muslim who felt the need of a fresh  
orientation of Islam and worked for it.”  

Born in Delhi on October 17, 1817, Sayyid Ahmad belonged to a household 
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with strong ties to the fading Mughal nobility. His maternal grandfather, Khwa-
jah Farid, was a wazir (vizier) in the court of Akbar Shah II; his paternal grandfa-
ther, Syed Hadi, held a mansab and the title of Jawwad Ali Khan in the court of 
King Alamgir II; and his father, Mir Muttaqi, was close to Akbar Shah since the 
days of his princehood.3  

As a boy, Sayyid Ahmad studied Persian, Arabic, mathematics and medicine 
along with the Quran. In 1837, he joined the service of the English East India 
Company, starting as a munshi (clerk) and then rising to the rank of subordinate 
judge, beyond which Indian natives were not promoted before 1860.4 In 1867, he 
was posted as the judge of the Small Causes Court. Later he was nominated to the 
Viceroy’s Legislative Council in 1878.5 

Throughout his government career, Sayyid Ahmad was also a dedicated educator, 
and he established Gulshan School at Muradabad in 1859 and Victoria School  
at Ghazipur in 1863. He took a trip to England in 1869–1870 and was greatly  
impressed by the English education system. He determined to set up a “Muslim  
Cambridge” in India on his return. In 1875, he laid the foundation of a school in  
Aligarh modeled after British boarding schools, which became the Mohammad  
Anglo-Oriental College (MAO College) in 1877 and then the famous Aligarh  
Muslim University in 1920, proudly carrying forward his legacy down to this day. 

Before the establishment of the MAO college, in 1864, Sayyid Ahmad started 
the Scientific Society, with the purpose of translating important western texts into 
Urdu. From the Scientific Society, he launched the multilingual Aligarh Institute 
Gazette in 1866 and Tehzeb-ul-Akhlaq (The Mohammadan Social Reformer) in 1870, 
with the purposes of bringing elements of Islam and modern Europe closer together. 
Sayyid Ahmad was also a prolific author, and some of his most notable books  
include Athar-al-Sanadeed (Great Monuments, 1847); Asbab-e-Baghawat-e-Hind (The 
Causes of the Indian Revolt, 1859); Tabyin-ul-Kalam (The Mohammadan Commentary 
on the Holy Bible, 1862); and The Loyal Mohammadens of India (1860). 

 
 
 Turbulent Context 

 
 
IT IS IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT IN WHICH KHAN LIVED AND 
worked. During 1757–1857, Mughal Muslim power dwindled as the British ex-
panded their influence and continued to annex territories in the Indian subcon-
tinent. Following the 1857 War of Independence (also known as “Mutiny,” “revolt” 
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and “ghaddar”), the Muslims were recognized as a major threat by the colonial 
power and, in the decades to come, the Muslims lost much of their influence after 
centuries of enjoying power in medieval India. 

The decade of the 1850s had a profound impact on Sayyid Ahmad. Some of his 
relatives died in the Mutiny, while his own house was attacked and looted. But much 
more than his personal loss, he was concerned about the treatment received by  
Muslims following the War of Independence. In his words, “Post-ghaddar, I was not 
disappointed by looting of my house and loss of belongings. I was disturbed due 
to the ruination of my qaum [community or nation].”6  

This destruction of Sayyid Ahmad’s qaum was a result of mutual suspicion be-
tween the Muslims and British. The British sought to hold Muslims responsible 
as the main instigators of the Mutiny, and Muslims were subject to discrimination 
and harsh treatment. Muslims also spurned the British way of life, thus isolating 
themselves further inside their religious community. India’s Muslims, unlike their 
Hindu counterparts, rejected and shied away from Western education. As the  
historian K. K. Aziz notes:  

 
The Muslims did not take to the English language, and thus de-
nied themselves opportunities of material as well as intellectual 
progress. Material, because Government jobs were open only to 
English-knowing persons; intellectual, because the entire corpus 
of Western knowledge and learning was shut out from them. 7 

 
Sayyid Ahmad could well see the harm that Muslims caused themselves through 
their rejection of Western education. He, therefore, urged them passionately to 
learn English, rightly observing that by failing to learn the rulers’ language, the  
Indian Muslims “self-excluded” themselves from the mainstream society in the 
subcontinent. In his words, “If Muslims do not take to the system of education  
introduced by the British, they will not only remain a backward community but 
will sink lower and lower until there will be no hope of recovery left to them.”8 He 
understood the fear faced by Muslims of being pulled away from their religion if 
they were to adopt the language of the “infidels,” but Sayyid Ahmad reasoned: “No 
religious prejudices interfere with our learning any language spoken by any of the 
many nations of the world. From remote antiquity have we studied Persian, and 
no prejudice has ever interfered with the study of that language.” 9 Why then, he 
asked, should Muslims be prejudiced against learning the English language? 

Sir Sayyid linked the Indian Muslim’s unwillingness to adopt the foreign edu-
cation system with a kind of mental enslavement to formal religious tradition. It 



SAYYID AHMAD KHAN’S SEARCH FOR A MODERN MUSLIM ■ 77

is true, by that time, Muslim societies around the world had already long felt the 
need for a renewal (tajdid) in the Muslim way of life, as the industrial and scientific 
revolutions had completely changed the ways communities everywhere organized 
themselves. Interestingly, the early reformist attempts of the time would both  
define themselves in opposition to Western cultural and political hegemony, while 
also making use of Western knowledge and technology, as the need required. 10 Like 
the other modernists of his era—among them, Sayyid Amir ‘Ali (1849–1928),  
Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838–1897), Namik Kemel (1840–1888) and Shaykh 
Muhammad ‘Abduh (1850–1905)—Sayyid Ahmad was deeply concerned with the 
state of Muslims in a world dominated by European colonizing powers. However, 
he was among the first to realize the urgency of embracing rather than opposing 
the influences of the changing milieu, as his thought would also have the most pro-
found and lasting effect on the Indian Muslims’ way of life. His embracement of 
secular learning together with the English language was, in nineteenth-century  
India, arguably the most powerful and radical model for Muslim education  

 
 

Embracing Modernity  
& Reform 

 
THE DIVERSE MUSLIM REFORMIST CURRENTS OF SAYYID AHMAD ’ S TIME HAVE 
succinctly been summarized by Francis Robinson. These included: (a) ending the 
total authority of the past as Muslims sought new ways of making revelation and 
tradition relevant to the present; (b) bringing “human will” to the center, as Mus-
lims realized that in a world without political power it is only through their will 
that an Islamic society could be created on earth; (c) stressing the need for the 
transformation of the self, which can be accomplished through willed activity, in 
order to achieve self-reflectiveness, self-affirmation and individuality of the self; 
(d) moving from scripturalism to a rational conception of Islam as an ideology; 
and, finally, (e) entering into a process of secularization.11 

The emphasis on personal responsibility before God was widely seen as a nec-
essary component of Muslim reform efforts—and it was equally a central issue for 
Sayyid Ahmad. However, Sayyid Ahmad’s thinking went far beyond all his con-
temporaries, and practically placed all of the received wisdom from tradition up 
for a rigorous test against reason. The stance he took—a call for the reexamination 
of every aspect of faith—was radical not just by the standards of his time but even 
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for today. He himself had little doubts about his position, and was emphatic in 
embracing reason, even if it meant doing away with some of the most sacred  
traditions of Islam. To him, faith ought to aspire to certainty akin to that of  
empirical knowledge: 

 
I concluded that faith (iman) cannot be without certainty (yaqin) 
and certainty cannot be without knowledge (ilm)... [This certain-
ty should be] like the certainty about ten being more than three, so 
that its truth is enduring… Then I asked myself how reason can with 
certainty remain free from error. I admitted that such certainty is 
not really obtainable. Only if reason is used constantly can the  
error of the reason of one person be corrected by the reason of a  
second person and the reasonings of one period by the reasonings 
of a second.12 

 
He was concerned about the past’s total authority on Muslims’ minds—even when 
they lived in an altogether novel milieu in which vast Muslim empires were falling 
apart. The Europeans and their Enlightenment tradition were decisively ascen-
dent. Sayyid Ahmad thus saw the need for new way of thinking in the Muslim com-
munity, one that had to incorporate enlightenment, modernity and the tools of  
scientific inquiry. Islam is not against modernity, he argued. In a speech in Lahore 
in 1884, he asserted, “Today we are, as before, in need of modern ilm-al-kalam  
[theology], by which we should either refute the doctrines of the modern sciences 
or undermine their foundations, or show that they are in conformity with the  
articles of Islamic faith.”13 

Sayyid Ahmed was particular about the source of religious dictums. He rejected 
the institution of ijma, that is, the power of defining a religious principle through 
consensus among Muslim theologians. 14 He averred that the Quran was addressed 
to each person, that every person had to ponder it for himself, and also that the 
right to understand the holy book’s meaning could not be taken away from any  
individual. Furthermore, he professed the practice of ijtihad, or independent  
reasoning, to be every Muslim’s right, that is, every Muslim had a right and a duty 
to use reason and strive for the true meaning of Quran. In this, he argued Muslims 
should always be attentive to the historical changes in the world around them, 
and that they should then put their religious positions and insights up for discus-
sion, and strive collectively to arrive at a new consensus. Thus, he held the use of 
reason and discussion with others to be of paramount importance, while rejecting 
the unquestioned authority enjoyed by theologians and tradition. 
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In this vein, Sayyid Ahmad himself published in a series between 1880 and 1904 
Tafsir-ul-Quran, an exegesis of the Quran. In it, he sought to show the compatibility 
between Quran and the modern sciences. He also tried to resolve long-standing 
difficulties posed by traditional sources using modern knowledge. In his Tafsir, 
Sayyid Ahmad sought to provide a rational interpretation of the “truths” in the Quran 
and, accordingly, he addressed his book particularly to those Muslims who were 
looking for such an interpretation.15  

Sayyid Ahmad spelled out a list of principles for this project which he prefaced 
in his Tafsir. One of these principles stated that the “word of God” could not be in 
contradiction with the “work of God.” In other words, the meaning of the Quran 
could never be in contradiction with the Laws of Nature. This insight led Sayyid 
Ahmad to embrace some controversial positions, including his rejection of  
angels, devils and even miracles—including those of the prophets. 16 He once as-
serted: “I desire not a Quran as a message from the Trusty Gabriel. The Quran 
that I possess is altogether the discourse of the Beloved.”17 Such radical departures 
from orthodoxy are testimony that once his principles were laid out, Sayyid 
Ahmad was consistent and unyielding in their observance. He had a clear vision 
and a goal, aptly captured in his words: “Science shall be in our right hand and 
philosophy in our left; and on our head shall be the crown of ‘There is no God but 
Allah and Mohammad is his Apostle.’”18 

Some of his other radical departures from orthodoxy entailed rejecting a large 
number of hadiths and his claim that hadiths could only be of limited assistance 
in interpreting the Quran;19 his rejection of Prophet Muhammad’s night journey 
(al-isra ) as nothing more than a dream, “neither a physical nor a spiritual experi-
ence”;20 his rejection of several penal injunctions, like cutting of the hand and 
stoning;21 his opposition to polygamy, as something the modern world did not 
need anymore, like slavery, which had been impracticable to abolish completely 
at the time of the Prophet;22 and his justification for charging interest on money 
lent to the well-to-do.23 

Moreover, he also opposed the equation of jihad with wars that were fought to 
achieve political ends. Significantly, he excluded the majority of wars fought be-
tween Muslims and non-Muslims over the course of history, including the 1857 
Mutiny, from wars fought for self-defense or religious freedom, which were the 
only two kinds of war that could justly be considered jihad.24 He warned against 
identifying one’s political purposes with the Will of God:  

 
It should be borne in mind that the wars of the present day …  
cannot be taken as wars of religions or crusades, because they are 
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not undertaken with religious motives; but they are entirely based 
upon political matters and have nothing to do with Islamic or  
religious wars.25 

 
In short, Sayyid Ahmad called for a sweeping reappraisal of orthodox principles in 
every aspect of Muslim faith and law. Seeing as the words of the Quran as central 
to Islamic faith, he argued that it need not have a singular interpretation; instead, 
there should be commentaries on all the Quran’s different interpretations, and the 
readers must be allowed to choose the interpretation that seems the most valid to 
them. Moreover, the choice a reader makes about his preferred commentary must 
not be the basis of his inclusion or exclusion in the Muslim community, he ar-
gued.26 In fact, to Sayyid Ahmad, in Sheila McDonough’s words, “the unchanging 
element in human religiousness was the aspect of personal relation with God.”27  

Thus, he would, under no circumstances, circumvent the study of nature, which 
he identified as the “higher principle” needed to interpret scripture.28 Nature repre-
sented the “work of God” which, as noted above, could not stand in contradiction 
to the “word of God,” and which needed to be discovered and understood by sci-
ence. The resulting tension of this unorthodox position was that, in Shamim Akhtar’s 
words, Sayyid Ahmed found himself “standing on a ground, where what appeared 
to others as a linguistically natural meaning of a Quranic verse, became unnat- 
ural to him because it would then contradict our science-derived knowledge of  
nature.” 29 But Sayyid Ahmad was undeterred by this tension (and the concomitant 
criticism). He was secure in his conviction that “there is perhaps no religion upon 
earth superior to [Islam] in respect of the liberty of judgement which it grants in 
matters of religious faith,” thus rendering the fear of upending previous notions 
of faith to be unnecessary.30 He refused to allow logic to be undermined by any  
dictum of faith. Following in the footsteps of the great Islamic scholars al-Ghazali 
and al-Razi, Sayyid Ahmad considered the ability to make logical deductions a  
necessary prerequisite to doing ijtihad and, in fact, found it even more necessary 
than Islamic scholarship. 31 

The result of such radical ideas was, understandably, sharp opposition and crit-
icism from all sides. His identification of Nature as the higher principle against 
which scriptural interpretation should be tested earned him the derisive nickname 
of “neichari”—the “naturalist.” Many theologians issued fatwas against him for  
being a heretic, apostate or atheist. One of his contemporaries even went to Makkah 
in order that a fatwa be pronounced against him from the holiest site in Islam. 32 
His famous contemporary Jamal al-Din Afghani wrote an essay, “Dahriyun fi`l Hind” 
(“The Materialists of India”), in which he strongly condemned Sayyid Ahmad in 



the words: “He appeared in the guise of naturalists [materialists], and proclaimed 
that nothing exists but blind nature … and that all the prophets were naturalists 
… He called himself a neicheri or naturalist, and began to seduce the sons of the 
rich, who were frivolous young men.” 33 

It wasn’t only his contemporary theologians whose severe opposition he had 
to suffer. Sayyid Ahmad also faced bitterness from his friends and family. Mushirul 
Hassan notes that one of Sayyid Ahmad’s aunts refused to see him “on account  
of his taking too kindly to the culture of the foreigner and the infidel.”34 Even in  
Aligarh, as Shamim Akhtar highlights, his friend and hitherto strong supporter 
Nawab Mohsinul Mulk denounced Sayyid Ahmad’s radical ideas about the con-
stant need of reinterpreting the Quran. Mohsinul Mulk subsequently let these 
ideas be quietly buried, as he took over the management of the college.35 

Unsurprisingly, many of Sayyid Ahmad’s ideas remain the target of vehement 
criticism by orthodox theologians down to this day. Religious scholars in South 
Asia continually attempt to pick up inconsistencies in his philosophy, whereas 
some anti-colonialists frown at his enthusiastic endorsement of and closeness to 
the West. 

 
 

 Seeing India Whole
 

 
 
THE REVERENCE WHICH SAYYID AHMAD COMMANDS AMONG NOT ONLY MUSLIMS 
but also non-Muslims of the subcontinent, and especially (though in some ways 
ironically) in Pakistan, far outweigh any critique against him. It also testifies to his 
farsightedness and his relevance in our context. Moreover, it would be as unfair  
to label Sayyid Ahmad as merely an Islamic reformist as appropriating him to  
the Pakistan movement or the two-nation theory. On the contrary, it is the very  
qualities of inclusivity, tolerance, and inter-cultural cooperation which most  
accurately define the multifaceted person of Sayyid Ahmad Khan. 

As it becomes abundantly clear from his reformist project, Sayyid Ahmad did 
not see cultures as fixed identities. His great efforts to convince his coreligionists 
to move away from tradition and to adopt modern practices and outlooks bear 
witness to this fact. Yet, his efforts were far from being limited either to merely In-
dian Muslims as the beneficiaries, or to the adoption of exclusively British ways as 
the end-goal. Yasmin Saikia and M Raisur Rahman in the Cambridge Companion 
to Sayyid Ahmad Khan write:  
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the ‘modern’ project that Sayyid Ahmad inaugurated for Muslims 
was not an effort to become British-like… He advocated it as a ca-
pacity to change. Thus, he remained committed to Indian heritage 
and history while simultaneously calling for change to adapt to 
the current times.36 

 
Sayyid Ahmad’s efforts are conventionally seen as predominantly driven to help 
the Muslims of India as they were the ones who were most in need of a reorien-
tation and reconciliation with modernity. But by no means did this mean that 
Sayyid Ahmad only thought of the Muslims, to the exclusion of all the other  
communities living in India. On the contrary, Sayyid Ahmad believed in the  
Hindustani identity, in which he included not only both Muslims and Hindus, 
but even the British as “representatives of another culture with much potential to 
contribute to India’s advancement.” 37 In his words:   
 

By the word qaum, I mean both Hindus and Muslims. In my opin-
ion it matters not whatever be their religious belief because we 
cannot see anything of it. But what we see is that all of us, whether 
Hindus or Muslims, live on one soil, are governed by one and the 
same ruler, have the same sources of benefits and equally share 
the hardships of famine.38 

 
In its first few years, the MAO College had more Hindu students than Muslims, 
and its first graduate, Ishwari Prasad, was a Hindu.39 Sayyad Ahmad forbade  
cow-slaughter in the college and, in public, counseled against it as he tried to  
encourage a relationship of respect and friendship between Muslims and Hindus. 
Even on more private occasions, he never let up his efforts toward this end. His 
words to his guests on the occasion of his grandson’s rasm-e-bismillah, for exam-
ple, are recorded thus: “My cleanshaven friend (Das) is here and my grandson is 
sitting beside him. He is my friend and brother. Syed Mahmood [Sir Syed’s son] 
calls him uncle while he is ‘dada Raja’ to my grandson Ross Masood.”40 

On the matter of religion, Sayyid Ahmad believed in God’s transcendence  
beyond religion or methods of worship. In one of his letters, after describing a 
Christian Sunday service on board a ship to England, he reflects: 

 
I saw the way God was prayed to… Some men bow down to idols; 
others address Him seated on chairs, with heads uncovered; some 
worship Him with head covered and beads on, with hands clasped 
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in profound respect; many abuse Him, but He cares naught for 
this. He is indeed the only one who is possessed of the attribute of 
catholicity.41 

 
All the same, he himself identified securely as a Musalman-e-Hind—a Muslim of 
India. There was no paradox in his mind in asserting both these identities (Mus-
lim and Indian), even as the modern nation-states of Pakistan and India tend to 
see such an assertiveness as suspicious.  

Sheila McDonough has focused on Sayyid Ahmad’s career as an ethicist. Even 
as his efforts had both a political and a religious bent to them, his emphasis was 
on the inculcation of cooperative action in the community, through the ideals of 
justice, mercy and the formation of moral and empathetic consciences in indivi-
duals—which, to him, was the essence of religion. 42 These, in his view, are also 
the hallmark virtues proclaimed by the Quran, which, if adopted, would suffi-
ciently provide one with the faculty to reason in accordance with nature as well as 
social morality. Conversely, the absence of akhlaq (code of ethics) would lead to 
bigotry and the cessation of progress. As Sheila McDonough writes, tolerance did 
not mean “passive acceptance” of others to him. 43 Instead, a community’s mem-
bers were obliged to strive for social harmony by discussing matters of shared  
import and arriving at common points through persuasion and mutual respect. 
For this purpose, he did not consider the state to be the main agent of reform 
aimed at social harmony; instead, every member of the community was respon-
sible and needed to inculcate the virtue of “self-help” in his or herself. 44 

 

 
 Conclusion 

 
 
SAYYID AHMAD’S LEGACY WAS CARRIED FORWARD BY THE ALIGARH MOVEMENT, 
which resonated throughout the Indian subcontinent for decades. AMU alumni’s 
central importance in the Indian independence movement is undeniable. Sayyid 
Ahmad was pivotal in generating consciousness among Indians about their rights. 
Modern and educated Muslims emerged from AMU and asserted their demand 
for political rights and shared government in India. Both the Indian National 
Congress and the Muslim League carried the legacy of AMU in their ranks.  

Even more, the AMU alumni spread throughout the world, carrying the mes-
sage of empowerment through education with them. These achievements are 
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none too surprising considering Sayyid Ahmad himself envisioned it as the  
objective of his untiring efforts, which, in his words, was “To go throughout the length 
and breadth of the land to preach the message of free inquiry, large-hearted toleration 
and pure morality that is possible only with modern education.”45 

The effects of his efforts can be felt even today. AMU remarkably blended the 
British, Indian and Muslim cultures to invent something original for Muslim com-
munity in the Indian subcontinent. That legacy lives on. 

Sayyid Ahmad’s public life was marked by thinking and acting far ahead of his 
times. Even in his quest to reform Muslims, he displayed no bias toward non-Mus-
lims and perhaps this is why his profound work defies the nation-states of India 
and Pakistan. It is time to liberate Sayyid Ahmad from the national projects of 
Pakistan and India and instead focus on the example he set by promoting educa-
tion, building institutions, and looking ahead instead of the imagined pasts. 

To use the Aristotelian idea of seeing the light in the darkest moments, Sayyid 
Ahmad remains a beacon that provides a guide to Muslim cultures across the 
globe to employ the ideas from religion and cultural traditions as instruments of 
transformation instead of being trapped by them.  

Sayyid Ahmad’s emphasis on education, reform and blending tradition with 
modernity remains as important today as it was two centuries ago. The hetero-
genous Muslim world or Ummah, as it is popularly known, could benefit from  
refocusing its energies on modern education, opening up their societies to plural-
ist debates, and revisiting and re-adjusting jurisprudence in line with the local 
and global imperatives of the twenty first century. 
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