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In Search of the 
Vanished Caliphate

By Alexander Orwin

t
H E C A l I P H At E H A S lo Ng B E E N V I EW E d BY mu S l I m S A S t H E

legitimate representative of god and Islam on earth, heir to a chain
of uninterrupted succession reaching back to the prophet muham-
mad. terse Qur’anic verses such as 2.30, 10.14, 10.73, and 38.26
already contain the general meaning of the term, without explain-

ing its specific implications. By means of a long and murky historical process that
we cannot begin to explore here, the requirements of divinely ordained rule and
succession expressed in these verses came to be embodied in a concrete insti-
tution. In the 8th and 9th centuries, the umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates ruled
the entire muslim world. long after these mighty empires went the way of all 
powers on earth, the sacred aura surrounding the Caliphate refused to dissipate. 
deprived of all real political power by the 10th century, the Caliphate managed 
to subsist more or less continuously for another millennium, outliving countless 
empires and dynasties. It succumbed to the powers-that-be only in 1924, when
Ataturk sought to usher in a new republican age by putting the old imperial
Caliphate to rest. Its last figurehead, Abdulmecid II, was bundled ignominiously
onto a train bound for Europe. 

Nearly a century later, it is safe to say that the Caliphate is not yet dead. Not only
has it been resurrected, for a short time at least, by Islamic State in Syria and Iraq,
but a broad spectrum of Islamist movements supports, with varying degrees of 
urgency, its restoration. the resilience of the idea of the Caliphate in modern times
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prompts us to consider what major classical authors said about this institution, and
its integral role in Islam. the leading historian Ibn Khaldun (1338–1406) remains
particularly interesting on this point. He was well aware of the centuries-old im-
potence of the Caliphate, but nonetheless saw only danger in abolishing it. Ibn
Khaldun’s influence lasted into modern times, so that even those writers who 
justified the abolition of the Caliphate in the twentieth century cited his views. 
After discussing one of the most significant of these writers, muhammad Iqbal,
and comparing his view of the Caliphate to Ibn Khaldun’s, we will then return 
to the modern history of Caliphal revivalism, in light of what we learn from Ibn 
Khaldun and Iqbal.

Reconciling Theory 
and History: Ibn Khaldun’s 

Symbolic Caliphate

IBN KHAlduN’S uNIQuE APProACH to tHE CAlIPHAtE StEmS From HIS StAturE

as both a scholar of Islam and a historian. In the former capacity, he understands
the great power that the Caliphate is supposed to wield over the muslim commu-
nity. Its sweeping authority is reflected in Ibn Khaldun’s initial definition: the
Caliphate succeeds the prophets in enforcing the dictates of shari‘a, and “forces
everyone to act as required by legal (shar‘i) reflection with regard to their well-
being in the next world and in this one.”1 A Caliphate exercising such overwhelm-
ing material and spiritual power might possibly have existed in the time of the
umayyads and Abbasids, but certainly not in Ibn Khaldun’s day, when kings 
generally did what they pleased without consulting the Abbasid Caliph, who had
been reduced to a mere puppet of the mamluk dynasty in Cairo. As a historian,
Ibn Khaldun does not hesitate to acknowledge the actual fate of the Caliphate:
“its significance has vanished, and only its name remains,” while every single one
of “its honors and offices have been absorbed into royal and political authority in
all the dynasties of this era.”2 Ibn Khaldun bears witness to the chasm that sepa-
rated the historical Caliphate, as it was in the 14th century, from the muslim
Caliphate as it ought to be.

Ibn Khaldun might have concluded that the gap between traditional expecta-
tions and reality could be closed only by restoring the Caliphate to its former glory.
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Yet he dismissed any such project as dangerously impractical. the original, uni-
fied Caliphate was a one-time historical phenomenon, built around the uniquely
powerful group feeling (‘asabiyya) of muhammad’s Quraysh tribe and the new 
religion they propagated, which was for a brief moment strong enough to encom-
pass the entire Islamic world. Following the gradual erosion of Qurayshi power
and the dynasties built by it, the Islamic world has become permanently divided
into multiple group feelings and therefore multiple dynasties, few of which are in-
clined to subject themselves to a single Caliph in any given place.3 In the after-
math of the decline of the Quraysh, the hope for the reunification of Islam through
the appearance of a member of the Prophet’s family or tribe has gradually passed
from the historic into the messianic realm, as reflected in numerous hadith. Ibn
Khaldun fears that such eschatological longings could have a disruptive effect on
actual history, so he does his best to cast doubt on these hadith, pointing to both
their unreliable chains of transmission and political implausibility.4

Alternatively, Ibn Khaldun could have dismissed the Caliphate as a dinosaur
that ought to be mercifully laid to rest. If Qurayshi power has vanished, should
not the institution dependent on it disappear as well? Such an idea had already
been proposed by certain rebellious Kharijite groups and rationalist mutazilite
theologians. Ibn Khaldun responds that these critics are decisively refuted not by
reason, or even by divine law, but by muslim consensus (ijma‘).5 Contemporary
scholar and Hizb al-tahrir sympathizer reza Pankhurst echoes Ibn Khaldun’s
view, marshalling an impressive list of medieval authorities who defended the 
necessity of the Caliphate.6

the institution built by Qurayshi power had become more firmly rooted in
muslim consciousness than that power itself, and therefore outlived its creator.
Abolishing the Caliphate would shock muslim opinion so severely that it might
provoke more disputes than it would resolve. Still, one could ask how uncondi-
tional Ibn Khaldun’s support of the Caliphate really is, since muslim consensus,
unlike reason or divine law, might change over time. However, Ibn Khaldun sug-
gests that this consensus is grounded on a fundamental and unique feature of
Islam, setting it apart from all other religions—namely, its bringing together of 
religious and political authority, and therefore of royal authority and Caliphate, for
the sake of the broadest possible propagation of the religion.7 Ibn Khaldun justi-
fies this combination with a political argument of his own. Since even the best
royal authority contains elements that are tyrannical and unjust, every successful
civilization thus far has both sustained and restrained its rulers with widely 
accepted political rules. these rules may have been secular in the case of ancient
Persia, but they have become religious after the rise of Islam and the Caliphate.8
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In the muslim era, political authority is therefore strengthened when linked to re-
ligion.9 the severing of the Caliphate from its worldly alliance with muslim rulers
entails two main risks: it could undermine these rulers’ religious legitimacy among
the people, and remove religious inhibitions against their own temptations toward
tyrannical behavior. 

By grounding the Caliphate in muslim consensus, Ibn Khaldun does not permit
its abolition. But he surely permits changes in how the Caliphate is understood, as
consensus shifts according to novel circumstances. Ibn Khaldun gives two related
examples. originally, the position of Caliph was reserved for the members of the
Quraysh. this stipulation made sense when the Quraysh were in fact the only
group that had the power to govern the muslim community, but became obsolete
as their power evaporated. In Ibn Khaldun’s time, it needs to be reinterpreted as
meaning that whichever group is most capable of ruling ought to lay claim to the
Caliphate: the Quraysh held that capability in the distant past, but other groups
have assumed it today.10 Second, the insistence on the unity of the Caliphate made
sense when a single Caliph was the undisputed ruler of the entire muslim world,
but not after that world had been divided among multiple, competing dynasties.
When the mid-tenth century ruler Abd al-rahman III of Spain declared his own
Caliphate in response to the growing weakness of the Abbasid original in Bagh-
dad, the opinion of local religious elites quickly began to acknowledge the legit-
imacy of multiple Caliphates, as long as each asserted its authority only in its
respective region.11 this novel opinion may have been questionable from a strictly
religious point of view, according to which there could be only one legitimate 
successor to muhammad, and has therefore continued to be opposed by a large
number of scholars. Yet it is salutary from a political point of view, allowing every
local dynasty to derive its legitimacy from its own Caliphate or that of whichever
of its neighbors it chooses to swear allegiance. Ibn Khaldun might have hoped
that the idea of a multiplicity of Caliphates, all devising some kind link to the
prophet muhammad, would gradually gain greater acceptance over time.

Seeking neither to extinguish nor restore the Caliphate, Ibn Khaldun takes
upon himself the challenge of reconciling the muslim community to its feeble
remnant, despite lingering memory of what the institution used to or ought to be.
He begins to do this by immediately modifying his initial definition: “in reality, the
Caliphate is a substitute for the lawgiver, with regard to the guardianship of reli-
gion and the politics of this world.” Proving that this change is no mere accident,
Ibn Khaldun repeats the new definition almost verbatim at the beginning of two
other chapters, each time speaking of its “reality” (haqiqa).12 According to the first
definition, cited at the beginning of this section, the Caliphate ought to influence
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by force the destiny of all muslims in this world and the next, while according to
the second, more “realistic” definition, it may not even dispose of any force at all
and has the more modest goal of preserving the religion of Islam after the death
of its lawgiver in the face of the vicissitudes of this-worldly politics. the first defi-
nition would make it hard for muslims to reconcile themselves to the Caliphate’s
largely symbolic authority; the second would make it relatively easy for them to do
so, provided that its nominal prestige as the heir to the prophet muhammad serves
a useful role in protecting the integrity of their religion and the legitimacy of their
governments.

Ibn Khaldun bolsters his theoretical arguments against the abolition of the
Caliphate through a pertinent historical example. the Almohad mahdi appears
to have been one of the few medieval muslim rulers who dared to disavow the
Caliphate by publicly proclaiming the well-known truth of its longstanding incom-
petence and weakness. Seeking a new source of religious legitimacy, he found it
in a novel mixture of Ash‘arite theology about the unity of god with Shi‘a teachings
about the infallibility of rulers and imams, through which he elevated himself
above the impotent descendants of the Caliphs in both Spain and Baghdad. the
mahdi replaced the traditional Caliphate with what we may call a hybrid religious
ideology designed to legitimize his own rule.13 Ibn Khaldun refrains from criti-
cizing the mahdi directly, but indicates doubts about his reforms in three ways. 
First, he recounts that they were not preserved by his successors, who reverted to
claiming the Caliphal title of Commander of Faithful.14 Second, he displays his
own preference for the mahdi’s Almoravid predecessor Ibn tashfin, “a good and
conservative man,” who chose symbolic deference to the remnant of the Abbasid
Caliphate over openly flouting its authority. He went so far as to send a distin-
guished emissary to Baghdad with the goal of obtaining official permission to use
the Caliphate’s flags, colors, and titles.15 third, he describes elsewhere how the
mahdi’s religiously-inspired revolt not only offended respectable muslim opinion,
but led to a gruesome jihad that uprooted the powerful Almoravid dynasty at the
price of innumerable deaths.16 It seems likely that the ravages of this war hurt mus-
lim Spain and abetted its reconquest by the Christians, which gained momentum
in the waning days of the Almohads. A dynasty that began as fiercely muslim was
eventually reduced to handing over territory to Christians in exchange for their
support.17 the strong implication of Ibn Khaldun’s narrative is that the violent 
religious and political disputes likely to fill the vacuum occasioned by the rejection
of the Caliphate will only weaken muslim societies and their rulers.

We conclude that Ibn Khaldun opposed not only the abolition of the Caliphate,
but also its open disregard by rulers. He understood that inexorable historical
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processes had caused the original Caliphate’s decline, and rendered hopes for its
reconstruction implausible at best. Yet the destruction of what remained of this
hallowed institution would not solve the problems caused by the disintegration of
the muslim community into several competing dynasties. on the contrary, it
would only exacerbate these troubles, by removing the dynasties’ traditional source
of religious legitimacy without establishing any widely acceptable alternative. A
better policy for rulers would be to follow the example of Ibn tashfin in seeking the
support of one of the existing Caliphates. given the effectual weakness of the in-
stitution, this could be done without the slightest risk. It would lend the Caliphate
no hard power but some symbolic authority, and considerable flexibility to adapt
to the rise of new dynasties by offering or, in some cases, withholding its support.
the new Caliphate would preserve the legitimacy of the old, but with barely a sem-
blance of its unity and grandeur.

Towards a Muslim League of Nations:
Iqbal’s Critique of the Caliphate

oVEr HAlF A mIllENNIum PASSEd AFtEr IBN KHAlduN’S dEAtH BEForE AN

unusually audacious muslim ruler finally decided to get rid of the Caliphate. Yet
the great historian himself had not been forgotten. two of the most impressive
figures who sought to justify Ataturk’s decision, Ali Abd al-raziq and muhammad
Iqbal, as well as one of its most prominent critics, rashid rida, all felt obliged to
engage Ibn Khaldun’s arguments.18 For our purposes Iqbal, who composed most
of his political writings in English, remains the most interesting and accessible of
these three writers. By examining his critique of the Caliphate, and attitude to-
ward Ibn Khaldun, we hope to bring the issues created by the abolition of the
Caliphate and its aftermath into focus.

Ibn Khaldun had warned against shattering the prevailing muslim consensus
surrounding the preservation of the Caliphate. While Ataturk’s elimination of it
was not universally condemned, it did provoke widespread consternation across
the Islamic world. In a country as distant as India, the Khilafat movement made
a popular but futile effort to defend the Caliphate between 1919 and 1924. their
enthusiasm, however, did not rub off onto India’s most famous muslim philoso-
pher and poet, muhammad Iqbal (1877–1938), who would attempt to bury the
old imperial Caliphate once and for all. At the same time, Iqbal warmly praises Ibn
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Khaldun. How should we understand this praise, in light of the former’s aversion
to the Caliphate and latter’s support of it?

Iqbal’s affinity for Ibn Khaldun stems partly from their shared critique of Arab
imperialism within Islam. According to Iqbal, Ibn Khaldun understood that the
fall of the Quraysh meant the end of Arabian imperialism and its replacement by
a number of distinct but equal local authorities, non-Quraysh or even non-Arab,
each of which could serve as the effective “Imam in the country where he happens
to be powerful.”19 this is an accurate representation of Ibn Khaldun’s position. As
we have seen, however, it did not entail the abolition of the Caliphate, but rather
its multiplication, as local claimants seek to sanctify their political authority in
their particular countries. there is evidence that the younger Iqbal agreed with
this aspect of Ibn Khaldun’s attitude toward the Caliphate. Writing around 1910,
he invokes Ibn Khaldun’s claim, “contrary to the old Arabian idea,” that many 
different Caliphates may coexist simultaneously, provided that none contest the 
authority of another in its respective country. Iqbal notes that multiple Caliphates
have been a feature of Islam for a long time: in that particular era, he might have
been alluding to the turkish Caliphate and its lesser known moroccan counter-
part. He gives no sign in this early writing of seeking the abolition of the Caliphate,
a goal he ascribes to nearly-defunct Kharijite groups.20

Writing around 1930, the later Iqbal has been emboldened by Ataturk’s resolute
action. He comes to identify the Caliphate not merely with Arabian imperialism,
but with the “Empire of Islam” as such.21 this empire could be Arab, as it was in
the early centuries of Islam, or turkish, as it became much later. the unfortunate
thread that runs throughout Islamic history, from the umayyad period onward, is
imperialism, which hijacked the original, egalitarian spirit of muhammad’s rel-
igion. While the rulers may have deceived the muslim masses into regarding the
Caliphate as a symbol of religious unity, it is better understood as a symbol legit-
imizing their despotic power. the elimination of the Caliphate represents not the
“separation of church and state,” but rather the liberation of Islam from imperial
despotism. Ataturk, knowingly or not, has helped to restore the authentic “spirit
of Islam.”22 His decision to abolish the Caliphate is necessary, but not sufficient,
for this purpose. unlike ‘Abd al-raziq, who also dwelt on the despotism of the
Caliphate but did not propose any alternative form of political order or religious
unity,23 Iqbal believed that muslim unity would eventually be restored by the 
realization that “Islam is neither Nationalism not Imperialism, but a league of
Nations,” composed of a “living family of republics.” Establishing muslim unity
from the ground up, this league would no longer require any “merely symbol-
ical overlordship” such as a Caliphate, whose location would inevitably favor a 
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particular city or region and therefore serve only to divide its members. “Far from
serving any useful purpose,” Iqbal concludes, “it has really stood in the way of a 
reunion of independent muslim states…All these rupture [sic] in Islam for the sake
of a mere symbol of a power which departed long ago.”24 In contrast to Ibn Khal-
dun, Iqbal despises a purely symbolic Caliphate as worse than useless, providing
both a justification for despotism and then a pretext for various local quarrels.

Iqbal’s modern vision of an Islamic republican league breaks dramatically with
Ibn Khaldun’s more conservative acceptance of the Caliphate and of monarchy.
Iqbal quietly recognizes this fact, in crediting Ibn Khaldun with “the first dim 
vision of International Islam,” but certainly not the final vision.25 Ibn Khaldun
perceived the decline of the Quraysh, and the consequent need for several equal
centers of power, but not the corruption inherent in imperialism itself. Besides,
Iqbal’s summary of the various opinions on the Caliphate listed by Ibn Khaldun
leaves out any mention of consensus (ijma‘), the concept that most strongly justi-
fies the Caliphate in the eyes of Ibn Khaldun. this omission can hardly be acci-
dental, since Iqbal himself gives an impressive account of ijma’ later in the same
chapter.26 It stands rather as a tacit acknowledgement of the fact that ijma‘ was
still mainly on Ibn Khaldun’s side, with much of the muslim world chafing at the
sudden removal of their ancient, unifying figurehead. the most audacious critic
of the Caliphate, Abd al-raziq, had been censured and expelled by the Council of
grand ulama’ in 1925.27 Iqbal replaces consensus with a concept that is nowhere
to be found in Ibn Khaldan, namely expediency, invoked to justify the abolition of
the Caliphate by sovereign command once it no longer serves the purpose of
rulers.28 the Caliphate was abolished not, as Iqbal sometimes pretends to think,
out of deference to any consensus reached by the turkish people or assembly, 
but by the formidable hand of Ataturk himself, in the face of intense opposition.29

Although Ataturk’s notion of expediency went against the ijma‘ of the present,
Iqbal hoped that it would be confirmed by the ijma‘ of the future. this new con-
sensus would have to be represented not by the juridical schools of the past, which
were largely subservient to monarchs, but by independent muslim legislative 
assemblies, “the only form ijma‘ can possibly take in modern times.”30 once the 
republican form of government and the new consensus surrounding it has come
to prevail in Islam, controversy over the Caliphate will gradually subside.

observing the fractious, disunited state of most muslim countries today, not to
mention the tumultuous relations between them, one may be tempted to dismiss
Iqbal as extravagantly hopeful. In Iqbal’s defense, he does not regard the muslim
league of Nations as something that would sprout up overnight. It requires, first
of all, that “every muslim nation must sink into her deeper self, temporarily focus
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her vision on herself alone, until all are strong enough to form a living family of
republics.”31 the implementation of Iqbal’s universalist project can commence
only with the national self-examination and reform of every particular muslim
people. the abolition of the Caliphate and the end of any hope of empire might
facilitate this soul-searching, but does Iqbal expect every muslim country to en-
gage in it? He repeatedly voices concern about the conservatism of most muslim
peoples and elites, especially in his native India, and the fact that, thus far, only
turkey has begun to shake off its hold.32 Centuries of historical accretions, be-
ginning with the triumph of imperialism and despotism in the umayyad period,
are not likely to disappear from Islam overnight. Iqbal does expect them to be
questioned everywhere at some point. the initial result, however, will not be a
flourishing muslim league of Nations, but something closer to chaos: “the 
upheaval which has come to turkey… is likely, sooner or later, to come to other
muslim countries…almost wholly determined by forces within.”33 this upheaval
may in the long run dissolve into the calm of a muslim league, but even on this
point Iqbal speaks less definitively than one might expect. He gives three pos-
sibilities for the character of this league, ranging from “a world-State (ideal),” to 
“a league of muslim states,” to “a number of independent States whose pacts 
and alliances are determined by purely economic or political considerations.”34

Finally, “history alone can answer” how non-muslims, and especially the frus-
trated European ex-colonialists, will respond to the challenge posed by “politi-
cally united Islam.” Iqbal does not attempt predict the future any more precisely
than this because he acknowledges its uncertainty: “Islam is passing through a
period of transition. It is shifting from one form of political solidarity to some
other form which the forces of history have yet to determine.”35 Iqbal foretells a
new era for Islam, but he is not quite sure whether it will be an era of peace and
republican freedom, or one of prolonged uncertainty and turmoil. He is nonethe-
less willing to foretell it, because the alternative appears to be the perpetuation of
a sterile conservatism that has left muslims completely incapable of revitalizing
their own religion or coping with the modern world.

We conclude that Iqbal agreed with Ibn Khaldun that the immediate aftermath
of the abolition of the Caliphate would bring massive experimentation and up-
heaval, as new modes of political and religious legitimacy strove to replace the
old. the decades of chaos that followed the abolition of the Caliphate could have
been predicted by Iqbal no less than by Ibn Khaldun. Yet it seems probable that
each would have viewed this period in a different light: Ibn Khaldun as proof of
the dangers of destroying the traditional religious sanction of earthly muslim
rulers, and Iqbal as an inevitable period of transition that may still hope for a 
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salutary end, in the form of a new, more successful principle of unity, embodied in
a harmonious muslim league of Nations. Still, Iqbal remained strikingly tenta-
tive in defining the characteristics of his league, or offering any historical time-
frame for its emergence. Efforts to form effective muslim leagues have indeed been
made, but have generally borne little fruit.36 According to Iqbal’s understanding,
this failure seems inevitable, so long as individual muslim states have yet to join the
“living family of republics.” With so many muslim countries continuing to lan-
guish under the thumb of dictators or disintegrate under the pressure of civil strife,
it may be hard to find a single muslim state that meets the criteria for this select
group. In this atmosphere of prolonged disappointment and growing frustration,
longing for the vanished Caliphate has intensified. unfortunately, nothing has
happened to facilitate its effective reconstruction. In the final section, let us briefly
examine this earthly muslim limbo and its consequences.

“I Miss the Caliphate”

tHE moSt NotorIouS rESurrECtIoN oF tHE CAlIPHAtE ComES From NoNE

other than ISIS. I quote from their proclamation of the restored Caliphate: 

there only remained one matter, a wajib kifa’i (collective obligation)
that the ummah sins by abandoning. It is a forgotten obligation. 
the ummah has not tasted honor since they lost it. It is a dream that
lives in the depths of every muslim believer. It is a hope that flut-
ters in the heart of every mujahid muwahhid (monotheist). It is the 
khilafah (caliphate). It is the khilafah—the abandoned obligation 
of    the era. Allah (the Exalted) said, {And mention when your lord
said to the angels, “Indeed, I will make upon the earth a khalifah”}
[Al-Baqarah:    30].

Imam al-Qurtubi said in his tafsir (Quranic exegesis), “this verse is
a fundamental basis for the appointment of a leader and khalifah
(caliph) who is listened to and obeyed so that the ummah is united
by him and his orders are carried out. there is no dispute over this
matter between the ummah nor between the scholars, except for what
has been reported from al-Asamm [the meaning of his name is “the
deaf man”], for his deafness prevented him from hearing the Sharia.”37
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It goes without saying that most muslims have not recognized this peculiar
Caliphate. Even muslims with Islamist leanings, like Yusuf al-Qaradawi, tend to
denounce it as illegitimate.38 there is no accepted juridical rule as to how the
Caliphate, once abolished, should be restored, and a charismatic rogue whose rule
rests on fanaticism and brutality will never manage to create a new pan-Islamic
consensus. Nevertheless, this declaration makes two valid points. First, as we have
learned from Ibn Khaldun, muslims did enjoy something resembling a consensus
concerning the necessity of the Caliphate in medieval times, and second, the frac-
tured muslim ummah has yet to recover its honor and prestige in the post-Caliphal
period. Perhaps these considerations explain why many muslims who do not sup-
port ISIS, including al-Qaradawi himself, dream of resurrecting the Caliphate, 
albeit in a more patient and deliberate manner. the depth and breadth of this
longing is described in a useful anthology entitled Demystifying the Caliphate. 
Informative and accessible, it illustrates how the symbol of the Caliphate, and in
many cases hope for its restoration, continues to motivate muslims from Britain
to Indonesia in a wide variety of ways. Before discussing some of these move-
ments, let us briefly trace the futile history of efforts to reconstruct the Caliphate.

the early efforts, which began immediately after Ataturk had laid the turkish
Caliphate to rest, centered mainly around two claimants: King Hussein in the
Hijaz, and King Fuad in Cairo. Both attempted to bolster their claim by organiz-
ing conferences, each of which put all of the myriad disputes among and within
muslim countries on full display. Iqbal was right to assert that the Caliphate had
become a cause of strife rather than unity. Even if muslims mostly agreed about
the general need for Caliphate, the independent nations and rulers that gradu-
ally emerged from the ruins of colonialism and empire could never agree on which
of them should host or represent it. Hussein would soon be deposed by Ibn Saud,
a Wahhabi with no interest in the Caliphate, while Fuad would effectively aban-
don his claim.39

Having grasped that neither turkey nor Arabia could offer a plausible home
for the new Caliphate, rashid rida held out hope that the Arabs and turks would
agree to construct it in mosul, in between the lands occupied by each nation, but
this project never got off the ground.40 Humpty dumpty had fallen, and could no
longer be put together again by any power on earth. Yet it was not sufficient, in the
Islamic context, to honor his memory only in nursery rhymes. recollections of
the Caliphs and the authority they represent remain too vivid to permit them the
gentle fate of the English kings and prelates who once bestrode the earth but now
populate only tabloids and children’s tales. thomas Arnold, who wrote a landmark
history of the Caliphate around the time of its apparent demise, rightly predicted
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that the Caliphate “is likely to survive as a hope in the hearts of muslim peoples
for many generations to come.”41

many hoped, of course, that the failure of the new muslim rulers to renew the
Caliphate in the midst of their own bitter rivalries would “seem to indicate a more
secular trend, rather than a revival of the Caliphate.”42 this remark by Sylvia
Haim, in her epilogue to Arnold’s work, held truer in the 1960s than it does today.
It has become evident that the abandonment of the Caliphate by muslim rulers
has led not to its oblivion, but rather the passing of its mantle to subversive, non-
governmental groups. Hizb al-tahrir, founded by taqi al-din al-Nabhani in the
1950s, was the first to aggressively call for a new Caliphate, conceiving its restora-
tion as the primary goal of the new political party and ideology that could stand
up to the twin Western evils of communism and capitalism.43 Himself a learned
jurist, Nabhani decried the absence of the Caliphate as “one of the greatest sins,
to be punished harshly by Allah,” and sought to prove his claim by numerous ci-
tations from Islamic sources.44 unlike the consensus surrounding the Caliphate
formed by the experience of later generations of muslims, these sources do not
appear to discuss the Caliphate in any clear, unambiguous manner. A generation
earlier, ‘Abd al-raziq probed the very same sources, concluding that the Caliphate
is not really mentioned in them at all.45 Yet, while al-raziq did not found a polit-
ical party and appears to have enjoyed only limited influence, al-Nabhani’s Hizb
al-tahrir has established a presence in dozens of muslim countries.

this is not to say that the party has been a resounding success. like so many
enthusiastic theological-political movements, it seems to have greatly overestimated
its initial prospects. Al-Nabhani consciously modeled his plan on the career of the
prophet muhammad, giving the impression that he expected to assume the reins
of power in a least one country during his lifetime. the Caliphate would first arise
in a particular country, and then gradually spread across the muslim world. the 
party drafted a detailed constitution for this purpose.46 Al-Nabhani seems to have 
harbored some hope of taking over Jordan, possibly by military coup in the 1970s,
but by his death in 1979 this scheme had come to naught. the failure to accom-
plish its original aim within the expected timeframe brought about a period of pro-
longed crisis for the party, which hemorrhaged membership during the 1980s.47 like
the idea of the Caliphate itself, however, it stubbornly refused to die. As hopes for
renewing the Caliphate underwent a resurgence, the party began to interpret itself
less as a political failure than as an ideological success.48

the party has still not succeeded in seizing control of any country, and may not
even be close to doing so, but it has established some presence in many of them.
originating in the center of the muslim world, it has penetrated its most far-flung
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regions. It has flourished both in resistance to dictators in Central Asia, and under
the relative tolerance afforded by democracy in Britain and Indonesia. In every
case, the party has cleverly adapted its strategy to local conditions, without com-
promising on its extravagant long-term goals. let us briefly examine each case 
in turn.

In central Asia, persistent government corruption and endemic poverty breeds
discontent, while decades of Soviet rule have loosened the hold of traditional
strains of Islam, opened the way for the growth new-fangled religious ideologies.
Hizb al-tahrir has tens of thousands of members and many more sympathizers.49

It has spread quickly in tajikistan and uzbekistan, post-Soviet dictatorships each
run by the same president since the early 1990s, as well as in Kyrgyzstan. In tajik-
istan and uzbekistan, it has learned to distribute clandestine leaflets and even so-
licit recruits in prison, where its members frequently find themselves. Widespread
hatred of the dictators, whom the party is wont to blame on Americans and Jews,
has clearly helped its cause.50 In Kyrgyzstan the party has attempted, during more
liberal periods, to operate in the open, although this has often provoked 
renewed repression by the authorities. Emmanuel Karagiannis concludes: “Hizb
ut-tahrir follows a different strategy in every central Asian country, adjusting to
particular socio-political environments.”51

In Britain,52 Hizb al-tahrir’s early activities in the 1990s struck many com-
mentators as overtly homophobic, anti-Hindu, and anti-Semitic. once the party’s
global leadership realized the backlash this had caused, they urged their cadres to
lower their public profile. the terrorist attacks on 9/11 and 7/7, followed by the
inevitable British and American reaction to them, soon offered a new opportu-
nity for the party to exploit muslim grievances. they began to present themselves
as the authentic voice for all muslims and their desired Caliphate as their future
protector against the ravages of Western neo-colonialism in the middle East and
perceived hostility to Islam in Britain. Sensitive to allegations of extremism, the
party has sought to deny or downplay the virulently hostile or conspiratorial state-
ments about Western intentions that have periodically crossed the lips of its mem-
bers. the party has adroitly taken advantage of the liberty afforded by British civil
society by setting up a number of front groups, which often pose as educational
charities.As Ahmedand Stuart conclude:“the party has not rescindedits neo-fun-
damentalist aims. But the image it presents to British muslim communities and
wider British society is one of a legitimate Islamic political party.”53

In Indonesia, a newly democratic muslim country that was never actually 
governed by any of the great medieval Caliphates, the party has become quite 
influential on university campuses. While American students agitate for social
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and racial justice, some of their Indonesian counterparts call for a Caliphate as an
alternative to the injustices of both socialism and capitalism.54 Poems and songs
of the movement, one of them entitled “I miss the Caliphate,” are apparently
posted on Youtube.55 these student groups are fond of emphasizing their peace-
ful nature: “With our soul, we declare to all that our struggle is verbal and intel-
lectual, and not violent.”56 taking advantage of the democratic right to peaceful
protests, the group that once plotted military coups in Jordan now claims in
certain countries to be strictly committed to non-violence. 

According to taji-Farouki, the party’s proclivity to non-violence may derive from
the view that military jihad can only be conducted under the rule of a Caliph.57

Since it remains extremely unclear how that rule could be acquired peacefully,
even in democratic societies, many commentators distrust the party’s official 
pretension against armed struggle.58 Former British member majid Nawaz, who
makes use of his inside knowledge of the movement to present a brilliant critique
of it, is skeptical of this pledge to non-violence. Nawaz maintains that the real goal
of the movement, recognized internally, is still to establish a Caliphate by coup in
a particular country, and then to wage war against those Islamic countries that
refuse to join the new Caliphate voluntarily. to this end, it urges its members in
the armed forces of various muslim countries to prepare for a coup, while preach-
ing peaceful action to its civilian members. At the same time, Nawaz argues that
the party’s immediate effect, especially in democracies like Britain and denmark,
is to encourage muslims to pass their time in idle talk and dreams of the Cal-
iphate, rather than profitably participate in the local political system.59

Hizb al-tahrir does not currently constitute an imminent threat to Islam or
Western civilization, but it should not be dismissed as an isolated phenomenon.
Among fundamentalist muslim groups in general, calls for restoring the Caliphate
have grown shriller over time. the influential muslim Brotherhood, founded 
  in 1928, officially calls for a Caliphate, but it has never taken any real steps in
that direction. the Brotherhood tends to believe that in the absence of genuine 
muslim unity on the ground, the time for choosing a Caliph is not yet ripe. It has
focused on mobilizing and uniting muslims within the confines of particular
countries and political systems rather than establishing a Caliphate.60 Another
famous Islamist of the mid-twentieth century, al-mawdudi of India, interpreted
the Caliphate metaphorically as a form of government reflecting god’s will, rather
than any concrete institution.61 osama bin laden demanded the restoration of
the Caliphate with somewhat more urgency, but he, too, refused to offer any prac-
tical details, holding that its return depended on “the permission of god.”62 He
spoke elsewhere of a council of muslims that ought to meet in an undisclosed 
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location, far away from the oppressive, illegitimate regimes of his time, to elect an
imam who would lead muslims in jihad, but the details of this proposal, and its re-
lationship to the traditional Caliphate, remain murky.63 Finally, ISIS emerged as
the first jihadi group to take the matter of resurrecting the Caliphate into its own
violent hands, relying neither on human agreement nor manifest divine blessing.
Such developments could hardly occur in a vacuum of public disinterest: one poll
taken in 2007 shows almost two-thirds of muslim favoring, in principle at least,
the restoration of the Caliphate.64

Nawaz expresses the wish that fanatical muslim groups such as Hizb al-tahrir
will fizzle, just as communism did in the past century. In laying bare the extremely
tenuous link between the party’s inflexible, tyrannical view of the Caliphate and
the more adaptable concepts prevalent in classical muslim tradition, Nawaz is
certainly contributing to that desirable end. Yet we may suspect that yearning for
the Caliphate has deeper roots in muslim societies than communism ever had in
russia or China. Communism was a Western import, with little historical basis in
russian or Chinese culture, which collapsed once it had failed to deliver the prom-
ised economic and social benefits. the existence of the Caliphate, in contrast,
had been part of the muslim theological and political consensus for over a thou-
sand years. Even the great rationalist historian Ibn Khaldun refused to challenge
this consensus, while the modernist poet Iqbal believed that it could be broken
only if eventually superseded by a new consensus that better reflected the original,
egalitarian spirit of Islam. 

As the centennial of the supposed coup-de-grâce against the Caliphate ap-
proaches, the questions surrounding its future have never appeared further from
resolution. Ibn Khaldun attempted to reconcile the muslim community to the
largely symbolic Caliphate of his time, but since that effort presupposed the con-
tinued existence of the latter, it is hard to see how it could be replicated today. the
efforts of Iqbal and Abd al-raziq to persuade that same community to regard the
Caliphate as a pernicious outgrowth of imperialism, rather than an integral part
of their religion, have failed to take root. Iqbal’s newer, firmer consensus based on
republican government and an international muslim league also appears as 
elusive as ever. of course, so does the effective restoration of the Caliphate, at least
in a way that would be accepted by a large majority of muslims. In the course of
the turmoil of the past century, any sort of meaningful muslim consensus 
surrounding the Caliphate seems to have been irrevocably shattered. this con-
tributes to a troubling absence of political and religious legitimacy, reflected in
the frequent dismissal by Islamist groups of all or most existing muslim regimes
as jahiliyya, kufr, or taghut. In order to fill this vacuum, various invented ideologies
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have flourished. Combining reinterpretations of classical Islam with notions taken
from modern politics and totalitarianism, they could be viewed as contemporary
versions of the Almohad alloy of Ash‘arite theology and Shi‘ite politics that briefly
replaced the Caliphate in medieval Spain, to the chagrin of Ibn Khaldun. the new
Islamist ideologies also resemble their medieval predecessors in their capacity to
overturn governments and shed indiscriminate blood. Increasingly, they center on
the resurrection of the defunct Caliphate. 

It is possible that the destructive nature and eventual defeat of ISIS’ Caliphate
could dampen future attempts at restoration, but we should not count on it. these
movements seem too varied in their goals, methods, and location, to be deterred
by the failure of one particular group in one particular region. Furthermore, the
political, religious, and historical factors that instill longing for the Caliphate are
bound to remain in force. I am not about to predict the successful restoration of
the Caliphate, but merely that movements aspiring to that end are unlikely to 
disappear any time soon.
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Making the Islamic
Case for Religious 
Liberty 

By Abdullah Saeed

m
ANY muSlImS todAY ArE trYINg to ComE to tErmS WItH

the modern concept of religious liberty. one of the most au-
thoritative and influential definitions of religious freedom
comes from Article 18 of the universal declaration of Human
rights, which affirms that:

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and 
religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or 
belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and
in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching,
practice, worship and observance.

Such a comprehensive understanding of religious liberty is essential for civil peace
and prosperity in multicultural and pluralistic societies. those modern, secular
countries that can secure religious freedom for all citizens through rule of law 
and civic toleration are more stable and successful because they are able to bring
together, on the same level playing field, a range of competing faith groups and
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worldviews that may have little in common, philosophically or theologically. By
contrast, when religious freedom is suppressed, it can have dire consequences for
the exercise of other basic freedoms and rights, for a country’s cohesion, and for
political and economic development. 

At a personal and ethical level, religious liberty is essential for people “to live
justly.” It enables individuals to do justice to themselves, to others, and to their
communities.1 In its most comprehensive sense, religious freedom promotes 
civic toleration and respect for human dignity because it is rooted in respect for
the deeply human journey to seek religious truth. When societies restrict religious 
liberty, the result, quite often, is intolerance and increased societal tensions, which
may eventually boil over. 

muslims, and non-muslim believers alike, understand the importance of free-
dom for fulfilling their obligations to god, and for the expression of their respec-
tive faiths. Still, many muslims feel uneasy with contemporary understandings 
of religious liberty, and some reject it entirely. Islamic tradition is much more 
restrictive of religious liberty than modern norms, and this tradition still carries
great weight and authority among the majority of muslims today. many muslims
also see freedom of religion in the way it is expressed in Article 18 of udHr, as a
“Western” value and essentially alien to Islam in its aims and focus. traditionally,
religious communities have tended to perceive faith as a competition for members
or adherents, and many muslims fear that calls for religious liberty are actually
calls for muslims to convert to other religions (particularly Christianity). A great
number of muslims also worry that embracing religious liberty will lead to the 
destruction or weakening of muslim identity and community. 

In addition to these pervasive cultural attitudes, the individual right to free-
dom of religion, thought, and conscience is today severely constrained by many
governments in muslim-majority societies. At the same time, the use of political 
authority to control religious belief is widely seen as legitimate in these countries.
likewise, various Islamist movements also oppose religious liberty, as they strive
to impose their own worldview in pursuit of political power. these combined 
pressures can be seen in the spreading intolerance and worsening sectarian 
conflict, both among different muslim populations, and between them and other
religious groups. 

Because of these realities, many muslims and non-muslims have concluded
that Islam is essentially opposed to modern ideas about religious liberty. this 
conclusion, however, is mistaken. there is, in fact, a great range of teachings
within Islam and its traditions about religious liberty as it pertains to society and
individuals. Indeed, the Qur’an and the Prophet muhammad speak extensively
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on the topic. As the belief in Islam requires fidelity to the Qur’an and the message
of the Prophet, these sources all warrant closer examination.

The Qur’an on Religious Liberty

tHE Qur’AN SAYS BElIEF IN god IS AN INdIVIduAl CHoICE, or rAtHEr, tHAt

it is a choice between an individual and god. It states, “Whoever is guided is only
guided for the benefit of his soul. And whoever errs only errs against it. And no
bearer of burdens will bear the burden of another” (Qur’an 17:15). the Qur’an
provides for free will right from the creation of the first human beings. Adam and
Eve are said to have been given free will, and it was through this which god tested
them. they failed their first test, but in Islamic belief, their failure did not lead to
the fall of the human race. Instead, the Qur’an presents free will and the testing
of it as part of god’s plan for human beings. It is one of the reasons humans were
created. In fact, many muslims believe that free will bestowed by god is what gives
humankind a higher place in the order of creation.2

the Qur’an repeatedly expresses the theme that a person’s dignity is intimately
related to his or her individual freedom, particularly the freedom of conscience.3

For example, it affirms that god created humans “in the best of molds” (Q 95:4),
and, in doing so, He honored humanity and conferred on it special favors (Q
17:70). In god’s eyes, human beings have inherent worth and dignity. In recog-
nition of this, god gave humankind the intellect and ability to discern between
right and wrong.4 the Qur’an says, “Now clear proof has come to you from your
lord: if anyone sees it, that will be to his advantage; if anyone is blind to it, that
will be to his loss—[Say], ‘I am not your guardian.’” (Q 6:104). 

An essential part of the Qur’anic conception of free will is the freedom to choose
whether or not to believe in god, and in His way or religion. the Qur’an leaves
space for human beings to reject Islam if they wish, and to follow what they de-
sire. many verses stress that all human beings are free to believe, or not to believe
in god, or in a particular religion. For example, “let him who wills believe in it
[Islam], and let him who wills, reject it.” (Q 18:29) or, “Whoever chooses to follow
the right path, follows it for his own good; and if any one wills to go astray, say 
[o Prophet, to him] ‘I am only a warner’” (Q 27:92). the Qur’an acknowledges 
that there will always be believers in the one god, as well as non-believers (Q 16:9). 

this choice is also about individual responsibility; human beings are respon-
sible for what they do or fail to do on earth. For muslims, part of this is believing
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in the one god, following god’s commandments and prohibitions, and following
the moral path that god conveyed through His prophets.5 the Qur’an makes it
clear that god will hold individuals accountable for the choices they make during
their lifetime. What this means is that salvation, like belief itself, is an individual
effort, not a collective or community matter.6

one of the critical ways the Qur’an affirms an individual’s freedom to make
choices is by rejecting the use of force in matters of faith. the Qur’an states plainly
that no one should force others to believe.7 one of the most commonly cited verses
in this regard is Qur’an 2:256: 

there shall be no coercion in matters of faith. distinct has now
become the right way from [the way of] error: hence, he who re-
jects the powers of evil and believes in god has indeed taken hold
of a support most unfailing, which shall never give way: for god is
all-hearing, all-knowing.

Affirming this, Ibn Qudamah (d. 1223 CE), a jurist of the Hanbali school of 
Islamic jurisprudence, wrote:

It is not permissible to compel a disbeliever into professing Islam.
If, for example, a dhimmi or musta’man is forced to accept Islam,
he is not considered a muslim unless it is established that his con-
fession is a result of his own choosing…8

In the Qur’anic perspective, forced belief is no belief at all. Correct faith (al-iman
al-sahih) only comes from individual certitude and conviction. 

the Qur’an teaches that believers should also be wary of doing things for the
sake of mere habit, tradition, or because of the influence of others. It clearly de-
nounces practices and attitudes that are based on the blind adherence of ances-
tral precedents, instead of independent thought or personal conviction (Q 2:170).9

Forced belief is not sincere belief, and the Qur’an exhorts sincerity, and de-
nounces hypocrisy in all human dealings (Q 61:3).10

In this same vein, the Qur’an lays down guidelines for muslims when preach-
ing Islam: “Invite to the way of your lord with wisdom and good instruction, and
argue with them in a way that is best…” (Q 16:125). It encourages muslims to use
courteous advice, sound reasoning, and elegant persuasion, rather than hostility
or physical aggression in spreading Islam. After imparting the message, the Qur’an
says to muslims: “Say, ‘[Know,] then, that the final evidence [of all truth] rests with
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god alone; and had He so willed, He would have guided you all aright’” (Q 6:149).
this is also evident in the example of the Prophet muhammad. As the Qur’an ex-
plains, the Prophet did not have the power to force people to convert to Islam. It
says that Prophet muhammad was not to be a “keeper” over people (Q 10:108).
Instead, the Prophet’s duty was only to convey the message of Islam, never to com-
pel anyone to accept it. For example: “the Apostle [muhammad] is not bound to
do more than clearly deliver the message [entrusted to him]” (Q 24:54), and “our
Apostle’s only duty is a clear delivery of this message” (Q 64:12). 

We can, moreover, see that Prophet muhammad supported the idea of free
choice when it came to religious belief and practice. In mecca and medina, the
Prophet showed a great deal of tolerance towards other religious communities.
they were allowed to manifest and practice their religions and even to govern
their lives by their own religious rules and values. muslims were encouraged not
to abuse or slander those of other faiths—including even idolaters, whose beliefs
were the antithesis of Islam. on one occasion, when the Prophet muhammad
could not convince some non-muslims to embrace Islam, the Qur’an commanded
him to tell them that: “[t]o you be your way [din, religion] and to me my way” 
(Q 109:6).11 this same principle of tolerance was implemented by the Prophet in
“the Constitution of medina,” a compact created to establish relations between
various tribes and religious groups, including the Jewish community, in the city
of medina. one of the articles of this document states that: “the Jews of Banu Awf
are a community (ummah) along with the believers. to the Jews their religion (din)
and to the muslims their religion.”12

The Weight—and Blessings
—of Islamic Tradition 

tHE CENtrAl mESSAgE oF tHE Qur’AN ANd tHE EXAmPlE oF tHE ProPHEt

muhammad does, in fact, support a robust conception of religious liberty. Yet 
despite this, the real-world prospects for religious liberty in many muslim-major-
ity countries are bleak. Among the world’s 25 most populous countries, Egypt, 
Indonesia, Pakistan, and turkey rank among the countries with highest overall 
restrictions on religious belief and practice, according to a recent report by Pew
research.13 Furthermore, while debates over blasphemy and heresy are part of the
distant past in the West, they are still commonplace in muslim-majority countries
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today. It is only in muslim countries that one hears about cases of execution for
the “crime” of apostasy. Although most of these countries do not officially sanction
punishment for apostasy and heresy, several of them—including the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia—still do. 

these governments claim their power on the basis of Islam. Similarly, various
Islamist movements also use Islam to impose their own ideological worldview 
and to promote intolerance and sectarian violence. It is true that some hadith 
support the death penalty for apostasy, and other hadith restrict religious freedom
in other ways. However, these hadith are sayings that muslim tradition has over
time ascribed to the Prophet muhammad; importantly, they are not necessarily
the same as the actual actions of the Prophet. 

Conversion from Islam existed in the Prophet’s time. For example, several mus-
lims left Islam immediately after the Prophet’s reported famous “night journey” 
to Jerusalem and to heaven (known as Isra’ and Mi‘raj). these people questioned
how the Prophet could possibly have travelled to Jerusalem and then back to mecca
in one night, as the journey typically took weeks. Similarly, some muslims migrated
to Christian Abyssinia when the persecution they experienced in mecca because
of their Islamic beliefs became unbearable, and later converted to Christianity.14

the Qur’an also makes many references to hypocrisy (nifaq), and to hypocrites 
(munafiqun) in medina who were, for all practical purposes, apostates. However,
none were put to death. there is no evidence that the Prophet ordered the killing
of any person simply because of a change in faith.15

despite the core message in the Qur’an about religious liberty, muslim jurists
of the classical period that followed after the first generations of muslims devel-
oped a set of principles and rules to govern religious life. By and large, they set
down a range of restrictions on religious freedom and assigned penalties for 
flouting these prohibitions. these jurists’ main concern was with defining correct
religious practice, and prohibiting acts of apostasy, blasphemy, heresy, and
hypocrisy in religious affairs. 

Historically, apostasy was defined as the “unbelief of a muslim who had earlier
accepted Islam… of his [or her] own free-will,” which suggests that an apostate is
a muslim who “rejects Islam and/or converts to another religion.”16 the ban on
conversion from Islam developed on the basis of certain hadith or sayings attrib-
uted to the Prophet muhammad. the most obvious of these is the hadith that
states: “Whoever changes his religion, kill him.”17 In other sayings, the Prophet
reportedly orders the execution of certain individuals. these hadith are routinely
used today to bolster the argument that the appropriate punishment for conver-
sion from Islam is death. However, some of these traditions are considered weak,
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unreliable, and too general, and it is therefore difficult to use them as evidence in
support of a death penalty for apostasy.

Blasphemy laws placed yet more restrictions on the Qur’anic conception of 
religious liberty. Initially, these prohibited the use of foul language with respect to
Prophet muhammad (sabb al-rasul), although this was later extended to include
foul language about god (sabb Allah), any of the angels, or about other prophets.
Anyone using this kind of language was considered a grave sinner.18 muslims who
committed this sin were considered outside the fold of Islam, and could be pun-
ished with death. In some cases, non-muslims were also executed for committing
blasphemous offences. 

moreover, heresy was banned. In many cases, heresy involved the outward show
of Islam, while in fact remaining faithful to one’s former religion, or questioning
the fundamentals of Islam, such as the prophethood of muhammad, or the auth-
enticity of parts of the Qur’an. Some scholars came to believe that such heretical 
beliefs should also be punished by death.

the transgression of religious hypocrisy dates back to the time of the Prophet.
during the medinan period (622–632 CE), the Qur’an refers on several occasions
to hypocrites and hypocrisy. It warns muslims that hypocrites are a danger to the
muslim community. one verse commands the Prophet to engage in jihad against
any hypocrites and unbelievers who are engaged in hostilities; other verses warned
them of punishment in hell.19 All of these restrictions came to be used in various
ways to limit the religious liberty of either muslims or non-muslims (or both)
within muslim-ruled states at different points in time.

It is important to understand the context in which these rules governing 
religious life were developed and propagated. during the umayyad and early 
Abbasid periods (8th to the 10th centuries CE), Islam was rapidly expanding and
the muslim community began to experience political power as they brought more
and more non-muslim lands and communities under their rule. In part, because
of this, the great muslim empire-builders began to grapple with novel issues about
how to both establish their rule, and remain true to Islam in multi-cultural and
multi-confessional polities. As empires expanded and muslims came into con-
tact with new peoples and religions, muslim scholars began to grapple with how
to define mainstream Islamic belief, and they faced growing political and intel-
lectual pressures to determine Islamic positions on a range of issues. Because of
this, a new Islamic orthodoxy began to emerge during Islam’s second and third
centuries, and the propagators and defenders of this new mainstream belief
sought to strengthen it by labelling other views as beyond the fold, deviant, or
heretical. 
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In some cases, certain muslim jurists argued that non-muslims—in particular,
the “People of the Book,” or Christians and Jews—should be brought under mus-
lim dominance as a sign of humiliation. Not all jurists thought this way, however.
Some jurists, for example, argued that muslims needed to distinguish between
those non-muslims who came under muslim rule through treaties or other agree-
ments, and those who fought against the muslim state and came under Islamic
rule by force. In time, the idea of religious belief would become strongly connected
with the idea of the superiority of Islam. 

As more and more scholars sought to differentiate between muslims and others
at a theological level, restrictions such as blasphemy and heresy began to emerge.
As such, the many practical issues that muslims dealt with during this period of 
Islamic expansion, and while governing multi-confessional empires, later became
religiously sanctioned practices concerning non-muslims and their religious 
liberty. 

In these ways, the rules governing religious life developed by muslim jurists 
in the classical era differ considerably from religious liberty as it is widely under-
stood today. religious liberty, and the restrictions on it that were developed cen-
turies ago to suit that particular period in time, were a reflection of various factors
that emerged from the context in which the jurists lived. After the Prophet’s death,
the boundaries between religious and political communities became more clearly
defined. 

However, not all the positions within classical jurisprudence on religious 
liberty were the same. In fact, there is a considerable range of opinion among the
classical jurists. Each jurist had his own legal and theological views, reasoning,
and rulings. this diversity and the remarkable fluidity within Islam over time
should be recognized. It should also be seen as a blessing in disguise because,
within Islamic tradition, there can be found positions that are less restrictive of
religious freedom as well as reasoning which can be used to support contemporary
conceptions of religious liberty. the Qur’an, and the example of the Prophet
muhammad, also provide a strong basis for muslims to rethink contemporary 
restrictions on this liberty from within their tradition, and to come to terms with
the modern understanding.
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Fostering Religious Liberty 
in Muslim Societies

IN lArgE PArt BECAuSE oF tHE PolItICAl ANd rElIgIouS rEAlItIES oF tHE

classical era, a variety of traditions in Islam came to embrace rather restrictive 
notions of religious liberty. But such limited understandings of religious liberty
do not necessarily have to be the Islamic understandings. moreover, circum-
stances also change. our contemporary social, political, cultural, and intellectual
context is driving humankind toward greater freedom, not less. to succeed and
live well in this era, muslims need an updated Islamic understanding of religious
liberty that is in line with the contemporary understanding and expectations. Im-
portantly, the modern understanding and practice of religious freedom doesn’t
require a denial of Islam, for religious liberty seems also to be in line with the core
message of the Qur’an and the example of Prophet muhammad. How, then, can
we foster a more modern and comprehensive understanding of religious liberty in
muslim societies? there are a number of possible strategies. 

First, muslim thinkers and scholars must be wary of blind imitation of received
practice and, instead, dig deep into their own traditions to rediscover and engage
the wealth of insights that these traditions offer. this means examining the texts,
interpretations, rulings, and practices that have accumulated over many centuries,
and particularly during the first three centuries of Islam, to see what resources
exist within these traditions to support a contemporary understanding of religious
liberty. As previously discussed, the diversity of Islamic tradition means that there
are resources within it that can be revived in support of modern religious liberty
while remaining faithful to Islam. 

As one example, the contemporary Egyptian thinker muhammad Salim al-Awa
introduces an element of legal flexibility in the body of traditional juristic opinion,
which holds that apostasy, for instance, should be punished with death. there are
a range of classical scholarly opinions on this punishment, and al-Awa argues that
it is not a “prescribed punishment” (hadd) in the Qur’an, but rather a “discretionary
punishment” (ta‘zir). 

this difference matters, because if the punishment is prescribed, then it (at least
in theory) cannot be changed, but if it is a discretionary punishment, it can be
changed in agreement with principles developed in Islamic law. By applying this
legal methodology, al-Awa provides an opening for scholars to remain faithful to
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Islam while moving away from the long-held position that apostasy is punishable
by death. 

Second, contemporary muslims need to closely examine the foundations of 
the restrictions on religious liberty that exist in Islamic tradition, and determine
whether these are essential to Islam or not. Scholars need to ask if these restrictions
actually have a basis in the Qur’an, or whether they are simply a product of the 
social or political contexts in which they first appeared. If these restrictions are
shown to be derived from, and contingent on historical context, then work can 
be done to counter the assumption that these restrictions are an essential part of
Islam. Indeed, as I have suggested, when the diverse and historically fluid tradi-
tions of Islam are examined more carefully, key restrictions on religious liberty may
be found to have little solid basis in Islamic scripture, the authentic sayings, or the
practices of the Prophet muhammad, and the pious generations of early Islam.   

many muslim scholars today, in fact, are coming to such conclusions. A num-
ber of contemporary thinkers have re-examined the texts associated with the 
punishment for apostasy, for example, and they have shown that there is no
Qur’anic requirement for the death penalty, nor is there any basis for it within the
Prophet’s practice.20 In addition to the excellent work of tahar Jabir al-Alwani,
the prominent legal scholar mohammad Hashim Kamali, author of Freedom of
Expression in Islam, for example, has this conclusion:

It may be said by way of conclusion that apostasy was a punishable
offence in the early years of the advent of Islam due to its subver-
sive effects on the nascent muslim community and state. Evidence
in the Qur’an is, on the other hand, clearly supportive of the free-
dom of belief, which naturally includes freedom to convert…21

Having this religious knowledge and understanding provides muslims with a
strong and confident basis to move away from a range of restrictions on religious
liberty that they have inherited from tradition, but which may not be in line with
the Qur’an and the practice of the Prophet muhammad.  

third, muslim and non-muslim thinkers need to identify and highlight the 
far-reaching political, economic, and social consequences that restrictions on 
religious liberty have in muslim-majority countries. It is necessary to describe how
these restrictions adversely impact the growth and development of these societies,
intellectually and otherwise, and how this lack of freedom detrimentally affects
the lives of both muslims and non-muslims. the reality today is that most muslim-
majority countries use restrictions on religious liberty to curtail other freedoms,
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such as the freedom of expression, and freedom of assembly. Political power and
religious authority are often intertwined, and limitations on religious liberty 
provide a convenient way to manage dissent and maintain the status quo, both 
religiously and politically. However, this places an enormous burden on the 
development of these societies. A 2007 study conducted by Brian grim and roger
Finke found that government regulation of religion was the strongest predictor 
of religious persecution, even when controlling for other possible explanations,
including religious homogeneity, armed conflict, population growth, and income
inequality. these results indicate that attempts to regulate faith contribute to 
a culture that represses dissent from government-dictated orthodoxy.22 this 
establishes a vicious cycle of persecution.23 more regulation leads to increased
persecution, which in turn means less order and more violence.24 Intellectual
freedom, government transparency and accountability, civil liberties, and human
rights cannot grow in heavily restricted societies.

other research suggests that restrictions on religious liberty have a detrimental
effect on economic development, including lowering gdP, and reducing produc-
tivity in the workplace, and in education. the suppression of religious liberty can
also erode political stability, social cohesion and morale, and contribute to a cli-
mate of despondency, apprehension, and fear, that can lead to increased tension
and even radicalization within communities. Interestingly, there is evidence of a
strong connection between restrictions on religious freedom, and the extent of
both conflict and militarization in a society. In countries where religious liberty is
repressed, a greater share of the gdP tends to be spent on the military,25 and this
suggests that the costs of maintaining social stability are higher in societies that
are religiously unfree. By contrast, a growing body of evidence shows that imple-
menting religious freedom can have enormous benefits for society. Foreign Policy
magazine’s 2007 Failed States Index affirmed that “freedom of worship” may be
a “key indicator of stability.”26 Furthermore, authors such as thomas Walsh have
found that “freedom of religion is consistent with other freedoms” and, in fact,
“serves to bolster the existence of other freedoms.”27

Fourth, it is vital to encourage and support muslim scholars who are already
deeply engaged in rediscovering their traditions, and developing understandings
that can support modern conceptions of religious liberty. Promoting and circu-
lating the work of muslim scholars who employ Islamic terminology and concepts
to show that restrictions on religious liberty are not essential to Islam could prove
particularly helpful. Supporting such scholars will help to make their very encour-
aging ideas more widely known among muslims and non-muslims alike. Indeed,
it is only by popularizing such ideas and understandings that they will one day 
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become the norm. this change must be driven by muslim thinkers, scholars, and
jurists, not by those outside the tradition. But to accomplish this, muslims can be
supported and provided platforms to circulate and express their views. 

Fifth, although there may be great political and cultural reluctance to the loos-
ening of restrictions on religious liberty in muslim-majority countries, significant
international pressure will help these societies to free up the space for muslims to
explore such ideas and practices within an Islamic context. this pressure requires
that the international community document and publically highlight the human
rights situation with regard to religious liberty in these countries. It must encour-
age muslim-majority countries to give more room for the adherents of various 
religions, non-muslim and muslim alike, to function as freely as possible. 

Finally, we need to address muslim concerns and fears, whether real or imag-
ined, that religious liberty is a guise for the project for the conversion of muslims
to other faiths. dealing with these deep-seated fears will require empathy and 
patience, but it is vital. We must show that changes to thinking about religious
liberty has great potential to help muslim states and muslim communities devel-
op socially, politically, economically, intellectually, and spiritually, and to enhance
muslim thought. As the Iranian scholar Abdolkarim Soroush has argued: 

to compel individuals to confess a faith falsely; to paralyse minds
by indoctrination, propaganda, and intimidation,and to shut down
the gates of criticism, revision, and modification so that everyone
would succumb to a single ideology, creates not a religious society,
but a monolithic, and terrified mass of crippled, submissive, and
hypocritical subjects.28

ultimately, religious faith needs to be given sufficient space to flourish. that can-
not happen unless governments and societies allow for, and respect the individual
right to freedom of conscience, religion, and thought. unless the restrictions on 
religious liberty in Islamic tradition are revisited, then repressive political and 
religious establishments, as well as extremist Islamist movements, will continue
to have free reign to curtail muslims’ intellectual activity and more enlightened 
religious thought, and, in so doing, continue to halt the development of muslim 
societies. through empirical research, we need to continue to show the genuine
benefits to economic and political prosperity and to civil peace that can only come
from the establishment of a comprehensive conception of religious liberty. the
more religious liberty muslims have, the more they are likely to develop their 
societies harmoniously and also to fulfil their obligations to god.
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Deconstructing 
Daesh

By Ahmed Abbadi

In 2003, after a series of suicide attacks in Casablanca, Mohammed VI, the King of
Morocco, declared war on extremist teachings “from the East” that had infiltrated his
country’s religious institutions. Since then the Moroccan government has been evolving
a comprehensive strategy to roll back and defeat Islamist radicalism. This has involved
intensified policing among susceptible populations, as well as a suite of other “soft”
measures including community-driven development initiatives, governance and 
security sector reform, and new anti-corruption efforts. Importantly, the government’s
campaign has also focused explicitly on the ideological dimensions of Islamism, and 
it has aimed to counter extremism through education and the renewal of Morocco’s 
indigenous traditions of toleration, Sufi piety, and Maliki religious law. One of the 
leaders in this effort has been the theologian Dr. Ahmed Abbadi, the Secretary General
of the League of Mohammedan Scholars based in Rabat. What follows is a transcript
of remarks that Dr. Abbadi gave at Hudson Institute on November 16, 2016. The
transcript has been edited for clarity, and additions made by Current trends have
been placed in brackets.  

t
HE ISlAmIC StAtE—ISIS or, AS I PrEFEr to rEFEr to It, “dAESH”—
understands the usefulness of complexity as a mode of organization
and in waging asymmetric warfare. Instead of developing a hierarchi-
cal organization with a linear approach that can be easily understood

by outsiders, daesh is more like a puzzle with different people responsible for the
different pieces. the group takes advantage of new technologies, spreads out in
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several countries and, with a small number of people, creates what might be 
described as powerful “magnetisms”—attractive ideas that then inspire people
into acting without necessarily being inducted into a centralized organization.  

the dream of muslim unity is the first of four “magnetisms” espoused by daesh.
the collapse of the ottoman Empire vanquished any prospect of a central auth-
ority for Sunni Islam. Even at its height, the ottoman Caliphate did not reflect the 
idealized “Islamic” State often spoken of in Islamic literature. It was, however, a 
symbol for an idea—the idea of all muslims as a single nation, speaking different
tongues, and belonging to different races and ethnicities. It provided a focal point
for settling disputes and making rules and decisions for disparate communities 
that practiced Islam and had not entirely embraced modern Western ideas.

the founder of modern turkey, mustafa Kemal Ataturk, announced, while abol-
ishing the ottoman Caliphate in 1924, that the various subjects of the Caliphate
were now on their own. turkey was to be restricted to Anatolia—a choice that was
made by the turkish leader, and one for which he took full responsibility, and
which also had the support of the turkish people. this move benefitted turkey
and led to its modernization, but it left others in the region as “orphans.” From
Syria, lebanon, and Palestine, to Egypt, modern day Iraq, and what is today Jor-
dan, and even as far away as tunisia, Algeria, Kosovo, and Bosnia-Herzegovina,
several regions were suddenly cut off from what used to be their central decision-
making authority. 

decisions were taken by the Caliph’s advisors in Constantinople—now Istan-
bul—and implemented by the Pashas for the primary benefit of the ottoman
caliphate, but secondary benefit to the local leaders. these local leaders were not
taught and did not know how to make decisions. they were rulers in small matters,
and acted as implementers of decisions made by the ottomans in major matters.
the end of the Caliphate marked the end of an entrenched way of life, and led to
a feeling of loss that has, in part, endured to this day. 

People in the ottoman Empire’s non-turk regions faced difficult questions,
such as national identity and evolving indigenous political systems. rather than
confronting the new challenges, it was easier for some to embrace the belief that
the resurrection of the caliphate and restoration of the pre-Western “Islamic” way
of life was a panacea. the idea of a caliphate is seductive because it replaces that
feeling of loss that resulted with the end of the ottoman Caliphate.  

over the decades several scholars and ideologues like Sheikh muhammad
rashid rida (1865–1935), Hassan al-Banna (1906–1949), and muhammad
taqi al din al Nabhani (1909–1977) advanced the view of the muslim ummah’s
unity and the centrality of the institution of Caliphate.1
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the muslims in the region desire unity and they have tried for it both through
religion and through ideologies. Parallel to the attempt by Hizb ut tahrir to set up
a caliphate, there were also attempts at unity through Pan Arabism, Pan Socialism,
and Pan Communism, but none of these succeeded. It has been almost a century
since the caliphate was abolished, but the vacuum is still there in the muslim
world. 

daesh came in offering “the divine way to implement al-Khalifa [the Cali-
phate].” Young muslims all over are attracted to daesh because of its offer of unity
and sense of belonging to something greater, a sense that is lacking in their 
current lives. Whether they live in Egypt or in Europe, these young people do not
feel a part of the society into which they are born. they may be employed or un-
employed, educated or uneducated, married or single, but they lack a sense of 
belonging—the promise of the ummah—that is central to their faith. daesh offers
them this dream. that is why we see men and women from the age of 16 to 40
who have joined daesh. 

the second appeal at the heart of daesh is the dream of dignity. the Quran
states that muslims are the best (ideal) people before god, that god is Adil (just),
and muslims are supposed to do good, and avoid doing wrong (Amr bil maruf wa
nahy an al munkar). the state was supposed to ensure this, but in most countries
this did not happen. today, most young muslims living in the middle East and
North Africa face a lack of educational opportunities, unemployment, and often
no future. Again, the modern state was supposed to help create these opportuni-
ties, but in most countries this has not happened. So the muslim Brotherhood and
other such organizations stepped into the vacuum left by the state and offered 
to provide education, ensure justice, and create an Islamic society. daesh stepped
in and said: “You’re wifeless? Come to me. I’ll marry you to the most pious, beau-
tiful lady in the world. You’re husbandless? Come to me. I’ll marry you to a hand-
some jihadi. You are jobless? Come to me and I will give you a job in the Islamic
State as head of intelligence or secretary of state, whatever you would like. You are
willing to be a scholar, a true scholar of Islam? Come to me. I will give you the
shorthand training required to make you a scholar in five days. If you die, don’t
worry, you will go to paradise and have 72 virgins as a reward.” Joining daesh
gives you the opportunity to go from being nothing to becoming something, “from
zero to hero.” this dream is magnetic. 

tHE oNlY WAY to CouNtEr tHIS drEAm oFFErEd BY dAESH IS to oFFEr AN

alternative vision to these young people. If we do not succeed in doing that we will
be beaten in this arena of morpheus (greek god of dreams). 
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the third dream is the dream of purity. right from the earliest times there have
been muslims who believed that pure Islam is one without any dilution or bid’ah
(innovation), and who have sought uniformity in muslim practices, dress, cuisine,
and beliefs, from the middle East, to South and East Asia. during the 19th cen-
tury, Salafists sought to propagate this belief across the muslim world [and to re-
move any local or indigenous influences on Islam]. 

daesh “hijacked” this dream by stating that only their version of Islam is true
and pure because this is how the Prophet practiced Islam. [they have laid down
codes for everything from war to slavery, from marriage to inheritance, from cui-
sine to dress, and from education to economy]. 

the final dream is that of salvation. [muslims believe in the day of Judgment
and that you will be held accountable for all your past deeds, good and bad. many
ideologues and movements over the years have promised that, if muslims live
their lives in accordance with this particular version of Islam, they will find sal-
vation on that day]. daesh has come in to offer a way to eternal salvation or im-
mediate damnation. What they say is: “this is the end of time, and we have the ark
of Noah. If you want to save your soul, come to us. take a seat in the ark. otherwise,
you will perish like the rest.”

this belief that the best in Islam lies in the past and not in the future is ex-
tremely powerful, and appears to have taken hold of the vast majority of muslims.
I believe we need to look around us, believe in ourselves, and understand that the
best is still ahead of us. 

the challenge we face is that we as leaders and governments have neglected
this arena of ideas and dreams, and instead have had a formal, functional, and op-
erational relationship with our people. [We do not have anything to offer them
that they can believe in, that unites them and makes them feel part of something
bigger than themselves]. We speak in a wooden language, whereas what they are
looking for is something exciting and appealing, spoken in the language of their
dreams and hopes. 

daesh has done just that. When we analyze their discourse and their material,
what we see is they have used every medium possible—internet or print, audio or
visual—to provide their messages. their messages make the adrenalin of these
young people flow, through subliminal messaging using music, imaging and
words.  the people at daesh who do this are not super-humans; they are like you
and me. It is just that they use the tools and technology that is available much bet-
ter than what we have been able to do so far. Furthermore, they have a narrative;
they know what they are arguing for. 

I have met great minds at google, Facebook and twitter who are ready to help
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us. What they need is the counter-narrative. the good news is that there are no
less than 5 million Islamic scholars in the world. the bad news is that they do not
have a clear mission. No one has cared to empower them, build their capacity, or
teach them how to use these new technologies and tools so that they can counter
the daesh narrative. 

I personally have been challenging my own team to come up with ways to
counter what daesh says. I gave them one tweet by daesh and asked them to shape
a counter-narrative that would not go beyond 140 characters. In the first attempt,
my team failed. But they also soon realized that what is required is not to use
daesh’s narrative, but to produce a unique and independent counter-narrative. 

We need to shape our own narratives. otherwise, we will be trapped inside the
other’s narrative, and will simply keep producing counter-narratives. the other [in
this case daesh] will continue to lead as long as we let them do so. 

What if we take only 1 million from among those 5 million muslim scholars
and craft a training guide—a toolkit—and use new technologies that are present
to create platforms through which these scholars can interact. We can use videos
to speak to young people. Video screens and electronic gadgets are cheap today.
For a few hundred dollars you can obtain the highest quality technological gad-
gets with the latest configurations. We need to build such capacities and empower
these scholars for whom this is their full-time job. What these scholars need is a
structure and training in diverse strategies of communication. I believe this is
something within the realm of possibility. the people who crafted daesh’s narra-
tive are not gods of these new technologies. they can be very easily defeated, and
I am not exaggerating when I say “very.”

our problem is that we are putting rabbits in front of tigers. Why am I using
the word rabbits? the reason is that if you place what I call a passionless func-
tionary, someone without conviction, who is just doing the work to receive a wage
at the end of the month, you will not achieve your goal. You cannot face daesh,
and those like daesh, with people who do not have within them a flame of pas-
sion. In order to face them, we need the changes I have spoken about above. We
need people with passion. 

How do we achieve these goals? I will give you an example from today. this
morning I felt thirsty and purchased a bottle of water. there were many brands,
and one of those brands was called Smart Water. I’m not promoting this brand,
but there was a reason why I bought this particular bottle. I read what was written
and it claimed that water becomes sweat, evaporates, and they can recapture it.
then they put it in a bottle, add some aromas and other ingredients, and it be-
comes delicious water. What this advertisement said—what made it different from
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the rest—was that this liquid was coming from the sky, not from underground like
spring water. the minds who shaped this message were brilliant. these are the
kinds of minds we need. 

let us turn to the world of comics and animation. today, we need minds like
Stan lee [American comic book writer and chairman of marvel comics] who 
created many marvel heroes like Spider man. Isn’t it Stan lee who said “With
great power comes great responsibility”—a quote attributed also to Voltaire. We
need to face daesh with what he said. We need entertainment because young-
sters are not to be preached or lectured to. they must be entertained and engaged
in something that is dynamic and would appeal to them. otherwise they will not
remain interested. 

We need to create this passion amongst our scholars when we ask them to build
the counter-narrative and a new narrative. In order to create passion among our
scholars, they must be exposed to the facts. they must be told if you do not act,
you will be held responsible for what will happen to the world. If you do not act,
your children will be recruited. If you do not act, your daughters will be recruited. 

What is my complicated approach, and how do we avoid those touchy-feely 
approaches, those hasty and quick approaches in which we are currently trapped?
How do we avoid antagonisms, such as hard power versus soft power, govern-
ments versus civil society and intellectuals versus politicians? 

Notions of otherness generate antagonism. When they align with our actions,
they create a complementarity. We need everyone to step up and help. However,
we first need to adopt a comprehensive strategy. this strategy has to be shaped by
all of us. We face daesh in the arena of dreams, but we also face it in the arenas
of politics, human rights, and the texts that they claim mastery of. 

daesh pretend they are the ones who have mastered our texts. to counter this,
we need to reinvent new authorities. I believe those authorities are already in place.
Here, I am referring to institutions such as Al Azhar [Egypt], Al Quaraouiyine
[morocco], Zaytuna [tunisia], and Yarim [Yemen]. I am also referring to all the 
ancient schools throughout the greater muslim world in Indonesia, malaysia, and
other countries. 

What we need is empowerment of these institutions so that they regain their
authority. they have faced a lot over the decades, as they have been subject to the
deconstruction of religious authority by Salafists, by modernists, by successive
muslim Brotherhood waves, by other Islamists. they have also been stagnant,
and not done enough innovation and renovation within their own schools.

once again, it is both a matter of empowerment and the need for these author-
ities to understand that they can do all these things. they need to realize that they
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are not alone, that there are millions like them around the world. If each one of
these millions of scholars does his/her own share of the work, it can be done. 

this comprehensive strategy also needs to take into account what makes the
discourse of daesh influential: grievances. We have deconstructed daesh’s [and
other Islamist’s] discourse, and extracted the 10 main grievances that lie at the
heart of what is articulated. 

tHE FIrSt grIEVANCE IS BElIEF tHAt tHE WESt—tHE uNItEd StAtES, EuroPE,
Commonwealth countries, or any other Western country—has been conspiring
against the muslim world, and wants muslims to remain weak and broken up into
separate countries. “they are denying us the right to unite and dream of unity,
and our governors, kings, are not doing anything about it. We need to step up and
do it for ourselves and for you. moreover, we are ready to give ourselves, our lives
as martyrs for you, the sake of honor, and for a better future. We’re here to serve
you.” How can we counter such discourse if we do not think outside the box—like
the Smart Water people did? 

the second grievance is colonialism. “those countries factually murdered mil-
lions of you here in the region, and no damage reparations or reconciliation were
conducted to turn the page. they do not even send you a message that they have
the will to do reconciliation movements globally and resolve the matter. our gov-
ernors, kings, presidents do nothing in this direction. We now oblige them to think
about damage repair.” What is the counter narrative we have for this? 

third is the issue of Israel, and the fourth, the issue of double standards in in-
ternational affairs. 

Fifth is the issue of humiliation in the entertainment business, whether the
print or electronic media, or the film industry. the argument made is about how
the muslim is portrayed negatively, and how the governments of the muslim coun-
tries are not doing anything about this. 

Sixth, the muslim world is a “molotov cocktail” from Iraq to Afghanistan,
Bosnia-Herzegovina to Central Africa, to even Burma. there are conflicts all over
the muslim world, and this ensures there are enough problems that can be taken
advantage of by groups like daesh and others.

Seventh is the issue of Iran’s expansion into the region, and the catastrophe in
Syria. 

Eighth is the belief that the West has infiltrated the traditional value system of
the muslims, and this has resulted in their losing touch with their values, norms,
and belief. daesh offers a way to go back to what they argue are the true Islamic
beliefs and values.
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Ninth is the falsification of history and geography. “History,” [as seen by the
world today], they say, “jumps over 1,000 years of Islamic inventions, and recon-
nects directly with the greco-roman period and era without saying a word about
you.” What a denial. “We are restoring it. As to geography, look at Africa and Asia.
they seem smaller than Europe in the mercator map. And north is up, which
means that there is an egocentrism.” I would ask: Why don’t you admit that, when
the orient was ahead in earlier centuries, that too was egocentrism? It is amazing
that they are using such arguments [and that people are agreeing with them.] 

the final grievance is the insulting of the prophets and the burning of the
Quran. 

tHESE ArE SomE oF tHE grIEVANCES tHAt ArE IN tHE AIr, But tHEY doN’t EXISt

individually or in groups. the Kingdom of morocco is trying to come up with 
ways to counter the narrative behind these grievances. First, we have identified 
the underlying reasons why people are susceptible to daesh’s magnetic message
and, using messaging tools, we have tried to find ways to engage with them and
respond. 

Second, there are around 25 arguments based on the Sharia that daesh and its
supporters articulate. they look like the effect of a rifle in the brains of youngsters
because the people who are shaped in such discourses wear the turban of schol-
ars and knowledgeable people, and they act as the leaders of the masses suffering
from injustice. [Just as a rifle in the possession of a young kid does not make him
or her a good shooter unless they have obtained training, similarly these daesh
ideologues may wear the turbans of scholars and believe they are equal to them,
but they are not.]

third, we must not forget how swiftly and subtly the education system in 
countries changed after de-colonization and independence. We need to revisit
what we are putting in the minds of our children, not just in the muslim world, but
outside as well. For the sake of our [young and easily susceptible] minds, we need
to reform the curricula, to set up a safe and secure education system. 

Here, I’m talking about the responsibility of the state.the aggressively secular-
ist-laicist systems of education implemented by many modern middle Eastern
states have aimed to suppress religious freedom rather than try to work with reli-
gion. this needs to be re-evaluated. religion has a responsibility to the state and
society, and the state has the responsibility to guarantee the security of all its 
citizens. If states do not ensure security, including for the religious, then those cit-
izens will pray for tigers once again, and groups like daesh will gain popularity.
What morocco is now doing is to bear in mind that a linear approach—that is, a
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top-down, authoritarian approach—will not do. We need reform to be horizon-
tal—that is, multi-disciplinary, intersectional, egalitarian, and transversal—and to
also be complementary between all forms of actions: political action, human rights
action, educational action, soft-power actions. You name it, we need to have it. 

moreover, one of the biggest problems we face in morocco—and throughout
the world—is the fact that there is no structure to take care of problems on a daily
basis in governments. What we have instead is a cacophony. Everyone “takes care
of it,” but that means that no one takes care of it as they forget about it at the end
of the day. there are no structures or systems or cultures of accountability that
guarantee that the issue will be effectively taken care of by the end of the day. We
need checks and balances and political responsibility.  

How do we change this? We need to ask important questions relating to gov-
ernment accountability, questions that will help to embed a culture of account-
ability in society: Will someone be held accountable before the Parliament, the
House and Senate, or the Congress? to whom should we would ask questions
about what has been done? How did you [public official] spend public money?
What is the output? Yes, there has been some, but was it the most optimal output?
Again, to whom are we going to ask such questions? 

this is particularly important for governments to remember as they deal with
the long-term struggle against daesh. of course, in the neuro-linguistic realm, we
know that when you pronounce ISIS, ISIl, Islamic State, or daesh, things turn
red. Everyone gets hyper-excited and we lose our capacity to think calmly and 
efficiently about the matter. People are even willing to give away their freedom.
they are willing to give away their money. they are willing to give away every-
thing just to get rid of those evil people. “Kill them all and we are yours.” 

We must remember that throughout history, we have had times in which hu-
man rights and values are eroded on the pretext that the community or people are
under siege, and the state must be protected. We have had people who took over
and deprived their co-citizens of their freedoms in the name of security and 
protection. there is, to be sure, a need for vigilance, and this is why we need 
structures, checks and balances, and responsibility to ensure states are account-
able to citizens. 

to EVAluAtE our ProgrESS IN tHE StrugglE AgAINSt dAESH, WE NEEd BEttEr

measurements. this is why, in morocco, we have been trying to deconstruct this
notion of an “Islamic State” in order to demystify the ideology that daesh is
spreading. What does an “Islamic State” mean? 

We have been diving deep into books of a scholastic nature and we have derived
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six great characteristics that need to be observed to have what you can properly
call an “Islamic State.”  

First is the preservation of life. this is the role of any religion, to preserve lives.
“do not kill.’’ In every religion, you find this commandment. But this can be ex-
panded into criteria, indicators and indices to allow measurement: what does the
preservation of life mean? It means medical studies. It means training doctors
and nurses. It means developing a pharmaceutical industry. It means security 
on roads. It means security in cities. to each of these, you would assign a grade 
and a certain amount of points. then you would calculate if there is, in fact, a
guarantee of preservation of life. Sweden has scored way better than daesh in
preservation of life. 

What do you [daesh] mean by the Islamic State? let us look at, aside from 
preservation of life, the remaining five pillars: Preservation of religiosity, pre-
servation of dignity, preservation of descendants and the species, preservation 
of intellect and rationality, and the preservation of property. We have analyzed
daesh along these six pillars and it has scored poorly in each of them, including
in the protection of religion category. 

However, we need people that deal with these issues on a daily basis. If it is sim-
ply a lecture here or there in which we occasionally tackle the issue and then just
forget about it for weeks, then it will not work. We need to be aware of the facts, at
least in my country. 

there are hordes of people that are out to make money because they know there
is money being given in order to counter violent extremism. So everyone thinks,
why not me? It is a lot of money. How can I get it? How can I build up an Ngo, a
structure and a research center that would take care of extremists? this is why we
have witnessed the creation of hundreds, even thousands of centers claiming to
take care of such business. 

I am saying this to point out the fact that measurement and demystification is
one of the most efficient tools to dismantle the magnetism of daesh. In morocco
we tried to incorporate members of the civil society, but there is a cacophony.
Everyone claims that she/he is taking care of violent extremism and developing
CVE [countering violent extremism] programs. 

What is the role of states in integrating these highly needed efforts without 
denigrating the energy and dynamism needed to cure their societies? We need
these people and their passion, but we also need clear and transparent indices 
to evaluate, measure, and point out their main responsibilities and tasks as part 
of the larger global strategy. We need to take every team and every crew, and hold
them accountable, and in a clear way evaluate and measure their efforts. We 
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must make it clear that money will be given for these goals and they will be held 
accountable.  

tHE lASt ISSuE I Would lIKE to SHArE WItH You IS tHAt WE HAVE A CruCIAl

need today to rebuild authorities in Islamic countries. [this is not a new process;
it has happened over years.] this is a result of what has happened starting from the
1950s with Abd al Karim Qasim (1914–1963) and muhammad Najib ar rubai
(1904–1965) in Iraq, gamal Abdel Nasser (1918–1970) in Egypt, and mustafa
Kemal (1881–1938) in turkey. All these people claimed to be socialists and neg-
lected religious authorities of the state. religion was thus not taken care of in an
ideologically efficient and structured manner, thereby leaving a vacuum. 

this vacuum was filled first by Islamists, then by Salafists, then by jihadi
Salafists, and then what we know today as daesh, al-Qaeda, and other such groups.
daesh initially found recruits in areas like Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Iraq. they
brought former jihadists into their ranks, and with all their knowhow and expert-
ise they gave birth to four new sets of characters: the initiator, the mercenary, the
naive and the firewood. 

the initiators are people like the self-proclaimed caliph Baghdadi and his ilk.
Soon afterwards, the second group, the mercenaries, took over and swallowed the
initiators, who disappeared. No one listens to Baghdadi anymore, only occasion-
ally when they feel the need to bring in these individuals’ names again. 

the third character in this cast is the naïve do-gooder, people such as the doc-
tors who are willing to build up the Islamic State, and other such professionals.
last but not least, is the firewood for the oven: those youngsters who are brought
in to die in the arenas of battle. 

there is nothing we can say to redeem the first two groups, but we must talk to
and influence the third and the fourth. 

We need to shape new messages aimed at those people, to try and bring them
in, similar to what is done with addicts. like in the case of addictions, former ad-
dicts are the best counter. However, we need to make sure that the recovery is real.
For this, we have to change not just school curricula, but many other aspects of 
society, including, for example, reforming prisons. Actions must be seen in all 
arenas, from schools to cartoons. For example, the end result should be colorful
and joyful video games self-produced by former violent extremists. We in morocco
have been working on curricula. We have also been working in the domain of
scholarship and history so that we may make clear what is to be derived and rein-
vented. We have been working on religious texts so that we can respond to those
25 quotes from the Sharia that are often cited by daesh.
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there are other items that need to be tackled and addressed as well. We have
been working in the realm of dreams, competing with morpheus, and trying to
produce greater, genuine dreams. In morocco, we also have been tackling the 
dimension of governance to make this sustainable, measurable and efficient. 

NotES

1. rida was a Syrian Islamic scholar who launched Al-manar (the lighthouse), a theolog-

ical journal in Arabic that focused on Quranic commentary. Al Banna was the founder

of the Jamaat al-Ikhwan al-muslimeen, or the Society of muslim Brothers, or the muslim

Brotherhood as it is better known. Al Nabhani founded the Hizb ut tahrir (Party of 

liberation) that has advocated the resurrection of the Caliphate since the 1950s.



50 � CurrENt trENdS IN ISlAmISt IdEologY / Vol. 21

How al-Qaeda 
Survived the Islamic
State Challenge

By Daveed Gartenstein-Ross 
and Nathaniel Barr

I
N JulY 2011 dEFENSE SECrEtArY lEoN PANEttA ClAImEd tHAt tHE

united States was “within reach of strategically defeating al-Qaeda.”1

Panetta was not the first to remark on al-Qaeda’s imminent collapse, nor
would he be the last. observers in both the middle East and the West saw
the Arab uprisings of early 2011 as a repudiation of al-Qaeda’s worldview

because dramatic political change had been accomplished largely without violence.
they anticipated that al-Qaeda’s importance and popularity would drop sharply
in the post-revolutionary period.2

But al-Qaeda and the jihadist movement defied these predictions. Nothing has
benefited either the organization or the movement more over the past fifteen years
than the instability wrought by the region’s revolutions. Yet even after early hopes
about the Arab revolutions were proven wrong, al-Qaeda declinism endured. In
2014, the vast majority of analysts concluded that al-Qaeda had lost its domi-
nance over the jihadist movement when a former affiliate, the Islamic State (IS),
launched an enormously successful offensive into northern Iraq in June 2014,
then began vying for the loyalty of various al-Qaeda branches.3 the most extreme
version of this argument contended that “al-Qaeda is most certainly a distant



number two in jihadi circles,” and suggested that it was a real possibility the group
could disband before 2016.4 Press coverage and analysis in the Arab world tended
to mirror the al-Qaeda declinist position espoused by Western analysts and offi-
cials. one Algerian security expert provided a representative conclusion when he
suggested that “al-Qaeda could disappear to make way for the more extremist” 
Islamic State.5 IS’s legions of online fans further pushed these perceptions of a 
declining al-Qaeda by publicizing, repeating, and often exaggerating each sign of
disunity or pro-IS factions within the broader al-Qaeda network.

But rather than withering away, al-Qaeda has turned IS’s emergence into a
strategic opportunity, pivoting off of IS’s brutality and doubling down on a more
low-profile and sustainable approach to growth. Al-Qaeda has quietly, and yet 
relatively rapidly, gained ground in conflict zones across the middle East and
North Africa, including Syria and Yemen, where the group has seized territory
and embedded itself within local communities.

Al-Qaeda’s decision to become more covert and discrete in response to IS’s 
ostentatious successes may seem counterintuitive at first. Indeed, it is the oppo-
site of what most analysts expected. But it worked. Al-Qaeda weathered the IS
storm. this article tells the story of how al-Qaeda survived and thrived despite
the IS challenge. It focuses on al-Qaeda’s response to three key developments over
the past decade: al-Qaeda in Iraq’s defeat in 2007– 09, the 2011 Arab uprisings,
and IS’s rise. the group’s approaches to all three developments are inherently 
interlinked. the course al-Qaeda charted as these challenges and opportunities
arose explains why al-Qaeda is stronger now than it was in 2014, and why it is far
better positioned than IS to succeed in the long term. 

The Black Mark on 
al-Qaeda’s Reputatio     n

Al-QAEdA IN IrAQ (AQI), WHICH lAtEr Would BEComE IS, WAS dECISIVElY

defeated in 2007– 09, during the course of the u.S.’s war in Iraq. this defeat 
damaged the global al-Qaeda brand. thereafter, al-Qaeda became intent on
adapting its strategy to remedy the damage inflicted by the excesses and ultimate
failure of its Iraqi affiliate. the lessons al-Qaeda learned through its analysis of
AQI’s failure during the Iraq war have been instrumental in shaping the group’s
strategic thinking as it takes on IS. 

HoW Al-QAEdA SurVIVEd tHE ISlAmIC StAtE CHAllENgE � 51
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For AQI and its founding emir Abu musab al-Zarqawi, instrumental brutality
was an essential tool of war. AQI used extreme violence to fuel its ascension to the
forefront of the anti-u.S. insurgency. the group became notorious for its sectar-
ian suicide bombings against Shia muslims in crowded markets and mosques,
and for showcasing its grainy but gory execution videos, including the kind of 
beheadings that would later become IS’s signature. the group was equally brutal
in suppressing populations over which it could exert power. In the official u.S.
marine Corps history of the “Anbar Awakening,” which compiles oral testimony
from American and Iraqi perspectives, the head of an Iraqi women’s Ngo known
pseudonymously as “miriam” recalls: “the ugliest torture was committed by 
al-Qaeda. If the discipline didn’t work, the people were abducted and slaughtered.
the head was put in a container and thrown away, or the neck cut and the head
placed on the back.”6 AQI also alienated the population by forcibly imposing a
hardline version of sharia in areas that it controlled.7

AQI’s savagery served two purposes. It helped AQI establish its dominance 
over Iraqi Sunnis, AQI’s ostensible core constituency. Further, anti-Shia violence 
encouraged retaliatory attacks by Shias, thus advancing AQI’s goal of inciting a
sectarian civil war. AQI calculated that if it could inflame Sunni-Shia tensions,
the jihadist group could insert itself into the chaos as the defender of the Sunni
population.

this strategy had AQI flying high for a time, but then it came crashing back 
to earth. Col. Peter devlin described AQI as the “dominant organization of in-
fluence” in Sunni-dominated Anbar province in an August 2006 intelligence 
assessment.8 But AQI’s use of excessive violence ultimately backfired. In 2006,
local tribesmen in Anbar, fed up with AQI’s severe tactics and interference in the
local economy, mounted an uprising.

though there are multiple points in time, one could point to as the genesis 
of the tribal uprising, the most salient is September 9, 2006, when a number 
of sheikhs publicly announced their plan to fight al-Qaeda. they called their
movement the sahwa, or “Awakening.” the movement issued an eleven-point
communiqué. Col. Sean macFarland, then the commander of the 1st Brigade of
the 1st Armored division said, “ten of them I would have written for them almost
exactly the same way they wrote them.”9 the other point, suggesting that the
Awakening would have to kill the governor of Anbar, was more troublesome.

the sahwa sheikhs proved willing to speak and work with the Americans. the
u.S. was able to capitalize on the opportunity because it had shifted from prima-
rily keeping its forces in massive forward-operating bases that were walled off from
the rest of the country to population-centric counterinsurgency. ultimately u.S.



forces backed the tribal uprising, and it drove AQI from Anbar. Following the 
success of the Anbar Awakening, this model of resistance to AQI spread to other
areas of the country where the jihadist group maintained a presence. AQI’s 
brutality, once a sign of strength, now appeared to show how it had overplayed its
hand and alienated the population. By 2010, AQI had become strategically 
irrelevant, a shell of its former self.

AQI’s resounding defeat was a blow to al-Qaeda’s global brand. AQI was the
first al-Qaeda affiliate since 9/11 to hold significant territory, and its collapse 
suggested that al-Qaeda was ill-equipped to govern. more worrying for al-Qaeda
was the manner in which AQI fell. It fueled the perception that al-Qaeda, which
had pledged to defend muslim populations against foreign occupying forces, was
itself an alien occupier. 

Even when AQI was at its peak, al-Qaeda’s senior leadership saw this coming.
In July 2005, Ayman al-Zawahiri, then bin laden’s deputy, wrote a letter to 
Zarqawi urging the impulsive militant to temper his behavior.10 Zawahiri was no
pacifist—he advised Zarqawi to shoot prisoners rather than behead them—but 
he feared that Zarqawi’s shows of brutality would alienate the population. As 
Zawahiri noted, “the strongest weapon which the mujahedeen enjoy … is popular
support from the muslim masses.” thus, the jihadists “must avoid any action that
the masses do not understand or approve.” later that year, Atiyah Abd al-rah-
man, another senior al-Qaeda official, wrote a harsher letter echoing Zawahiri’s
advice. Atiyah told Zarqawi that military policy was subordinate to political object-
ives, and exhorted the Jordan-born leader to rein in his violent tendencies or risk
eroding public sympathy for al-Qaeda.11 Atiyah advised Zarqawi to overlook the
population’s “mistakes and flaws,” and to tolerate “a great deal of harm from them
for the sake of not having them turn away and turn into enemies on any level.”
But these calls for moderating AQI’s behavior went unheeded.

the disagreements between al-Qaeda’s senior leadership, and AQI in the 
mid-2000s, have fundamentally shaped al-Qaeda’s subsequent strategy, includ-
ing its response to IS’s rise. With AQI in a state of collapse by 2010, al-Qaeda’s
senior leadership set out to restore the organization’s global image. documents
recovered from bin laden’s Abbottabad compound provide a glimpse into the
measures that al-Qaeda’s leadership considered.

Al-Qaeda’s early reforms focused primarily on changing the group’s strategic
approach. In a may 2010 letter to Atiyah, bin laden proposed a “new phase” in
al-Qaeda’s campaign that would “correct [the mistakes] we made,” and “reclaim …
the trust of a large segment of those who lost their trust in the jihadis.”12 Central
to this new phase was a population-centric strategy that mirrored the approach
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the u.S. had used to defeat AQI. Bin laden warned that if al-Qaeda alienated the
public, it could win “several battles while losing the war at the end.”13 In a separate
letter to Nasir al-Wuhayshi, the emir of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Atiyah
expounded on the need to win over the muslim population, noting that “the 
people’s support to the mujahedin is as important as the water for fish” (a nod to
mao’s famous adage about the importance of the population for insurgents).14

this embrace of population-centric measures meant that the organization had
repudiated AQI’s approach, which emphasized intimidating, rather than winning
over, local communities. Indeed, Atiyah cited AQI as an example of the risks of
alienating the public. 

Al-Qaeda even considered changing its name to distance itself from AQI’s
legacy. one unnamed al-Qaeda official argued that the name al-Qaeda had be-
come associated with a “military base with fighters,” and did not make reference
to the group’s “broader mission to unify the Nation [umma].”15 the author also
noted that the group’s name had become dissociated from Islam, and in that way
“reduces the feeling of muslims that we belong to them, and allows the enemies
to claim deceptively that they are not at war with Islam and muslims, but they are
at war with the organization of al-Qa’ida.” the official proposed several new
names, including muslim unity group (Jamà at Wahdatal-muslimin), and Islamic
Nation unification Party (Hizb tawhid al-umma al-Islamiyya). though al-Qaeda
never changed the broader organization’s name, the group appears to have heeded
the official’s advice in some of its expansion efforts. Several al-Qaeda front groups
have adopted the name Ansar al-Sharia, while al-Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate eschewed
the al-Qaeda label in favor of the name Jabhat al-Nusra li-Ahli al-Sham, also
known as the Nusra Front. (the conclusion of this article discusses Nusra’s re-
cent announcement about its relationship with al-Qaeda, which has been widely
portrayed as a dissociation.)

In September 2013, Zawahiri, who had replaced bin laden as al-Qaeda’s emir,
released the “general guidelines for Jihad,” which institutionalized the reforms
that the group had begun in the wake of AQI’s defeat.16 the document provides 
a revealing overview of al-Qaeda’s move to a more restrained and population-
centric strategy. In it, Zawahiri instructs subordinates to avoid violence against
religious minorities and “deviant sects” (referring to non-Sunnis) unless provoked,
and cautions against behavior that could trigger a “revolt of the masses.” Zawahiri
similarly advises al-Qaeda’s affiliates to refrain from killing women and children,
to cease attacks in markets and mosques that could result in muslim deaths, and
to tolerate and collaborate with other Islamist groups, even those with whom 
al-Qaeda has profound ideological differences. In the event jihadists violate these



edicts or otherwise err, Zawahiri urges them to apologize, and to compensate
those who were harmed.

the publication of the general guidelines represented the culmination of more
than five years of internal discussions and debates about how to wipe away the
black mark left by AQI, and they have served as a strategic blueprint for al-Qaeda’s
confrontation with IS.

The Arab Uprisings: 
Al-Qaeda’s “Historical 

Opportunity”

tHE ArAB uPrISINgS oF EArlY 2011 PrESENtEd ANotHEr tESt oF Al-QAEdA’S

ability to adapt. As previously discussed, the conventional wisdom among West-
ern analysts at the time held that al-Qaeda would seriously decline due to the 
paradigm shift brought by the uprisings. Nothing could have been further from
what actually transpired.

though analysts’ predictions that the Arab uprisings would spell al-Qaeda’s 
demise were wrong, the protests of early 2011 did pose real challenges for the 
jihadist movement. Jihadists played little early role in the protests, and the fact
that peaceful protests forced authoritarian regimes in tunisia and Egypt to step
down legitimately challenged al-Qaeda’s claims that violent jihad was necessary
to topple the region’s tyrannical regimes. 

But rather than seeing the Arab uprisings as a liability, al-Qaeda’s strategists
saw them as a “historical opportunity,” to quote Atiyah’s assessment.17 Al-Qaeda
strategists accurately calculated that the political turmoil and instability of the
post-revolutionary environment would play to the group’s strengths. Indeed, un-
governed spaces proliferated in places like Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, southern
libya, and the western mountains of tunisia. these regions soon became jihadist
safe havens. dozens to hundreds of veteran jihadists were released from prison
during and after the region’s revolutions, giving al-Qaeda an immediate infusion
of experienced manpower.18

Al-Qaeda also concluded that political dynamics in post-revolutionary coun-
tries had created a fertile environment for the group to expand its support base, 
and to introduce new populations to its ideology and theology. Post-revolutionary 
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governments sought to distinguish themselves from their authoritarian prede-
cessors by lifting restrictions on religious expression. these loosening restrictions
allowed al-Qaeda to publicly disseminate its salafi-jihadist views to the general 
public in post-revolutionary states without fear of a crackdown by state forces. As
Hamid bin Abdallah al-Ali, a Kuwait-based jihadist commentator, remarked: “the
Islamic project [will be] the greatest beneficiary from the environment of freedom.”19

Al-Qaeda strategists directed supporters in tunisia, Egypt, and other post-revo-
lutionary countries to engage in dawa (evangelism), and to “spring into action and
initiate or increase their preaching, education, reformation, and revitalization in
light of the freedom and opportunities now available in this post revolution era.”20

Post-revolutionary countries became a testing ground for the reforms and poli-
cies al-Qaeda had implemented after AQI’s failed experiment. one such policy
involved the use of front groups to conduct dawa and public outreach. Al-Qaeda
calculated that use of its own moniker could alienate potential supporters and in-
vite the attention of Western states. thus, al-Qaeda established groups with 
ambiguous names, including Ansar al-Sharia in libya and tunisia, to mask its
presence and spearhead its public campaign in new places.

the expansion of political freedoms in post-revolutionary countries thus pro-
vided al-Qaeda with an opportunity to pursue a dual politico-military approach.
While the group’s military wing established safe havens and developed offensive
capabilities, its political operatives focused on dawa: preaching, providing social
services, and gaining the support of local populations. these political efforts were
designed to lay the groundwork for an eventual military confrontation with the
state.

Al-Qaeda’s emphasis on dawa and community outreach allowed it to amass 
a considerable following in libya and tunisia. A 2012 conference in tunisia
hosted by Ansar al-Sharia, for example, drew between 3,000 and 10,000 partic-
ipants.21 Al-Qaeda’s outreach campaign eventually came to an end in tunisia
after an escalation in its violent activities caused the state to ban Ansar al-Sharia
and crack down on it. thereafter, the group transitioned from open preaching and
outreach to warfare against the state.

Al-Qaeda now maintains a presence in almost every country that experienced
significant turmoil during the Arab uprisings. the group’s strategic ingenuity en-
abled it to exploit both instability and also democratic reforms that emerged from
the tumult of the uprisings. the group disproved those who viewed al-Qaeda’s
strategic doctrine as stagnant and immutable. But the jihadist group’s next major
challenge would come from within its own ranks; from a group that rejected 
al-Qaeda’s turn to a population-centric approach. 



Countering the 
Islamic State Challenge

IS’S EmErgENCE PrESENtEd Al-QAEdA WItH A CHAllENgE uNlIKE ANY otHEr

tHE group had encountered. through al-Qaeda’s various trials and tribulations
prior to IS’s rise, the group had at least managed to maintain unrivaled dominance
within the jihadist movement. In turn, the lack of competition from other jihadist
groups allowed al-Qaeda to pass up tactical victories that might make for good
propaganda, but represented negligible strategic gains. Instead, al-Qaeda had a
long-term vision for subtle yet real organizational growth and progressive desta-
bilization of its state enemies. typifying this approach was al-Qaeda’s response to
the Arab uprisings in which it adopted a deliberate expansion strategy, obscuring
its activities and presence through the use of front groups.

IS’s rapid ascension threatened to disrupt al-Qaeda’s deliberate growth model,
and oust al-Qaeda from its position of supremacy over the jihadist movement. IS’s
strategy was diametrically opposed to al-Qaeda’s, and was designed, at least in
part, to turn al-Qaeda’s strengths into weaknesses. While al-Qaeda often grew
through clandestine means, IS stole the spotlight at every opportunity. IS built a
robust propaganda apparatus suited for the digital age, pumping out a constant
stream of videos, photos, and statements advertising its victories, that were widely
disseminated by its social media legions.22 Al-Qaeda has sought to build rela-
tionships with other armed groups, including non-jihadist factions, while IS
wanted to dominate all Sunni muslim groups. Al-Qaeda has maintained the 
appearance of a population-centric approach, while IS has openly advertised its
brutality against residents of its caliphate.

With this brash approach, IS openly wooed al-Qaeda’s affiliates, attempting to
absorb its parent’s global network. many analysts believed IS had the decided
upper hand in this intra-jihadist competition, and thus misunderstood the strat-
egic course that al-Qaeda would travel. Analysts widely assumed that the only way
al-Qaeda could remain influential was by replicating IS’s conspicuous model—
for example, by carrying out spectacular terrorist attacks. typical of this view is a
February 2015 Foreign Affairs article by Clint Watts, which argued that al-Qaeda
was losing its competition to IS, but that it still had a “clear path back to contention:
a dramatic follow-up to the Hebdo attack.”23 But al-Qaeda defied conventional 
wisdom. rather than trying to replicate IS’s model, al-Qaeda took the exact 
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opposite approach. Al-Qaeda reduced its public profile, downplayed its succes-
ses rather than publicizing them, and embedded further within local populations.
In this way, al-Qaeda presented itself to the world as a more palatable alternative
to its bloodthirsty rival.

Al-Qaeda leaders’ interactions with the media provide a valuable lens for under-
standing the group’s strategy for benefiting from IS’s shocking rise. In a discus-
sion with an Al Jazeera documentarian in early 2015, Abu Sulayman al-muhajir, 
a high-ranking Nusra Front religious official who hails from Australia, accused IS
of “delegitimizing” other Sunni muslim groups.24 muhajir contrasted IS with the
Nusra Front, which he portrayed as trying to “restore the right of the muslim 
people to choose their leaders” in Syria. muhajir’s statement highlighted how 
al-Qaeda’s localization strategy featured in its propaganda war with IS, as the
Nusra Front was portrayed as an organic extension of the Syrian revolution and the
Syrian people. 

In June 2015, The Guardian published an extended interview with Abu 
muhammad al-maqdisi and Abu Qatada, two of al-Qaeda’s most senior religious
figures, that revealed another remarkable aspect of al-Qaeda’s strategy. rather than
trying to convince the audience of al-Qaeda’s strength or continued relevance, the
two ideologues instead concentrated on fueling the illusion that IS had already 
destroyed al-Qaeda. maqdisi claimed that al-Qaeda’s organizational structure 
had “collapsed,” while Abu Qatada alleged that Zawahiri had become “isolated.”25

this portrayal was almost certainly disinformation. Al-Qaeda had numerous
strengths at the time, including affiliates that were noticeably gaining in strength
in Syria, Yemen, Somalia, and North Africa. If maqdisi and Abu Qatada truly feared
al-Qaeda’s collapse, they likely would have pointed to these strengths to try to 
rally the group’s supporters. Instead, their emphasis on al-Qaeda’s weakness was
seemingly directed at regimes feeling anxious about allowing the militant group
to operate more openly.

these media themes were consistent with how al-Qaeda affiliates functioned
in practice. After a coalition of Islamist rebel factions, including the Nusra Front,
seized the northwestern city of Idlib in April 2015, Nusra emir Abu muhammad
al-Julani said in an audio statement that his group did not “strive to rule the city
or to monopolize it without others.”26 Julani’s remarks were intended to reassure
both Idlib residents and other Islamist rebel factions that the Nusra Front, unlike
IS, could cooperate with others, and would not forcibly impose its will on the 
population.

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) adopted a similar approach to 
governance after it seized the Yemeni port city of mukalla. the group appointed



a local council, known as the Hadhrami domestic Council, to govern mukalla. 
Initially AQAP adopted a gradualist, somewhat lenient approach to the implemen-
tation of sharia, though it eventually began cracking down more heavily on sharia
violations.27 By gradually introducing sharia and overlooking minor transgressions
in its early months of governance, AQAP tried to win over local Yemenis, while 
distancing itself from IS. In a video released shortly after his death in June 2015,
Nasir al-Wuhayshi indirectly criticized IS for focusing on policing minor trans-
gressions, claiming that this approach reflected a “narrow understanding” of sharia.28

Wuyahshi’s view was that it was theologically acceptable and strategically wise for
sharia to be introduced slowly, allowing Yemenis to come to accept it, rather than
alienating the population in the earliest stages.

But while al-Qaeda made these global changes, its local approach to counter-
ing IS was the most effective aspect of its anti-IS strategy. one reason analytic 
assessments of the competition between al-Qaeda and IS were generally inaccu-
rate is that observers underestimated the strength, cohesiveness and loyalty of 
al-Qaeda’s regional affiliates. Al-Qaeda’s affiliates proved both willing and able to
ruthlessly stamp out pro-IS sentiment within their ranks.

one place where al-Qaeda’s anti-IS strategy has been deadly effective is the 
Sahel region. In may 2015, Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahraoui, a spokesman for the
al-murabitun jihadist group, pledged allegiance to Islamic State. (Al-murabitun 
was formed in 2013 after an al-Qaeda in the Islamic maghreb (AQIm) splinter group
led by mokhtar Belmokhtar joined with another AQIm offshoot, the movement
for oneness and Jihad in West Africa (muJAo). Sahraoui ostensibly did so on 
behalf of the entire al-murabitun organization. Sahraoui’s announcement was not
well-received by Belmokhtar, an al-Qaeda loyalist, who quickly released a statement
reiterating al-murabitun’s allegiance to al-Qaeda, and lambasting Sahraoui for 
failing to consult with other members.29 Belmokhtar went on the offensive against
al-murabitun’s pro-IS contingent, wounding Sahraoui, and killing over a dozen 
of his men in clashes in June 2015. Several months later, al-murabitun formally 
rejoined AQIm, cementing the group’s position within the al-Qaeda network.30

Belmokhtar’s crackdown on Sahraoui shattered IS’s expansion prospects in the
Sahel. though Sahraoui re-emerged in a may 2016 audio statement, his first pub-
lic statement in a year, his network is much diminished, and has dim expansion
prospects while AQIm remains the region’s dominant militant force.31 IS’s failed
push into the Sahel has also had a lasting impact on the group’s position in 
Africa, as it has prevented IS from establishing a territorial link between northern 
Nigeria, where the IS-affiliated Boko Haram operates, and libya, which has served
as IS’s North African command and control hub.32
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IS has fared little better in Somalia, where al-Shabaab, another al-Qaeda affili-
ate, mounted a merciless campaign aimed at rooting out IS supporters in its ranks.
IS’s early efforts to bribe Shabaab into defecting from al-Qaeda were rebuffed.33

When IS changed tack and tried to convince Shabaab foot soldiers and mid-level
commanders to form a pro-IS splinter group, it ran up against stiff resistance.
Shabaab’s intelligence wing, the amniyat, arrested at least dozens of pro-IS militants
—and perhaps far more than that—while other IS sympathizers turned themselves
in to government security forces to avoid the amniyat’s wrath. As one Shabaab com-
mander put it, many IS supporters in Somalia apparently preferred to “fall into the
enemy’s hands, instead of meeting death in the hands of” the amniyat.34

As a result of the amniyat’s crackdown, IS managed to establish only a small and
tenuous foothold in Somalia. In october 2015, Abdulqadir mumin, a Shabaab 
religious official, pledged allegiance to IS on behalf of a group numbering no more
than 100 fighters.35 the fact that mumin was based in Puntland, hundreds of miles
from Shabaab’s stronghold in southern Somalia, may have enabled him to evade
the amniyat initially, but he and his group soon found themselves in Shabaab’s
crosshairs. A month after mumin’s pledge of allegiance, Shabaab warned in a 
radio broadcast that it would “cut the throats” of IS members.36 In december 2015,
violence erupted between mumin’s faction and Shabaab militants in Puntland.37

Several other small, pro-IS groups have emerged in Somalia since mumin’s pledge,
but none have seriously threatened Shabaab’s grip on power.

the Sahel and Somalia are not the only locales where IS has struggled to gain
a foothold. In Afghanistan, IS has run up against a much stronger opponent in 
the taliban, which has contained IS’s growth and crushed several nascent pro-IS 
factions.38 In November 2015, the taliban largely wiped out the Islamic movement
of uzbekistan (Imu), which had pledged allegiance to IS several months earlier.
the Imu’s defeat prompted one of the group’s supporters to remark that “what 
America and its agents could not do in 14 years, the taliban did in 24 hours.”39 IS’s
struggles in Afghanistan amount to a victory for al-Qaeda’s coalition-building 
approach. While IS has decided to try to take on and crush all competing centers
of power, al-Qaeda has built relationships with local power brokers like the taliban.
meanwhile, internal discord hampered IS’s growth in Yemen. Since december 2015,
over 100 militants—more than 10 percent of the Yemeni IS branch’s total manpower
—defected from the group after expressing discontent with its wali, or governor.40

Essentially, IS has struggled to establish a presence in most countries where 
al-Qaeda has a foothold. Even when IS was at its peak, the vast majority of 
al-Qaeda affiliates refused to defect, and instead hunted down and neutralized IS
sympathizers. Now that IS is demonstrably losing territory in Syria, Iraq and libya



all at once, its chances of wooing al-Qaeda affiliates are even further diminished.
It is IS’s global network, not al-Qaeda’s, that is now vulnerable to fragmentation.41

The Future of the 
Intra-Jihadist Competition

oN JulY 28, 2016, NuSrA NroNt EmIr ABu muHAmmAd Al-JulANI ISSuEd A

short video statement that was widely interpreted as dissociating his group from
al-Qaeda.42 In the video, Julani announced the cancellation of operations under
the name Jabhat al-Nusra and the formation of a new group called Jabhat Fath 
al-Sham, which would have “no affiliation to any external entity.” rather than
demonstrating the withering of al-Qaeda as a brand or an organization, Nusra’s
alleged dissociation from al-Qaeda represents a reversion to al-Qaeda’s pre-IS 
strategy for Syria.

to be clear, in his statement Julani did not actually dissociate from al-Qaeda.
though the statement was clearly designed to leave the audience with the im-
pression that Nusra had left al-Qaeda, Julani never outright said that this was
happening. As thomas Joscelyn has noted, Julani’s statement that Jabhat Fath
al-Sham would have “no affiliation to any external entity” is of less consequence
when there has been a heavy movement of senior al-Qaeda operatives into Syria.
It is likely that the senior al-Qaeda leaders in Syria are not considered an external
entity under Julani’s formulation. Further, Julani made no reference to his own
bayat to Ayman al-Zawahiri, thus suggesting that it remains valid.43

Before IS emerged as a significant independent challenge, al-Qaeda’s Syria
strategy was to have Nusra serve as a front group and unacknowledged affiliate.
But the conflict with IS knocked this strategy off course when IS leader Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi publicly claimed that Nusra was subservient to him. In response, 
Julani acknowledged Nusra’s affiliation with al-Qaeda, while appealing to Zawa-
hiri to resolve his dispute with Baghdadi. But originally, al-Qaeda did not want the
ties between Nusra and the broader al-Qaeda organization to be known: Instead, 
al-Qaeda wanted to pursue its front group strategy in Syria. In 2015, rumors sur-
faced that Nusra might leave al-Qaeda to form a new entity (as it ultimately did the
following year).44 It is entirely possible that the transformation of Nusra into 
Jabhat Fath al-Sham would have come a year earlier had al-Qaeda not perceived
IS as such a threat to its global network at that time. Among other things, the 

HoW Al-QAEdA SurVIVEd tHE ISlAmIC StAtE CHAllENgE � 61



62 � CurrENt trENdS IN ISlAmISt IdEologY / Vol. 21

fact that Nusra dissociated from al-Qaeda the following year demonstrates that 
al-Qaeda no longer believes that the Islamic State can capitalize on such a move.

this is not a mere public relations move.the alleged dissociation from al-Qae-
da may open Jabhat Fath al-Sham up to deeper cooperation with other rebel groups
and greater support from external sponsors. Al-Qaeda theoreticians have made 
clear that they expect this precise benefit. Abdallah al-muhaysini has said, for 
example, that the main obstacle other militant factions used as an excuse not to
support Nusra—its affiliation with al-Qaeda—had been removed.45 Abu muham-
mad al-maqdisi has spoken to the Arabic-language media about a fatwa he had 
issued a few years ago that permits “changing names if they become a burden on
the mujahedin.”46 In other words, al-Qaeda believes that in Syria it can reap all the
benefits that it has experienced in other theaters through the use of front groups.

today al-Qaeda seems to be the strongest it has been since 9/11, and is argua-
bly in the best shape it has known in its history. Assuming one does not take
Nusra’s dissociation from al-Qaeda literally, the organization is the dominant 
military force in significant swaths of territory in Syria and wields considerable 
influence across southern Yemen. Al-Qaeda’s newest affiliate, al-Qaeda in the 
Indian Subcontinent (AQIS), which was formally established in September 2014,
has quietly established a foothold in parts of Pakistan and Afghanistan, and poses
a growing threat to India and Bangladesh. Shabaab and AQIm are resurgent, with
the former group intensifying its attacks on African union forces and the Somali
state after a period of relative decline.

Al-Qaeda’s successes can, of course, be attributed to factors that extend far 
beyond IS’s rise. geopolitical developments, including the escalation of tensions
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, and certain Sunni states’ increasing willingness to
work with unsavory actors to overthrow Bashar al-Assad’s regime, have benefited
al-Qaeda in Syria and Yemen. Al-Qaeda also continues to exploit the instability 
produced by the Arab uprisings. But al-Qaeda’s handling of IS’s emergence has 
also been a factor in the former’s gains. While IS horrifies the world and alienates
Sunni muslims with its brutality, al-Qaeda has appealed to local populations and 
other armed factions by casting itself as a less extreme and more effective alter-
native to IS.

the conventional wisdom about IS and al-Qaeda has been wrong. IS did not de-
vour al-Qaeda’s network. IS did not even force al-Qaeda to try to carry out spectac-
ular attacks to reassert its relevance. Instead, al-Qaeda skillfully and subtly played
off of IS’s rise to advance its position. Analysts’ failure to anticipate al-Qaeda’s moves
has set back our ability to counter the jihadist group.

It’s clear that al-Qaeda is better positioned than IS to succeed in the future. IS’s



growth model, which emphasizes immediate, constant, and highly public succes-
ses, is undoubtedly effective when the group is winning. Indeed, when IS swept
through northern Iraq in the summer of 2014, the group seemed nearly unstoppable,
with its sleek propaganda apparatus amplifying its every victory. But it is not clear
that IS ever prepared itself for a rainy day—and now a rainy season has arrived for
its caliphate.

Al-Qaeda, on the other hand, has a track record of thriving in the face of adver-
sity. In the case of both AQI’s failed experiment and the Arab uprisings, al-Qaeda’s
capacity for strategic patience and its ability to adapt its approach enabled it to
overcome challenges and capitalize on unanticipated opportunities. Al-Qaeda 
continues to play the long game today.While the international community remains
narrowly focused on IS, al-Qaeda is flying below the radar, building its support
base in countries like Syria and Yemen, establishing safe havens, destabilizing
enemy states, and preparing for a post-IS future.Al-Qaeda also boasts re-establish-
ment of the caliphate as its goal, but believes that IS was too hasty announcing the
return of the caliphate when the foes of jihadists were still strong enough to bring
IS’s “state” to ruins.

unlike IS, which is happy to alienate even prospective allies, al-Qaeda has
maintained a relationship with donors and other external supporters. After the
9/11 attacks, the united States put considerable effort into shutting down the
charity networks that supported al-Qaeda throughout the globe. But times have
changed. With several states now openly aiding al-Qaeda in Syria, and elsewhere,
opportunities for non-governmental and quasi-governmental organizations that
support al-Qaeda to expand their assistance to the jihadist group have magnified.
the longer the international community underestimates al-Qaeda’s planning and
potency, the more entrenched the group will become, and the more difficult it will
be to uproot.
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Pakistan’s Descent 
into Religious 
Intolerance 

By Farahnaz Ispahani

W
HEN PAKIStAN WAS CrEAtEd IN 1947, ItS SECulAr FouNdINg

fathers did not speak of an Islamic State. muhammad Ali
Jinnah declared that non-muslims would be equal citizens
in the new country. reflecting his secular views, Jinnah—
himself a Shia—tried to establish a multi-confessional state,

and he nominated a Hindu, several Shias, and an Ahmadi to Pakistan’s first cab-
inet. today, however, Pakistan’s religious minorities face discrimination and per-
secution. throughout the country, Shia muslims face smear campaigns from
Sunnis that declare them “non-muslims.” Ahmadis—who were among Jinnah’s
most ardent supporters in his quest to create a muslim homeland on the subcon-
tinent—are now completely unrepresented, living as virtual outcasts in modern
Pakistan. moreover, the Pakistani government’s policies and institutions have 
become deeply sectarianized, and non-Sunni muslim representation at the cabi-
net-level is limited to mere symbolic appointments.1

things have become worse in the past few decades due to a combination of 
factors. these include years of radicalization of Pakistani society, an educational
curriculum that breeds hatred for minorities, and a judicial system that is unwill-
ing to protect minorities and often even condones the behavior of aggressors. 
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Pakistan’s national security establishment also continues to protect radical Islam-
ist groups involved in these attacks because these groups are considered useful for
foreign policy needs.

Pakistan may have been the first modern post-colonial state to embrace the
idea of religious purification, but the phenomenon of the majority insisting that
religious minorities practice their faith and culture within limits prescribed by the
majority now occurs in several other countries around the world. In Pakistan’s
case, this quest for purity started soon after independence in 1947and has con-
tinued ever since. the country’s first Constituent Assembly heard arguments by
theologians like maulana Abul Ala maududi and Shabbir Ahmed usmani about
how muslims needed protection from the negative impact of non-muslim culture
on the muslim way of life. the clerics’ view put forth the idea that Islam had set
up a wall between believers and unbelievers. 

over time this “protection” meant not only purifying Pakistan of non-mus-
lims—such as Hindus and Christians—but also purifying the ranks of muslims
by demanding separation of Ahmadis and Shias. the demands of clerics, backed
by street protests, forced the state to make concessions as early as the 1950s and
have continued ever since. In the early years these groups—including Jamaat-e-Is-
lami, Jamiat ulema Islam, majlis-e-tahaffuz-e-Khatm-e-Nabbuwat, majlis-e-
Ahrar-e-Islam, and Jamiat ulema Pakistan—demanded action by the state in
fulfilling their goals. 

over the last two decades, religious-political groups have grown in power. Some
have obtained weaponry and funding while advancing Pakistan’s foreign policy
objectives in Afghanistan and Kashmir. Islamist parties of the 1950s and 1960s
have spawned militant offshoots that no longer limit themselves to contesting
elections, or making demands for legislation from the state. they directly attack
minorities physically, and threaten to eliminate through terrorism, anyone who
disagrees with their point of view.

the perennial dissatisfaction of the Islamist extremists, whose worldview is in
many ways anchored in the seventh century, has not diminished, even after 
several constitutional and legislative changes, and the killing or migration of their
victims in large numbers. 

to say that Pakistan’s religious minorities are under attack is a self-evident
truth. Pakistani laws, especially ones that deal with blasphemy, deny or interfere
with practice of minority faiths. religious minorities are targets of legal as well as
social discrimination. most significantly, in recent years, Pakistan has witnessed
some of the worst organized violence against religious minorities since the 1947
Partition. over an eighteen-month period covering 2012 and part of 2013, Shias



were subject to 67 attacks, including suicide terrorist bombings during Shia reli-
gious observances. 

In addition, 54 lethal attacks were also perpetrated against Ahmadis, 37
against Christians, 16 against Hindus, and 3 against Sikhs during this period. 
Attackers of religious minorities are seldom prosecuted—and if they are, the courts
almost invariably set them free. Even members of the majority Sunni community
who dare to question State policies of religious exclusion are just as vulnerable to
extremist violence.

Pakistan was created as a homeland for South Asia’s muslims, but soon after 
Independence some religious and political leaders declared the objective of Pak-
istan’s creation to be the establishment of an Islamic State. much of the prejudice
against religious minorities can be traced to the effort by Islamist radicals to make
Pakistan “purer” in what they conceive as Islamic terms. Partition-related violence
and forced migration meant that very few Hindus and Sikhs were left in the west-
ern districts of Punjab that became part of Pakistan. the estimated percentage of
muslims in the areas constituting Pakistan rose from 77 percent in 1941 to 83
percent in 1949.2

tHE dESCENt BEgAN AS EArlY AS 1949, WHEN tHE CoNStItuENt ASSEmBlY

declared the objective of Pakistan’s constitution to be the creation of an Islamic
State. It reached a nadir with the “Islamization” drive under general Zia ul-Haq
during the 1980s. today, the country contends with a spectrum of armed militias
and terrorist groups—many of which were sponsored by the State—each intent
on imposing its version of Islam by violent means.

Pakistan’s first Prime minister, liaquat Ali Khan (1947–1951), led the way in
creating a national narrative for Pakistan that perpetuated a sense of Islamic vic-
timhood. In march 1949, liaquat Ali Khan moved in the Constituent Assembly
what came to be known as the “objectives resolution”: a declaration of the goals
of the new State that would form the basis of its future constitution and laws. the
objectives resolution accepted the premise that “sovereignty over the entire 
universe belongs to god Almighty alone,” and that the State of Pakistan would 
exercise authority “within the limit prescribed by Him.”

the resolution declared that “muslims shall be enabled to order their lives in
the individual and collective spheres in accord with the teachings and require-
ments of Islam as set out in the Holy Quran and the Sunna,” and “adequate 
provision shall be made to safeguard the legitimate interests of minorities and
backward and depressed classes.” the net effect of the objectives resolution was
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to define the State in Islamic terms, opening the door for further legislation based
on the interpretation of Islam by a parliamentary majority.3

Very early in its life as a new nation, Pakistan was plunged into a power strug-
gle between regional politicians, and bureaucrats or generals, with each side 
invoking religion to enhance its standing and credibility. these power struggles
had significant implications for the debate about the role of religion in the running
of the State. Pakistan remained bogged down by ideological debates and political 
divisions that prevented the writing of a Constitution for almost nine years. the
absence of a Constitution meant that religious minorities lived on the toleration
of the majority, rather than protections guaranteed by the rule of law.

It was Hindus and Sikhs who suffered most at Partition and immediately 
afterwards. However, soon muslim sects also became targets, starting with the
Ahmadiyyas. In march 1953, anti-Ahmadi protests spread across Punjab, result-
ing in the deaths of as many as 2,000 Ahmadis by rioting mobs before order was
restored. the anti-Ahmadiyya protests anticipated the more brutal treatment
decades later of non-muslims and heterodox sects within the fold of Islam who did
not accept the beliefs and practices of the Sunni majority.

A judicial inquiry commission, headed by Supreme Court Justice mohammed
munir and Punjab High Court Justice muhammad rustam Kayani, produced a
387-page report after exhaustive hearings, concluding in early 1954. the Com-
mission interviewed almost all leading clerics and found that they often considered
each other’s beliefs incompatible with Islam. Although all Islamists wanted Pak-
istan to become an Islamic State, their visions of such a State differed significantly.
they seemed to agree only on their contempt for, and opposition to, non-muslims.
moreover, their definitions of “non-muslim” often extended to members of other
Islamic sects with whom they had doctrinal differences.

the munir Commission’s conclusion on the issue of the definition of muslim
was: “no two learned divines are agreed on this fundamental. If we attempt our own
definition as each learned divine has done and that definition differs from that 
given by all others, we unanimously go out of the fold of Islam. And if we adopt the
definition given by any one of the ulema, we remain muslims according to the view
of that alim [scholar], but kafirs according to the definition of everyone else.”4

one of the most noteworthy findings of the munir Commission related to the
Islamist leaders’ attitudes towards non-muslims. “According to the leading ulema,
the position of non-muslims in the Islamic State of Pakistan will be that of dhim-
mis, and they will not be full citizens of Pakistan because they will not have the
same rights as muslims. they will have no voice in the making of the law, no right
to administer the law, and no right to hold public offices.”5



Pakistan’s first Constitution of 1956—abrogated within two years—described
Pakistan as “the Islamic republic of Pakistan,” and included the objectives res-
olution as the preamble to the Constitution.6 Part 3 of the new Constitution laid
down several “directive Principles of State Policy,” which included Islamic pro-
visions such as “Steps shall be taken to enable the muslims of Pakistan indiv-
idually and collectively to order their lives in accordance with the Holy Quran and
Sunna,” and “to promote unity and the observance of Islamic moral standards.”
the Pakistani State was now committed to securing “the proper organization of
zakat, wakfs [religious endowments] and mosques,” to “prevent the consumption
of alcoholic liquor,” and to “eliminate riba [usury or interest] as early as possible.”
the 1956 Pakistan Constitution also barred non-muslims from holding the office
of head of State. 

In october 1958, general Ayub Khan took power as Pakistan’s first military
dictator. ruling over Pakistan for over ten years, Ayub saw Pakistan not as a con-
ventional State defined by territory, but as a State defined by ideology. For Ayub,
and indeed the Islamists of Pakistan, that ideology was exclusively Islamic. When
Ayub arbitrarily framed a new Constitution for Pakistan in 1962, the new basic
law also included several “Islamic provisions,” and restricted the office of presi-
dent to muslims. Further, a Council of Islamic Ideology was assigned the task of
making recommendations to the government on bringing all laws “in conformity
with [the] Quran and Sunna.” From the perspective of Pakistan’s religious minor-
ities, Ayub’s self-styled benevolent authoritarianism offered little relief against the
tide of intolerance that had engulfed the country since Partition. the minorities’
treatment now depended on the dictator’s view of each community. 

to ensure that Pakistan’s future citizens were all raised to become well indoc-
trinated in the national ideology, the Ayub regime, in all schools, made Social
Studies compulsory from grades six to ten, and Islamic Studies from grades six to
eight. An official report proudly proclaimed, “Students of Islamic history as now
presented will develop confidence in themselves, and instead of looking for lead-
ership to other muslim countries, will try to lead others in the presentation of
Islam.”7 the syllabus emphasized Islam’s martial traditions, spoke of a long-stand-
ing conflict between Hindus and muslims in the subcontinent, and drilled into
students’ minds the idea that Pakistan was created to be an Islamic State.

Social Studies, later known as Pakistan Studies, was made a compulsory sub-
ject of study from grade 5 through 12 in schools, as well as undergraduate pro-
grams at colleges. Its curriculum crafted a version of history that emphasized
Islam’s martial traditions, spoke of a long-standing conflict between Hindus and
muslims in the subcontinent, highlighted a pan-Islamic ummah and depicted
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other religions as inferior to Islam. It also drilled into students’ minds the idea
that Pakistan was created to be an Islamic state, and to be the center of a global 
Islamic revival. 

general Zia-ul-Haq’s military regime (1977–1988) went one step further. It 
ordered a revision of the educational curricula for all subjects to ensure that “the
ideology for which this nation had achieved Pakistan” may “permeate” the lives 
of people. this resulted in “Islamic” elements being added even in the study of 
languages and the sciences. the basic aim of this policy was to create a new gen-
eration wedded to Islam, and what the state described as “the ideology of Pakistan.”
the most far-reaching consequence of this decision was to quash the potential
for critical thinking in the next generation, in addition to encouraging a false nar-
rative of history. Students were introduced to religious bigotry at an early age, 
making it difficult for ordinary Pakistanis to empathize with religious minorities
when they were under attack. 

tHIS PromotIoN oF rElIgIouS INtolErANCE lEgItImIZEd tHE VIEW tHAt

religious minorities lived in the country only at the sufferance of the muslim 
majority. Instead of the modern conception of inalienable human rights, the mi-
norities’ survival and religious freedom were made dependent on various inter-
pretations of traditional Islamic law. Islamization of Pakistan was incremental.
the developments under the military dictatorships of Ayub and Yahya paved the
way for Zia’s much harsher interpretation of Islamic law, primarily to the detri-
ment of religious pluralism and minority rights.

In 1969, when faced with protests against his rule, Ayub handed over power 
to his chief of army, general Yahya Khan. Yahya imposed martial law, but also prom-
ised to hold multi-party elections for a new constituent assembly. Although all po-
litical parties in the country were allowed to contest the election, the military seemed
to favor conservative parties—described in the official media as “Islam-loving”—
who were expected to keep in check the influence of secular and socialist factions.8

A martial law regulation was passed which pronounced a maximum penalty
of seven years’ rigorous imprisonment for “any person who published, or was in
possession of any book, pamphlet, etc., which was offensive to the religion of
Islam.”9 this 1970 law foreshadowed the infamous blasphemy laws imposed
under Zia-ul-Haq’s military dictatorship a few years later. 

the 1970 election, the ensuing civil war and the break-up of Pakistan were per-
haps the most significant events in Pakistan’s history since Partition. they were
to greatly influence the nation’s future policies relating to religion and religious



minorities. Indubitably, geography and ethnicity were compelling factors in the
power struggle that precipitated East Pakistan’s secession as Bangladesh. the
glaring threat to West Pakistani hegemony posed by the Awami league’s decisive
victory could barely have been countenanced without incident, given the auth-
oritarian tenor of the times. less obvious though, was the fact that the east and
west had sharply differing views on the role of religion in public life. It was a strong
undercurrent drawing the two parts of Pakistan into direct confrontation.

much has been written on the brutality of the Pakistan army in its attempt to
suppress the 1971 uprising in East Pakistan. Estimates of those killed in the mil-
itary operations range from a low of 300,000 (preferred by Pakistani officials) to
a high of 3 million (cited by Bangladeshi officials). the Pakistani army’s actions
are widely described as attempted genocide, with even Pakistani generals later
admitting that their orders were to secure control of territory even if it involved
elimination of large numbers of citizens.10 But the most significant element of 
this tragedy in the context of understanding Pakistan’s policies towards religious 
minorities is the Pakistan army’s treatment of Bengali Hindus, who were Paki-
stani citizens at the time. 

the humiliating defeat of the Pakistan army in the 1971 war with India, and
secession of East Pakistan to become Bangladesh made it impossible for the mil-
itary to continue in power. Soon after the surrender at dhaka, general Yahya
Khan handed over power to Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, leader of the PPP, which had won
the largest number of seats in West Pakistan during the december 1970 election. 

Pakistan now had a representative government, contiguous territory, and, with
more than 96 percent muslims comprising the citizenry, a more religiously ho-
mogenous population. the country could make a fresh start, leaving behind the
stultifying baggage of ideology and conflict that had accumulated since 1947.
However, the loss of East Pakistan did not end the drive for Islamization. on the
contrary, Pakistan’s leaders persisted in nation-building through religion, rather
than embracing inclusive civic nationalism. Pakistan’s religious minorities were
now more beleaguered than ever.

Bhutto’s own inclinations and previous public pronouncements indicated his
preference for a modern, secular State. But the Pakistan that Bhutto governed,
first as president, and then as prime minister, had been influenced, in the words
of one foreign commentator, by “a distinctly obscurantist tendency,” and “an un-
constructive harping on Islam.”11 Although religious parties fared badly in the
1970 election, they still retained a strong presence in Pakistani society.

Further, the proportion of non-muslims in Pakistan’s population had shrunk
significantly with the loss of East Pakistan. When a census was conducted in
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1972, none of the non-muslim communities counted even a million members.12

In the past, the larger proportion of Hindus in united Pakistan had given some
voice, however limited, to non-muslims; that would no longer be the case. Having
achieved a measure of purity in relation to non-muslims within Pakistan, Islam-
ists were now getting ready to purify the country of unorthodox groups hitherto
identified as being muslim.

the 1973 Constitution not only retained the Islamic provisions from earlier
versions but also added new ones. Islam was declared the “State religion of Pak-
istan,” and a promise was made to ensure that “all existing laws” conform “with 
the Injunctions of Islam as laid down in the Holy Quran and Sunnah.” the con-
stitution declared that “no law shall be enacted which is repugnant to such 
Injunctions.” the preamble of the basic law spoke of enabling the muslims “to
order their lives in the individual and collective spheres, in accordance with the
teachings and requirements of Islam, as set out in the Holy Quran and Sunnah.”
But it also promised that “adequate provision shall be made for the minorities
freely to profess and practice their religions and develop their cultures.”13

Bhutto initially tried to balance these “Islamic” measures with efforts to empha-
size pluralism and tolerance for religious minorities. the PPP had been strongly
supported by Shias, Ahmadis, Christians, and Hindus at the polls.these commu-
nities expected the party in government to protect them, and the PPP government
acquitted itself well on this score in its first two years. While negotiating with India
over what became the Simla Accord in 1973, Bhutto insisted that the Hindus who
had fled Sindh during the 1971 war should return to their homeland.

IN 1974, tWo dECAdES AFtEr tHE 1953 ANtI-AHmAdIYYA ProtEStS, PAKIStAN

once again faced riots targeting the Ahmadiyya community. this time round, 
instead of setting up a commission, the issue was taken to Parliament to debate
and vote on whether Ahmadis were muslim. religious parties managed to secure
support from members of secular opposition parties for a unanimous resolution
which “recommended and requested the federal government to declare the
mirzais, Amadis, or Qadianis as a minority because they do not believe in Khatm-
e-Nabuwwat.”14

the Second Amendment of the Pakistani Constitution altered Article 106 Clause
3, which lists religious minority communities to include “persons of Qadiani group
or the lahori group (who call themselves ‘Ahmadis’).” the Ahmadis became the 
only religious minority listed in the Constitution, not by the name they use, but by 
pejoratives applied to them by their detractors. 



moreover, a new clause that attempted to define “muslim” was added to Art-
icle 260 of the Constitution, transforming a purely religious question into a mat-
ter of law. “A person who does not believe in the absolute and unqualified finality
of the Prophethood of muhammad (Peace be upon him), the last of the Prophets,”
it read, “or claims to be a Prophet, in any sense of the word or of any description what-
soever, after muhammad (Peace be upon him), or recognizes such a claimant as a
Prophet or religious reformer, is not a muslim for the purposes of the Constitution
or law.”15

It was a tragedy that instead of diminishing the difference between muslim 
and non-muslim over time, as Jinnah had envisioned, Pakistan had created a new 
non-muslim minority through a constitutional amendment. It was a greater trag-
edy that this happened under an otherwise progressive and pluralist government.
It is not unusual in the history of most faiths for religious leaders to classify mem-
bers of other denominations as not belonging within the mainstream of their faith.
But the purported heresy of a sect had not been made subject of legislation in any 
country in modern times before this.

oN JulY 5, 1977, PAKIStAN’S SECoNd mIlItArY CouP tooK PlACE ANd ItS tHIrd

military dictator, Chief of Army Staff general Zia-ul-Haq, took over the reins of
power, deposing the elected Bhutto government. Zia legitimated his dictatorship
by claiming the mantle of Islamization. He promised to be guided by “the spirit 
of the people’s struggle for Nizam-e-mustafa,” from his first day in power. Zia
changed laws by decree, imposed draconian punishments based on medieval 
interpretations of Islam, silenced secular critics, and changed school curricula to
pass on his bigoted worldview to the next generation. 

Hardline clerics with limited followings now preached on national television,
and orthodox religious schools (madrasas) proliferated with State and foreign
funding. Islamist militias, trained to fight the communist occupation in Afghanis-
tan, also turned their guns on non-muslims, Ahmadis, and Shias within Pakistan,
often with a nod from Zia’s officials and political allies. If the 1947 partition virtu-
ally cleansed Pakistan of Hindus and Sikhs, Zia-ul-Haq’s decade-long dictatorship
marked the beginning of a period of heightened sectarian violence in which all but
the most obscurantist muslim sects and groups were targeted.

At home, forceful advocacy of an Islamic State was Zia’s sole, albeit limited,
source of legitimacy. Zia carefully nurtured his image as a man of Allah, with tele-
vised attendance at prayer congregations, and annual pilgrimages to mecca. He
also met regularly with clerics, many of whom were given State jobs and titles. Zia

PAKIStAN’S dESCENt INto rElIgIouS INtolErANCE � 77



78 � CurrENt trENdS IN ISlAmISt IdEologY / Vol. 21

thereby assembled a protective cohort of Islamist shock troops around himself, in
addition to the uniformed military that he already commanded.

In February 1979, he ordered a revision of educational curricula to ensure that
“the ideology for which this nation had achieved Pakistan” may “permeate” the
lives of people. “our text books and courses of study have drifted us away from
our orbit,” he insisted. “Consequently, we had to devise a new educational policy
to keep us within our intellectual orbit. the basic aim of this policy is to rear a
new generation wedded to the ideology of Pakistan and Islam,” Zia said.16

Zia’s lack of tolerance for other faiths was particularly evident in his general
disregard for the concerns of Pakistan’s minorities. While non-muslims’ standing
as citizens was reduced before the courts, the power of their franchise was also 
diluted by shrewd alterations to the electoral laws. Although Zia did not hold legis-
lative elections until 1985, he changed the representation of the People’s Act of
1976 to reintroduce separate communal electorates. 

By 1980, the Islamization process expanded to include the implementation of
zakat, a 2.5 percent annual wealth tax that is required by Islam to be used for the
relief of the poor. the Zia government imposed zakat through a compulsory levy
on bank deposits. In its first year, 485 million Pakistani rupees were collected as
zakat to be distributed through local committees, which would serve as a patron-
age network for Sunni Islamist parties. But Shias objected to the compulsory col-
lection of zakat on the grounds that it was not in accordance with their religious
law. Instead of zakat, the Shia paid khums—twice the amount the Sunnis paid. 
According to Khaled Ahmed, “it was traditionally aid to the Shia clergy, clearly a
throwback to the history of Shias living as a suppressed majority, or a minority in
Sunni states.”17

Zia and his fundamentalist advisers either did not anticipate a Shia backlash, 
or calculated that such a backlash would help consolidate Sunni opinion in favor
of the regime. led by a prominent Shia cleric mufti Jafar Husain, on July 5, 1980, 
tens of thousands of Shias marched in rawalpindi, near the capital, shutting down
Islamabad. Violence ensued: one protestor was killed while fourteen were wound-
ed. Zia amended the Zakat decree to allow anyone who considered compulsory 
deduction of zakat as being against his faith to seek exemption from the tax.18

Although the Shia had won the argument over zakat, Zia and his fellow gen-
erals were angered by the Shia’s ability to defy martial law. moreover, they were
fearful that Pakistani Shias would now rely on the new Islamic revolutionary
regime in Iran for support. Zia’s regime responded by cultivating Sunni extremist
groups that called for declaring Shias non-muslim, with proscriptions similar to
those that had earlier been issued against Ahmadis. Syed Vali Nasr cites reports



that “the martial law administrator of Punjab, general ghulam gilani, deliber-
ately turned a blind eye to growing Sunni militancy and the rise of armed bands
centered in madrasas after 1980, to address the problem of Shia resurgence.”19

under Zia’s rule, Pakistan’s legal system was methodically transformed against
religious minorities and their right to maintain or profess their beliefs openly. 

In addition to unleashing violence against Shias, Zia also issued decrees that
made it difficult for Ahmadis to publicly profess their faith. the hardline clerics
who were calling for Shias to be declared non-muslims were also not satisfied with
the 1974 constitutional amendment that had declared Ahmadis non-muslims
for legal purposes. they wanted criminal penalties for Ahmadis who practiced
their religion as if they were muslims. using his sweeping powers under martial
law, Zia issued a Presidential ordinance in 1984 that barred Ahmadis from call-
ing Azan (the call to prayer), and from describing their places of worship as
“mosque” or masjid. 

Zia’s ordinance went farther than the 1974 constitutional amendment in
defining the terms “muslim” and “non-muslim.” the new definition described a
“muslim” as someone who believed “in the unity and oneness of Almighty Allah,
in the absolute and unqualified finality of the Prophethood of mohammad (PBuH:
peace be upon him), and who does not believe in, or recognize as a prophet, or re-
ligious reformer to be a prophet, in any sense of the word, or of any description
whatsoever, after mohammad (PBuH).”20 “Non-muslim” was now defined by law
to mean “a person who is not a muslim, and includes a person belonging to the
Christian, Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, or Parsi community, a person of the Qadiani
group or the lahori group (who call themselves ‘Ahmadiyas’ or by other name), or
a Bahai, and a person belonging to any of the scheduled castes [of Hinduism.]”

the Pakistan Penal Code (PPC) and the Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC) were
amended through ordinances in 1980, 1982, and 1986, criminalizing anything
causing dishonor to the Holy Prophet (SAW), Ahle Bait (family of the Prophet
[SAW]), Sahaba (companions of the Prophet [SAW]), and Sha’ar-i-Isalm (Islamic
symbols). A simple complaint to the police over these “crimes” could result in 
arrest and trial leading to punishments of imprisonment, or fine, or both. Article
295A of PPC says that a deliberate and malicious act to outrage religious feeling
of any class, by insulting its religion or religious beliefs, will be punished by up 
to 10 years imprisonment, or with fine, or with both; 295 B makes the defiling of
Holy Quran punishable by imprisonment for life; 295 C mentions that the use of
derogatory remarks in respect of the Holy Prophet be punished by death and 
fine; 298 A makes the use of insulting remarks in respect of holy personages as
punishable by 3 years imprisonment, or with fine, or with both; 298 B mentions

PAKIStAN’S dESCENt INto rElIgIouS INtolErANCE � 79



80 � CurrENt trENdS IN ISlAmISt IdEologY / Vol. 21

the misuse of epithets description and titles reserved for certain holy personagess,
or place of Islam by Ahmadis, as punishable by 3 years imprisonment and fine;
and 298 C makes an Ahmadi calling himself muslim, or preaching, propagating
his faith, outraging the religious feeling of muslims, or posing himself a muslim,
a punishable crime for 3 years imprisonment and fine.21

these legal changes enabled bigoted muslims to persecute and punish non-
muslims (Christians, Sikhs, and Hindus), and Ahmadis, by bringing false cases
under the vaguely-worded Blasphemy law. Apart from false cases of blasphemy or
posing as muslims, the Zia era also resulted in a plethora of cases concerning the
abduction of Hindu women, and forcible conversions from the Sukkur, larkana,
and mirpurkhas districts of Sindh. In one instance, the law was manipulated by
powerful men who kidnapped a non-muslim woman, claimed she had converted
to Islam by producing false witnesses, and then threatened her with the dire con-
sequences of apostasy if she denied her conversion to Islam.

the Pakistani government was accused internationally of abetting religious 
intolerance through legal formalities and requirements that encouraged private
citizens to engage in intolerant or discriminatory acts in order to receive a gov-
ernment benefit. one example was the government requirement that muslims
sign an oath denouncing Ahmadis in order to get a passport or obtain govern-
ment employment. the standard passport form issued by the government, both
in Pakistan and in other countries, contains a paragraph declaring that the sig-
natory deems the founder of the Ahmadi sect an imposter.22 Although the denun-
ciation paragraph is described as a declaration that sets muslims apart from 
Ahmadis, it amounts to making it obligatory for other muslims to denounce 
Ahmadis if they are to obtain a passport. 

In August 1988, Zia-ul-Haq died in a helicopter crash. over the next decade, a
succession of civilian governments led alternately by Benazir Bhutto (1988–90,
1993–96), and Nawaz Sharif (1990–93, 1997–99), attempted to rule, thwarted
each time by the entrenched military-technocratic-intelligence establishment. 

Benazir, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s daughter, and head of Pakistan People’s Party
(PPP), was voted to power in 1988 with the expectation that she would turn Pak-
istan away from Zia’s Islamization. However, the constant opposition she faced
from the religious clerics, Islamist organizations, and the establishment, proved
that the order created by Zia did not die, and secular political forces were eventu-
ally forced into pragmatic compromises over Islamization. 

this meant that for the most part, Benazir Bhutto’s ostensibly secular govern-
ment was cast as a helpless observer while the Islamists thwarted its leader’s 
vision of a society that did not discriminate on the basis of religion. Incidents of



persecution of religious minorities thus continued in a pattern that had become 
familiar under Zia’s rule. In addition to targeted attacks on Shias, the Ahmadis
continued to be persecuted under the draconian ordinance XX. there were sev-
eral new cases of sect members being imprisoned for using Islamic symbols. local
officials in several jurisdictions paid little attention to the prime minister’s calls for
greater religious tolerance.

Her successor Nawaz Sharif, head of Pakistan muslim league (Pml), came to
power with the support of Islamist parties, and in may 1991 passed the sharia
bill that declared the Quran and Sunnah as the law of the land, not just the guide-
line for legislation, as had been the case since the objectives resolution of 1949.
the sharia bill opened the way for courts to base their judgments on Islamic law,
citing sayings attributed to the Prophet, or to medieval Islamic jurists, instead of
adjudicating cases on grounds of Pakistan’s laws. opponents of the bill, including
minority and women’s groups, saw it as a further step towards making Pakistan 
a theocracy.23

tHE SItuAtIoN dId Not CHANgE WHEN BENAZIr BHutto rEturNEd to PoWEr

as prime minister in october 1993, after the dismissal of the Sharif government
a few months earlier. Bhutto spent her second term fighting fire, both domestic
and foreign, the rise of the taliban, and a faltering economy. In such an environ-
ment, there was little room for policy and legislative changes that were needed to
end the widespread abuse and harassment of the various religious minorities. 

In his second term, Nawaz appeared eager to burnish his credentials as a cham-
pion of Islam. By August, Sharif was ready to amend Pakistan’s constitution “to
create an Islamic order in Pakistan, and establish a legal system based on the
Quran.” this attempt at sweeping Islamization was similar to that undertaken by
general Zia-ul-Haq, with one crucial difference: while Zia was a military dictator
who lacked legitimacy, Sharif was an elected leader who was trying to move 
Pakistan farther along the path toward theocracy through an act of parliament.
the inevitable consequence of the government nurturing the jihadi groups was 
unabated religious militancy and sectarian terrorism across the country. 

In october 1999, Nawaz Sharif was overthrown in a coup d’état that brought
the army back into power. general Pervez musharraf styled himself as a reformer,
and promised to push back religious extremism. musharraf ended the separate
electorates, though Ahmadis still could not vote because they refused to put their
names in the non-muslim register of voters.

Soon after the coup that brought him to power, musharraf acknowledged 
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religious extremism as a problem that had to be dealt with by the government and
the military. In his first address to the nation as Pakistan’s ruler, musharraf criti-
cized the “exploitation of religion,” spoke of Islam as a religion of tolerance, and re-
assured “our minorities that they enjoy full rights and protection as equal citizens
in the letter and spirit of true Islam.”24

However, with the passage of his dictatorship, musharraf reverted to defining
the role of Islam in Pakistan’s life in ways similar to those adopted by earlier lead-
ers after Jinnah. upon being asked what role Islam should have in Pakistan, he
stated that Pakistan was “an Islamic republic,” that “Islam is a deen, a way of life”
and he was “a believer in taking Islam in its real, progressive form—a much
broader, futuristic view, rather than a dogmatic and retrogressive one.”25

the new dictator was using language similar to that of earlier ones. He did not
wear Islam on his sleeve like Zia-ul-Haq, but he also was not willing to embrace
Jinnah’s vision of religion having nothing to do with the business of State. Some
of his rhetoric resembled that of Ayub Khan, Pakistan’s first military dictator, 
who was not an Islamist, but inadvertently strengthened the Islamist cause while 
pursuing his external and domestic policies.

under musharraf, extremist madrasas continued to proliferate in an alarm-
ing manner even after the ouster of the taliban from Afghanistan in 2001. the 
number of madrasas—ideological hothouses that almost invariably took a harsh
view of unbelievers and apostates—had risen from 6,761 in 2000, to 11,221 in
2005, to 28,982 in 2011.26 thus, in the five years that also saw the terrorist 
attack of 9/11, the number of apostatizing seminaries had almost doubled in 
Pakistan. there were now 448 madrasas for women, too. the greatest number 
of madrasas was now in the city of Bahawalpur (where the october 2001 church
attack on Christians had been perpetrated), followed by lahore, Bahawalnagar,
and Faisalabad.27

As the madrasas minted more and more extremist mullahs, religious vigilan-
tism intensified against non-muslims, as well as muslim sects. Pakistani laws, 
especially ones that deal with blasphemy, deny or interfere with practice of minor-
ity faiths. religious minorities are targets of legal as well as social discrimination.
most significantly, in recent years, Pakistan has witnessed some of the worst 
organized violence against religious minorities since Partition. As previously 
mentioned, over an eighteen-month period covering 2012 and part of 2013, at
least 200 incidents of sectarian violence were reported; these incidents led to
some 1,800 casualties, including more than 700 deaths.

many of those targeted for violence during this period were Shia muslim
citizens, who are deemed part of Pakistan’s muslim majority under its constitution



and laws. during the same year-and-a-half period in 2012–2013, Shias were 
subject to seventy-seven attacks, including suicide terrorist bombings during Shia 
religious observances. Fifty-four lethal attacks were also perpetrated against 
Ahmadis, thirty-seven against Christians, sixteen against Hindus, and three
against Sikhs.28

Attackers of religious minorities are seldom prosecuted; and if they are, the
courts almost invariably set them free. members of the majority community, the
Sunnis, who dare to question State policies about religious exclusion are just as
vulnerable to extremist violence.

Pakistan’s religious minorities have often been the target of religiously-moti-
vated attacks and persecution—these have risen in tandem with religious extrem-
ism in the country. discrimination, harassment, and violence have been directed
against all religious minorities, including Ahmadis, Christians, Shia muslims,
Sikhs, Hindus, Parsis, and Jains. Pakistan’s small Christian community has par-
ticularly faced discrimination under the blasphemy law, with incidents on almost
a weekly basis where Christians are attacked, lynched, and killed under false 
accusations of blasphemy. Anyone trying to seek a change in the blasphemy law
or standing up for Pakistan’s non-muslim minorities, like former governor of
Punjab Salmaan taseer, and former Federal minister Shahbaz Bhatti, has been
assassinated. lawyers defending those accused of blasphemy have also been
killed, like prominent human rights activist rashed rehman. 

Pakistan’s national discourse, aided by its school curriculum, generates reli-
gious prejudice against minorities. Although the country’s founder muhammad
Ali Jinnah envisioned a secular Pakistan, over the years, respect for the diversity
of beliefs has eroded. Islamist groups have sought to purify Pakistan, which they
deem to be the land of the pure. But history shows that these efforts at purification
have only made Pakistan vulnerable to conflict, terrorism, and lawlessness.

the pursuit of religious purity is not an attainable goal. It has hindered Pak-
istan’s progress and rendered it insecure. the country has drifted far from its
founder’s ideal, and has been engulfed in religious furies instead of cultivating 
humanistic passions. Violence against religious minorities has divided its people
instead of uniting them, or even making them more pious. Instead of allow-
ing bigotry to cloak itself in the garb of a state religion, Pakistan would advance
better as a non-confessional State, as imagined by its secular founder. Although
there is no sign of such fundamental change yet, Pakistanis must start working 
towards dismantling the constitutional, legal, and institutional mechanisms that
have gradually excluded minorities from the mainstream of Pakistani life.

the proponents of pluralism and tolerance in Pakistan are small in number
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and constantly feel besieged. they are under greater threat today than they were
some decades ago, primarily because of the rise of vigilantes and terrorist groups
who threaten to kill anyone who speaks out against the Islamist narrative. High
profile assassinations of liberal and secularist individuals, coupled with violent
attacks on even the smallest organization purporting to offer an enlightened view,
of religion, have helped build an environment of fear. Still, some newspaper and
magazine editors, talk show hosts for television programs, professors at universi-
ties, civil society activists, and human rights workers continue to raise their voice
for a pluralist Pakistan. Quite often, these brave voices belong to individuals who,
unlike the extremists, do not have well-funded organizations to support or protect
them. the Pakistani government seldom defends the strongest voices for religious
freedom in the country.   

NotES

1. this essay is an edited version of my book, “Purifying the land of the Pure: A History

of Pakistan’s religious minorities” (New York, oxford university Press, 2017).

2. Kingsley davis, “India and Pakistan: demography of Partition,” Pacific Affairs, Vol. 22,

No. 3, September 1949, pp. 254–264.

3. “the objectives resolution,” Islamic Studies, Vol. 48, No. 1, Spring 2009, pp. 91–119.

4. Munir Commission Report or the Punjab Disturbances Court of Inquiry, 1954.

5. Ibid.

6. g.W. Choudhury, Documents and Speeches on the Constitution of Pakistan, green Book

House, dacca, 1967.

7. Khalid Bin Sayeed, “religion and Nation Building in Pakistan,” Middle East Journal, Vol.

17, No. 2, Summer 1963, p. 287.

8. Herbert Feldman, The End & The Beginning: Pakistan, 1969–1971, (Karachi, oxford

university Press, 1974) pp. 39–40.

9. Ibid.

10. See, for example, major general (retd.) Khadim Hussain raja, Stranger in My Own

Country: East Pakistan 1969–1971, oxford university Press, Karachi, 2012.

11. Herbert Feldman, The End & The Beginning: Pakistan, 1969–1971, oxford university

Press, Karachi, 1974, pp. 39–40.

12. Akhtar Hasan Khan, Census Commissioner, “Population Census of Pakistan 1972:

Statistical report of Pakistan, Population Census organization, Statistics division,

government of Pakistan, Islamabad,” pp. 1, 20.



13. 1973 Constitution of Pakistan http://www.pakistani.org/pakistan/constitution/.

14. Declare Qadianis a minority: NWFP Assembly resolution, Dawn, June 19, 1974.

15. 1973 Constitution of Pakistan, http://www.pakistani.org/pakistan/constitution/.

16. “Address of Zia on the introduction of Nizam-e-Islam in Pakistan,” reproduced from

Dawn, 12 February 1979 (English rendering of speech in urdu), published in Pakistan

Horizon, 32, 1–2 (First and Second Quarters), 1979, pp. 288–290.

17. Khaled Ahmed, Sectarian War: Pakistan’s Sunni-Shia violence and its links to the Middle

East, oxford university Press, Pakistan, 2012.

18. W. Eric gustafson and William richter, “Pakistan in 1980: Weathering the storm,”

Asian Survey, Vol. 21, No. 2, February 1981, pp. 166–168.

19. S.V.r. Nasr, “the rise of Sunni militancy in Pakistan: the Changing role of Islamism

and the ulema in Society and Politics,” Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 34, No. 1, February

2000, pp. 155–157.

20. “ordinance XX of April 26,1984 in Surendra Nath Kaushik. Politics of Islamization 

in Pakistan: A Study of Zia regime” (New delhi, South Asian Publishers, 1993), pp

135–140.

21. Pakistan Penal Code: Act XlV of 1860, as amended from time to time.

22. Human Rights in Pakistan, report of Karen Parker, Attorney at law, Special represen-

tative Human rights Advocates, Inc, January 1987, pp 16–30.

23. rais Khan, “Pakistan in 1991: lights and Shadow,” Asian Survey, Vol. 32, No. 2, Feb-

ruary 1992, p. 199.

24. “text of musharraf Speech,” Dawn, october 17, 1999.

25. “I Want a true democracy,” musharraf interview to Time, November 24, 1999.

26. Ali Chisthi, “madrassa menace,” the Friday times, January 21–27, 2011,

www.thefridaytimes.com/21012011/page4.shtml.

27. Khaled Ahmed, Sectarian War: Pakistan’s Sunni-Shia violence and its links to the Middle

East, oxford university Press, Karachi, 2012, p. 128.

28. robert P. george, “Pakistan’s religious minorities Problem,” Foreign Policy, August 9,

2013. 

PAKIStAN’S dESCENt INto rElIgIouS INtolErANCE � 85



86 � CurrENt trENdS IN ISlAmISt IdEologY / Vol. 21

JustifyingWar:  
The Salafi-Jihadi 
Appropriation 
of Sufi Jihad in 
the Sahel-Sahara

By Abdulbasit Kassim 
and Jacob Zenn

I
N CoNtEmPorArY WEStErN ACAdEmIC lItErAturE oN ISlAm, SuFI

movements are conventionally portrayed as peaceful alternatives to the 
exclusivist, literalist, and inherently rigid Wahhabi variant of Salafism.1

Similarly, a number of counter-radicalization initiatives—for example, the 
moroccan government’s support of the Boutchichiyya Sufi movement, and

the British government’s support of the Sufi muslim Council and British muslim
Forum—are premised on the idea that Sufism is an Islamic alternative and bul-
wark against Salafism and political Islamism.2 drawing upon this conventional
wisdom, some scholars have further suggested that the legacy of Sufi history and
theology in the Sahel-Sahara region constitutes a potential force to counter the
rising tide of jihadism in the region.3 the reality, however, can be more complex
than this binary distinction suggests. during the jihadist campaigns of the 1800s
in the Sahel-Sahara region, the muslim scholars who led the armed movements
identified themselves with the Sufi brotherhoods. In the Sahel-Sahara region
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today, core ideological concepts that animated the historical jihads of the 19th
Century—including ideas about takfīr (excommunication), Dār al-Islām (abode of
Islam), Dār al-Kufr (abode of unbelief), hijrah (migration), and al-walā’ wa-l-barā’
(fealty and disavowal)—can be found in contemporary Salafist ideologies, and
have been appropriated by present-day groups like Boko Haram and Al-Qaeda to
justify their campaigns.4

Contemporary Salafis in the Sahel-Sahara region aim to delegitimize Sufism as
a heterodox interpretation of Islam. At the same time, Salafis embrace the legacy
of puritan reform of the Sufi scholars of the 1800s by effectively “Salafizing” their
narratives without conjuring the Sufi legacies of the past jihadist campaigns.5

Salafi-Jihadis further build upon this process of Salafization by extending it to the
jihadization of Sufi history and theology. on the one hand, the Salafi-Jihadis em-
brace the religious interpretations of the Sufi scholars of the 1800s to justify their
present-day jihads. on the other hand, they present themselves as the heirs of the
jihadist legacy and resistance against colonial rule that was led by the Sufi scholars
of the 1800s—a legacy highly revered by the muslim population in the region. 

this is the case with the two main jihadist nodes in the Sahel-Sahara region
today: al-Qaeda in the Islamic maghreb (AQIm) and its ally Ansar dine in the
Sahel; and Boko Haram and Ansaru in Nigeria and the lake Chad region. the 
appropriation of the history of pre-colonial jihad, in addition to the attempt to 
assimilate local conflicts in the region towards the cause of global jihadism, helps
to explain the resilience and capacity of Salafi-Jihadi groups in the Sahel-Sahara
region to survive longer than anticipated.

Genesis of Salafi-Jihadism 
in the Sahel-Sahara

tHErE ArE tWo PrEdomINANt NodES oF JIHAdISm IN tHE SAHEl-SAHArA rEgIoN

today: AQIm and Ansar dine, and Boko Haram and Ansaru. An examination of
their relationship follows.

AQIM and Ansar Dine

AQIm evolved out of the Salafist group for Preaching and Combat (gSPC, per 
its French acronym), one of the only jihadist factions to survive the Algerian 
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government’s crackdown on Islamist rebels following the government’s nullifica-
tion of the Islamist victory in the 1992 elections. By 2000, the Algerian army had
crushed or reached an amnesty agreement with much of the Islamist opposition.
the gSPC, however, survived by distancing itself from more ultra-takfīri factions
to maintain a level of support from the population, and by shifting south to the
Sahel to avoid pressure from the Algerian counter-insurgent forces. there, the
gSPC became notorious for large-scale kidnappings of foreigners. the gSPC also
began receiving returned Algerian fighters who had fought in Afghanistan in the
early 2000s, and after 2003 the gSPC benefitted greatly from sending and re-
ceiving foreign fighters to and from Iraq, which enmeshed the gSPC in the then 
burgeoning al-Qaeda global network, whose center of gravity was shifting to Iraq.
By late 2006, internationally-oriented militants exposed to the narratives and
fighting in the Iraq war began to supersede the Algerian nationalists in the gSPC.
In an effort to bolster its jihadist credentials, the gSPC formally joined al-Qaeda
and rebranded itself as AQIm under the leadership of Abu mus’ab Abd al-Wadud.6

Since 2006, AQIm has carried out several large-scale operations in Algeria.
However, much of its activity—per its name—has been in the broader maghreb 
region, including supporting new al-Qaeda cells and front groups in libya and
tunisia, such as Ansar al-Shariah, since the start of the Arab Spring in 2011. 
Former gSPC operatives in the Sahel region have also embedded deeply in clan
and tribal networks in northern mali, further south in Niger, and, more recently,
in Burkina Faso. AQIm’s focus on the maghreb region necessitated it establish
various local front groups and sub-affiliates in sub-Saharan West Africa to extend
AQIm networks in a region where the physical terrain and human networks were
relatively unfamiliar to AQIm’s Algerian leadership. 

the decisive moment for AQIm in sub-Saharan West Africa came after the
overthrow of muammar Qaddafi. malian tuareg mercenaries—who supported
Qaddafi in libya—returned to northern mali and reignited the tuareg rebellion,
which has been recurring in northern mali over the course of several decades.
AQIm capitalized on this by winning defections from the secular tuareg militias,
to AQIm’s new front group in mali, Ansar dine, which has since 2012 been led
by Iyad Ag ghaly, mali’s former consul in Saudi Arabia, a veteran of the 1982
lebanon War against Israel occupation, and a tuareg Salaf-Jihadi himself. Ansar
dine for a time occupied Kidal and parts of timbuktu, while another AQIm off-
shoot, movement for unity [monotheism] and jihad in West Africa (muJWA),
controlled gao, which together form northern mali’s three main cities. Although
the French-led military intervention in northern mali in 2013, code-named op-
eration Serval, dispersed AQIm, Ansar dine, and muJWA fighters throughout
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North Africa and the Sahel-Sahara region, Ansar dine has remained highly ef-
fective operationally in mali in harassing French and uN troops, as well as malian
security forces. moreover, Ansar dine has spawned more “localized” Salafi-Jihadi
groups in mali, such as its Katiba macina (also known as macina liberation Front)
in Fulani areas of Central mali in 2014, and Ansaroul Islam in Fulani areas of
northern Burkina Faso in 2016.7 AQIm was also able to attack prominent hotels
in Bamako, mali’s capital ouagadougou, Burkina Faso’s capital, and grand Bas-
sam, near Côte d’Ivoire’s capital of Abidjan, in late 2015 and early 2016, with the
support of newly recruited Fulani militants. these attacks signified, that from
AQIm’s insurgent bases in mali, it was capable of attacks cities that had previ-
ously been considered beyond the range of contemporary jihadist militancy in
West Africa. In addition, these three attacks affirmed AQIm’s pre-eminence in
West Africa in context of Islamic State’s then increasing efforts to pull recruits
from AQIm to Islamic State and establish a foothold in West Africa.

under Ag ghaly’s leadership, in march 2017 Ansar dine, Katiba macina, 
AQIm’s Sahara Branch, and al-mourabitun formed a new united group called
Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-muslimin (group for the Support of Islam and mus-
lims).8  the video announcing this group, which was branded by a new media
agency called al-Zaleqa—referring to an eleventh century battle in which black
Africans assisted the original al-mourabitun to conquer parts of Iberian Spain, or
Andalusia—featured at one table Ag ghaly, Katiba macina leader muhammad
Kufa (in his first ever video appearance), the leader of AQIm’s Sahara region,
Yahya Abu al-Hammam, AQIm Islamic law judge Abou Abderrahman al-Sen-
hadji—who refers to his Berber roots—and Al-Has-an al-Ansari, the deputy leader
of al-mourabitun—presumably Belmokhtar was in hiding, injured or ill, or perhaps
dead. the multiple ethnicities of these leaders, their merger together under one
banner, and the video’s distribution through AQIm media channels represented
a culmination of AQIm’s southwards expansion and localization in mali and 
sub-Saharan West Africa.9

Boko Haram and Ansaru

Boko Haram, which refers to itself as Jamā̀ at Ahl al-Sunna li-dà wa wa-l-Jihād
(Sunni muslim group for Preaching and Jihad), emerged in the 1990s when a
Nigerian student in Khartoum, Sudan, muhammed Ali, became a disciple of
usama bin laden, pledged loyalty to bin laden, and later received a sum of up 
to 3 million to establish a jihadist movement in Nigeria.10 Ali lost some of this 
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initial seed money when the preacher intended to lead the movement came under 
government suspicion, and fled to Saudi Arabia without returning. Nonetheless,
Ali later found a different young Nigerian Salafi preacher with a history of in-
volvement in radical Salafi movements, muhammed Yusuf, as a suitable leader of
the movement. Ali handed over money and the reins of Ali’s own followership to
Yusuf in 2002, who led the movement until 2009. 

Ali was killed in clashes with the Nigerian security forces in 2004. later, in July
2009, Yusuf and over 1,000 of his followers were also killed in a four-day series of
clashes with Nigerian security forces. Yusuf ’s deputy and successor, Abubakar
Shekau, immediately went to work in connecting with AQIm, with whom Yusuf
and his followers had quietly been developing relations in the mid-2000s. Shekau
sent Khalid al-Barnawi and two other followers to meet with AQIm’s brigade lead-
er in mali, Abu Zeid, in August 2009 to request training, funding, and other fi-
nancial and strategic communications support from AQIm.11

AQIm’s leader, Abu mus’ab Abd al-Wadud, accepted the request, issued public
statements in support of Boko Haram, and funneled at least $250,000 through
Khalid al-Barnawi to Nigeria as an “investment.”12 AQIm also sent Boko Haram’s
requests to become an al-Qaeda affiliate to Bin laden.13 Although a formal affili-
ation was never established, cooperation occurred clandestinely, and al-Qaeda sup-
porters made statements confirming an unofficial relationship between al-Qaeda
and Boko Haram, and al-Qaeda support to Boko Haram in the years after Yusuf ’s
death.14

the AQIm relationship with Shekau failed to mature into a more formal rela-
tionship because Boko Haram largely followed the same tactics as the ultra-takfīri
Islamist rebels that the gSPC distanced itself from during the fighting in Algeria
in the 1990s. In addition, Shekau wanted to focus almost exclusively on the 
“near enemy”—namely Nigerian Christians, government officials, oppositional
mosques and preachers, and other places of “sin,” such as beer halls, schools of
Western education, or sports-watching parlors. 

under Khalid al-Barnawi’s lead,  and the patronage of former gSPC militants
from mali, mauritanian, and Algeria, and with AQIm’s “investment,” a new fac-
tion, Ansaru, therefore emerged in northwestern Nigeria separate from Boko
Haram in 2012. like AQIm, Ansaru specialized in kidnappings of foreigners, es-
pecially engineers in northern Nigeria, and targeted Nigerian troops deploying
to mali at their base in Nigeria before operation Serval in early 2013.15

ultimately, however, Ansaru struggled to survive once AQIm was scattered
throughout the Sahel region after operation Serval. Shekau loyalists who saw
Ansaru as “apostates” and traitors, and the Nigerian security forces, which ob-
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tained a series of intelligence leads on Ansaru hideouts, also both began killing
Ansaru members in 2012.16 While Ansaru has continued to survive until 2017, it
has not been operational since 2013. Several key Ansaru leaders—not including
Khalid al-Barnawi, however, who was arrested in April 2016—also integrated with
Shekau, albeit hesitantly, and ultimately convinced Shekau to join Islamic State,
which he did in march 2015. this led to Boko Haram’s re-branding as Islamic
State’s West Africa Province.17 West Africa Province fully integrated into Islamic
State’s global media system, but there were few other beneficial results for West
Africa Province as result of joining Islamic State. 

Indeed, by August 2016 the former members of Ansaru in West Africa Province
cut off Shekau from communicating with Islamic State and succeeded in depos-
ing him. the Islamic State named muhammed Yusuf ’s son as the new leader of
West Africa Province, and Shekau returned to lead Boko Haram.18 Contradictions
nonetheless remain in West Africa Province, with its leadership still opposing the
ultra-takfirism of Shekau, and, although they never mentioned it, they also op-
pose same ultra-takfiri tactics that are employed by the Islamic State in Syria and
Iraq. meanwhile, al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, Jabhat Fath al-Sham (since re-
branded Hayat tahrir al-Sham in February 2017), recognized Ansaru’s existence
in its magazine al-risalah in January 2017, despite Ansaru’s being in operational 
dormancy and AQIm still being focused on mali and North Africa and, at least for
the time being, showing disinterest in Nigeria as a result of its past difficulties
with Shekau.

Salafizing History

tHE SuStENANCE oF AQIm ANd ANSAr dINE, ANd BoKo HArAm ANd ANSAru,
can be attributed to their linkages to al-Qaeda, operationally, financially and 
ideologically, as well as their independent successes on the battlefield. However,
there are distinct historical narratives that both nodes use to package Sufi jihadist
history into “Salafized” local narratives as part of their recruitment and narrative
strategy. their purpose is to legitimize contemporary jihadist campaigns through
the appropriation of the legacy of the “Sufi Jihads” of centuries past, which are
widely considered to be legitimate by the population of the specific regions where
they operate today. the following cases exemplify this. 
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Ansar Dine

during the course of operation Serval, dr Iyad Qunaybi, a prominent Jordanian
ideologue sympathetic to Salafi-Jihadism, delivered a video message titled “mali
and the torch of Freedom,” presumably intended to inspire fighters in mali, and
offer a perspective on the situation to the broader membership of jihadist groups.19

In the video message, Qunaybi offered his support for Ansar dine, but went fur-
ther to explain operation Serval in the context of Islamic resistance to French
colonialism and the colonial history in mali. He said: 

mali is one of the ancient capitals of Islam where the Islamic 
university of timbuktu was established nine hundred years ago.
thus, it has one of the oldest universities in the world. mali lived
under the light of muslim countries for centuries, including the
Kingdom of Songhai until the Sultan of maghreb entered an 
alliance with Elizabeth I of England in Britain, followed by the in-
vasion of 1591, which led to the destruction of the Islamic civiliz-
ation and the enslavement of the malian people, such as Ahmad
Baba al-timbukti.20 What many do not know is the fact that many
of the people forcibly enslaved by the Crusader West in mali and
other African countries, were graduates of universities and Islamic 
scholars such as ‘umar b. Sayyid al-Senegali who died in 1864 Ad
and whose picture is kept in the American Historical Archive. (dr
Qunaybi showed the picture of umar b. Sayyid al-Senegali)21

France occupied mali in the late nineteenth century and they ex-
ecuted heinous crimes. they did not leave the country until they
planted their agents to ensure continued control over the country’s
finance while at the same time plundering its riches. the succes-
sive regimes oppressed the muslim people, especially the tuareg
Arabs of Northern mali and neighboring countries. thereafter,
liberal movements emerged demanding autonomy and better 
living conditions, but they did not espouse Islamic agenda, which 
explains why the international communities assimilated them
into the call for negotiations with the central government. How-
ever, the negotiations always ended with false promises from the 
puppet central government until the revival of Islam emerged
amongst the tuareg groups. {....} From amongst these groups is
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Ansar al-din led by Iyad Ag ghali, may god protect him, who had
previously tried diplomacy by acting as the consul of the State of
mali in Saudi Arabia, but later retreated from that path and es-
tablished Jama’at Ansar dine.While allying with other Islamic
groups, they worked together on the application of the sharī̀ a and
the liberation of mali from the dominance of France and their
client governments.22

the appropriation of the histories of pre-colonial armed jihads, and of Islamic 
resistance to colonial rule was also a constant theme in videos produced by Ansar
dine, such as one titled “the Conquest of Azawad”: 

Azawad, this remote section of the great Islamic desert has always
been under the dominion of the muslims and the Islamic con-
querors who led conquests towards Europe and the South and
West of Africa like Ibn tashfin and tariq ibn Ziyad. the edu-
cational and cultural tradition flourished in the area during the
reign of Askia and thereafter. through the ages, the residents of
this pure Islamic area kept a strong hold on their true religion.
they were happy with sharī̀ a and made judgements according to 
Islamic law in every small and large issue until the beginning of
the crusader’s occupation in the last century when they imposed
their own laws. the people of the land rebelled. they fought and
sacrificed themselves and their money in defense of their religion, 
decency, honor and land. the occupying crusaders were able to
divide them, which led to religious wars amongst them. After a
long time of oppression and tyranny, Allah gave them relief. the
local lions of unification rose to support the religion and to raise
the banner of there is no god except Allah.23

AQIM

like Ansar dine, AQIm has also conferred legitimacy for its contemporary jihads
by reconstructing the history of pre-colonial jihads and the Islamic resistance 
to colonial rule in Africa. In his message to the revolutionaries in libya during 
the “Arab Spring,” Abu mus’ab Abd al-Wadud adopted rhetoric like Qunaybi, 
where he labeled the contemporary “revolutionaries” as the grandsons of `umar
al-mukhtār: 24
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my free brothers in libya, the battle is heated and the emancipa-
tion hour is ticking, and the winds of liberation and martyrdom are
blowing in libya. Shaykh`umar al-mukhtār had engaged the first
battle for liberation, and it is time for his grandsons today to finish
the march of jihad and engage in the second battle of liberation in
order to remove the corrupt and corrupting rulers the Crusaders
and the Zionists have enthroned on us to enslave us and steal our
wealth and fight our doctrines.̀ umar al-mukhtār said it: “we don’t
surrender; we win or we die.” So either libya will be liberated from
worshipping the servants to worshipping the lord of the servants,
and move from the narrowness of life to the wideness of life, and
the afterlife, or martyrdom for the cause of Allah so you win the
great victory.25

Boko Haram

the slain leader of Boko Haram in Nigeria also attempted to hybridize the nar-
ratives of pre-colonial jihads and the muslim resistance against colonial rule in
Africa with the narratives of contemporary jihadism in Africa. In one of his 
lectures before his death in 2009, muhammed Yusuf labeled the Nigerian secu-
rity forces as a remnant of colonial regiments, while narrating an event that took
place between the Italians and`umar al-mukhtār: 

You may hear one of them saying that he is a security or police offi-
cer and his main duty is to protect lives and to ensure peace and
stability: “You see we are Christians who were transferred here to
protect your lives.” It is a lie; you came here to kill us. that was the
same way`umar al-mukhtār replied the Italians. they invited him
to a meeting, but he refused to attend. they invited him again but
he refused to go to them. [...] then they told him that they brought
new civilization to this land. they said they are not here to humil-
iate the people; rather they want them to be civilized, to progress,
to learn to understand the world and enjoy it.`umar al-mukhtār
replied them by asking, “Who owns the land?” they replied him that
it belongs to him and his people. then he said: “We do not want your
new civilization.” they told him: “We want to integrate your land
to the world so that trade will flourish.” He told them: “We have our
own system of trade.” He later gave them a condition that they can



tHE SAlAFI-JIHAdI APProPrIAtIoN oF SuFI JIHAd IN tHE SAHEl-SAHArA � 95

go across the water, settle [temporarily], and be permitted to enter
the land for trade, but not be permitted to settle there. they (Ital-
ians) disagreed with him. What they wanted was to settle in the land
while`umar mukhtar was to be crowned as the king. 

they promised to give him 50,000 Italian lira of that time.26 they
also promised to build a house for him but he said: “What about 
the other people?” they said: “But you are the king.” He said: “I am 
fighting because you have humiliated the other muslims. How 
can I enjoy myself while the other muslims are being humiliated?”27

Ansaru

Ansaru reiterated this same pattern of hybridization in its call for jihad in West
Africa. Specifically, Ansaru sought to revive the jihadist legacy of Shaykh 
‘uthmān Ibn Fūdī: 

o descendants of ‘uthmān Ibn Fūdī and al-Hajj`umar al-Fūti,
rise as one man, as there is no good in us if our honor is violated,
our religion and symbols are held in contempt, and the best of our
brothers and sons are killed, while we are quiescent, unmoving,
since the root of humiliation is only demolished by a shower of
lead.28

Notwithstanding his expansion of the tijaniyya Brotherhood in all the regions
he was militarily involved, Shaykh`umar tāl al-Fūti was most likely cited by
Ansaru because of his marital ties to Shaykh muhammad Bello, the son of 
‘uthmān Ibn Fūdī, and because he had argued that recourse to arms would 
be necessary if an Islamic state was to be established in the Sahel-Sahara region, 
a position similar to Ansaru. to justify his military project, `umar tāl al-Fūti 
declared that the: 

battle against infidels is the task to which I have committed my-
self—until the power of Islam replaces that of unbelief. As ulama,
it is we who have the responsibility of propagating the religion of
god, of restoring the prestige of Islam in Futa Jallon, Segou, Nioro
and Karta, because unbelief is rampant there. once this battle is
won, it will be easy to combat the Christians. Surely, the Islam in
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which we believe does not countenance compromise with infidels.
Whoever revels in their company is one of them.29

In the wake of Boko Haram’s territorial expansion and declaration of Islamic
caliphate in northeastern Nigeria in 2014, Boko Haram, which by then had incor-
porated former Ansaru members, also adopted the colonial history of Hausaland
as a frame of reference to legitimize its campaign: 

the enemies of Islam—the Jews, Christians, polytheists, and their
hypocrite minions—invaded the Sudanese state of ‘uthmān Ibn
Fūdī until they occupied the muslims’ lands, defiled Islam’s sac-
red places, and exchanged Islam’s law for the Crusaders’ consti-
tution and the rule of ignorance [Scene of Ibn Fūdī and fighters
riding on horses in battle]. this extended from their trashy ideas,
but they were not satisfied, so they conscripted soldiers to protect
themselves. this situation spurred revolutionary hearts from the
people of faith to strive to return Allah’s law to Allah’s land, so they
established small states in many locations, which expanded at
times and grew at times. Finally, Allah made it easy for our fight-
ing brothers in the Islamic State to establish the caliphate’s kernel
in the levant [Scene of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi’s sermon at the
great mosque, mosul]. And in the same way, Allah made it easy for
the fighters in the Sudan to establish courts that rule by Allah’s
law.30

these above passages are useful for anyone seeking to understand the ideational
dimensions that undergird contemporary Salafi-Jihadi groups in the Sahel-Sa-
hara region. While Salafi groups in the region are “Salafizing” the puritan reform 
of the Sufi scholars of the 1800s by vindicating them from what they consider to 
be extraneous innovative practices (bida’), the Salafi-Jihadis are also incorpora-
ting in this process of Salafization some of the theological discourses of the Sufi 
scholars that provide legitimacy to their campaign. At this juncture, it is important
to critically examine some of the theological discourses of the Sufi scholars of 
the 1800s that provide credence to the goals and visions of the contemporary 
Salafi-Jihadi groups in the Sahel-Sahara region.   
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A Case Study from Nigeria

Not oNlY do AQIm, ANSAr dINE, BoKo HArAm, ANd ANSAru lEgItImIZE tHEIr

jihads using historical comparison, but they also seek to reinterpret Sufi jihadist
religious interpretation from centuries past in terms of contemporary Salafi-Jihadi
ideology. this can most precisely be seen in the way Boko Haram and Ansaru lead-
ers have come to portray themselves as the bearers of the legacy of ‘uthmān Ibn
Fūdī, despite distinct theological and methodological differences between Ibn
Fūdī’s reform movement and the indiscriminate violence of Boko Haram.31

despite the differences in their methodology, Ibn Fūdī and Boko Haram em-
ployed similar discourses to legitimize their respective pre-colonial jihad against
the Hausa rulers and the contemporary jihad against the secular leaders of 
Nigeria, with particular respect to the theological discourses of hijrah, Dār al-Kufr,
Dār al-Islām, and al-walā’  wa-l-barā’.

Hijrah from Dār al-Kufr to Dār al-Islām

Ibn Fūdī’s Bayān Wujūb al-hijrah ‘ala ‘L-‘Ibād wa Bayān Wujūb Nasb al-Imām wa
Iqāmat al-Jihād (the Exposition of the obligation of Emigration upon the Ser-
vants of god and the Exposition of the obligation of Appointing an Imam and
undertaking Jihad), a famous text of Islamic legal theory of jihad based on the
maliki school of thought provided an explanation of the theological and jurispru-
dential arguments to his jamā about the obligation of jihad in Hausaland at the
start of what became known as the “Sokoto Jihad.”32

the central theme of Bayān Wujūb al-hijrah is the exposition of the obligation
of emigration from Dār al-Kufr to Dār al-Islām.33 Ibn Fūdī’s theological judgement
on hijrah is based on the idea that muslims must emigrate from the lands where
the rulers are non-muslims, or where the sharī̀ a of Prophet muhammad has been
rendered ineffective by the rulers who profess Islam, to a land where the sharī̀ a
reign supreme. He based this theological position on a principle in Islamic juris-
prudence, “hukm al-bilad hukm sultānihi, in kāna muslimān, kāna al-bilad bilad 
al-islām, wa in kāna kāfirān, kāna al-bilad bilad al-kufr yajibu al-firāra minhu ilā
ghayrihi.” this means that the ruling of a land is that of its ruler, if the ruler is a
muslim the land is a land of Islam, and if he is a non-muslim the land is a land of
unbelief, and fleeing from it to another land is obligatory.34

there are other classical Islamic jurists before Ibn Fūdī that wrote extensively
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on the Islamic jurisprudence on Dār al-Kufr and Dār al-Islām. Ibn Fūdī cited some
of these jurists in his Bayān Wujūb al-hijrah. For example, Alā l-din Abī Bakr b.
mas’ūd al-Kāsāni (d. 1191), a Hanafi jurist, made the prevailing laws being im-
plemented in a land as a condition to judging the classification of a land into 
Dār al-Kufr or Dār al-Islām. al-Kāsāni stated that, “Verily, every state is attributed,
either to Islam or to kufr. And the state is only attributed to Islam if its rulings are
implemented in it, and it is attributed to kufr if its rulings are implemented in it.”35

According to Abū al-Hasan ‘Alī Ibn muhammad Ibn Habib al-māwardī (d. 1058),
a Shafi’i jurist, “Dār al-Kufr becomes Dār al-Islām if its inhabitants embrace Islam,
and consequently, such land is governed by sharī̀ a.”36 Similarly, al-Qādī Abū Ya’lā
al-Hanbalī also stated that, “Every Dār wherein the laws of Kufr have mastery over
the laws of Islam, then it is Dār al-Kufr.”37 While explaining the hadith of prophet
muhammad, which was also cited by Ibn Fūdī, “I am free from every muslim who
resides with the polytheists,” Abū muhammad ‘Alī ibn Ahmad ibn Sa‘īd ibn Hazm
(d. 1064), a Zahiri jurist, stated that “the hadith refers to Dār al-Kufr or Dār al-harb
because the Dār is only attributed to the one who is in control of it, the one who
rules it and the one who owns it.”38

In his book Ahkām Ahl Adh-Dhimmah (laws for the People of the Covenant),
muhammad ibn Abū Bakr (d. 1350), also known as Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah,
said: 

the majority have stated that dār al-Islām is that which the mus-
lims have arrived in and upon which the rulings of Islam have
been implemented. And that upon which the rulings of Islam have
not been implemented is not dār al-Islām, even if it is attached to
it. As this At-tā’if was very close to makkah, yet it did not become
dār al-Islām with the Conquest of makkah.39

Similarly, muhammad ibn ‘Alī ibn Abdullah al-Shawkani (d. 1839), the Yemeni 
jurist, also stated that “If the commands and the prohibitions in the Dār are for the 
people of Islam, then this Dār is Dār al-Islām {…} And if it were the opposite, then the
Dār is the opposite.”40

In summary, it is evident from the above passages that two conditions can be
deduced as the criteria that these scholars adopted in defining Dār al-Islām or Dār
al-Kufr: the authority or ruler governing a land; and the type of law being imple-
mented in a land.41

Based on these criteria, Ibn Fūdī classified the lands of Bilad al-Sudan into
three categories: first, the lands where unbelief predominates and Islam is rarely
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found; second, the lands where Islam predominates and unbelief is rare; and
third, the lands where unbelief either from the rulers or subjects is rare and Islam
predominates. According to Ibn Fūdī, the first category of lands in Bilad al-Sudan
include the lands of mossi, gurma, Bussa, Borgu, Yoruba, dugumba, Kutukuli,
tabanghu, ghambi, and Bubula. these lands in the first category are all “Dār 
al-kufr al-aslī,” meaning that it was never Dār al-Islām at any time prior to or dur-
ing the jihad of Ibn Fūdī. In his discussion of the first category of lands, Ibn Fūdī
added that his “judgment of these lands is passed with reference to the majority.”
As for the third category of lands, Ibn Fūdī argued that these lands are unknown
in Bilad al-Sudan. 

the field of contention in Ibn Fūdī’s classification is the second category of
lands where Islam predominates and unbelief is rare, which included Borno,
Kano, Katsina, Songhay, and mali. Ahmad Baba (d. 1627) had classified all these
lands as the lands of Islam in his “al-Kashf wa’l-bayān.”42 Ibn Fūdī acknowledged
the judgment of Ahmad Baba, but he argued that during his own era these lands
are all Dār al-Kufr since the spread of Islam is only limited to the masses but even
though the rulers profess Islam, Ibn Fūdī argued that they are polytheists. He de-
clared takfīr on them on the basis that they do not rule according to the sharī̀ a,
and they intermingle Islamic practices with non-Islamic practices and rites, which
he called “takhlīt” (mixing). 

Ibn Fūdī arrived at this judgment while relying on a previous legal ruling passed
by muhammad Abd al-Kārim al-maghīlī (d. 1504). Askia al-Hajj muhammad (d.
1538) had asked a similar question about Sunni Ali (d. 1492), the king of Song-
hay in his series of questions to al-maghīlī.43 In his response to Askia’s questions,
al-maghīlī said “If, then, his behavior is as you have stated (i.e. He professes Islam
but engages in acts of polytheism), he is an unbeliever as are also all those who act
like him.”44 John Hunwick speculated that al-maghīlī derived this ruling from the
work of Iyad b. musa al-Yahsubi (d.1149), the judge of Ceuta.45 In his analysis of Ibn
Fūdī’s book “Ta’līm al-Ikhwān bi l-umūr allatī Kaffarnā bihā mulūk al-Sūdān alladhīna
Kānū min ahl hadhihi l-buldān” (Instruction for the brethren in those matters in which
we have designated the kings of the Sudan as unbelievers, those of them who were
from the men of these lands), Bradford g. martin pointed out how Ibn Fūdī’s ideas
on takfīr of the Hausa rulers follow the doctrinal rulings laid down by muhammad
Abd al-Kārim al-maghīlī in his two books Misbah al-arwāh fī usūl al-falāh, and Ajwibat
al-Maghilī̀an asilat al-Amin al-Hajj Muhammad Askiya.46 the doctrinal rulings from
al-maghīlī, which gained authority throughout the Western Sudan, played an im-
portant role in Ibn Fūdī’s proselytism of the concept of hijrah from Dār al-Kufr to
Dār al-Islām and his subsequent declaration of jihad in Hausaland. 
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today, the Islamic jurisprudence of the classification of lands into Dār al-Kufr
and Dār al-Islām is one of the theological focal points that contemporary jihadist
groups in the Sahel-Sahara region have adopted to legitimize their campaigns
against the governing regimes in the region. In his book “Hādhihi ‘Aqīdatunā 
wa-Manhaj Da‘watinā” (this Is our Creed and the method of our Preaching), the
slain leader of Boko Haram, muhammad Yusuf, argued that his “preaching for-
bids working under the government that rules by some [source] other than what Allah
has revealed, according to French, American or British law or any constitution, or 
system that is contrary to Islam and contradicts the Book and the Sunna.”47 Elsewhere,
Yusuf argued that the lands in the region that have abandoned ruling with Islamic
law are Dār al-Kufr and thus it is obligatory to overthrow the government and in-
stall a muslim leader. Yusuf responded to the question, “What if the muslims do
not have the power [to install a muslim leader]?,” by saying muslims must do two
things: “they must emigrate [to lands of Islam] since they are powerless; or they
must explore all means to acquire power to overthrow the unbelieving or apostate
leader and install an Islamic caliphate.”48

Although coming into existence almost a century after the decimation of the
Sokoto Caliphate by the British colonialists, there seems to be a parallel between
the argument put forth by Ibn Fūdī in his declaration of jihad against the Hausa
rulers, and Boko Haram’s claim that even the muslim rulers in Nigeria have apo-
statized from Islam because they do not govern according to the sharī̀ a.this point
can be deduced from Abubakar Shekau’s criticism of the constitution in 2009:

I need you to pay attention to this book. (Shekau holds up a book
about how the Nigerian constitution is written, followed by thun-
derous applause and shouts of “Allahu akbar!”). Are you seeing this
book? ok. the title of this book is how our laws are made. that is
how the laws of the country [Nigeria] are created. Now look at this
again and you will see the constitution. It reads: how powerful the
constitution is, that is, it is above all other form of law. What this
means is that, it is above all laws, including the law of Allah. If you
read what is written in the constitution, you will be surprised. let’s
go through a little. Surprise—“the constitution of the Federal re-
public of Nigeria is the most powerful law of the land.” It says, “this
constitution is meant to guide Nigeria and Nigerians in everyday
proceedings.” the truth about this constitution is found in the in-
troductory part of the 1979 constitution, which is still in force. It
speaks about the supremacy of the constitution. It states that this
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constitution is supreme and shall have binding force of all author-
ities and persons throughout the Federal republic of Nigeria
(shouts from the listeners saying, “It’s a lie, lie, lie!”). In another
section, it says, if any other law is inconsistent with the provision
of this constitution, the constitution shall prevail. (Shekau holds
up the book, with the cover picture showing the picture of the
mace above the picture of the Qur’ān).49

Because the Salafis in Nigeria have successfully “Salafized” the narratives of Ibn
Fūdī while shying away from his affiliation to the Qadiriyya brotherhood, Boko
Haram leaders do not pay strict attention to the denunciation of Sufi Brother-
hoods, which have now become mostly pacifist. rather, Boko Haram leaders
focus on reviving the memory of the Dār al-Islām established by Ibn Fūdī prior to
British colonialism as a means of gaining legitimacy in their competition with
their Salafi counterparts. this line of thought is also evident in a statement from
2009 by mamman Nur, who influenced the formation of Ansaru in 2012, but later
reintegrated with Shekau and paved the way for Shekau’s pledge to al-Baghdadi
before turning back on Shekau and deposing him from Islamic State’s West Africa
Province. Nur said:  

the time we went to Sokoto, we saw the original flag with which
they waged the jihad of “there is no god but Allah” in the mu-
seum.50 It was our forefathers who waged it at the time when the
Europeans came. they fought at that time. they have folded the
flag. It is folded, and in fact they will not even open it for you to see
the inscription, “there is no god but Allah.” It has been folded and
kept in the museum. At that time, they had honor, pedigree, and
power. When they heard they [the British] had brought western
education, they said: “By Allah we will not accept it!” they waged
jihad against this. they waged jihad against this western educa-
tion but yet today you are forcibly enrolling your son into western
education?! And seeing it as the epitome of civilization? And say-
ing that your heart is in good condition so you attend western ed-
ucation? our forefathers, it was against western education that
they waged jihad —against the Europeans. It is because of democ-
racy that they killed them. It is because of democracy that they
[Europeans] killed [muhammad] Attahiru I,51 and all of them were
fought and killed.52
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the binary division of the world into Dār al-Kufr and Dār al-Islām has also been
adopted by other groups in the Sahel-Sahara region to provide legitimacy to their
violent campaigns. In his exclusive interview with Ansar mujahideen English
Forum, Sandah ould Bouamama, the press officer of Ansar dine, stated that the
government of mali is an apostate government ruling with secular legislations
and it is incumbent for the muslims in the country to migrate from Dār al-Kufr to
Dār al-Islām—in the then “Islamic State of Azawad” in northern mali.53 Bouamama
further stated that Ansar dine opposes all other movements such as the National
movement for the liberation of Azawad (mNlA) and the Azawad National lib-
eration Front (FNlA) that “seek to establish a secular state (Dār al-Kufr), and 
are prepared to combat terrorism and reject what they call the religious Islamic
state.”54 Bouamama also stated that there were Nigerians in the rank-and-file of
Ansar dine and muJWA, which was supported by other media reports and a joint
al-murabitun-muJWA video featuring an Ansaru member. this suggests the
cross-fertilization of theological ideas between mali-based and Nigerian militants
deepened on the fields of battle.  

Similar to Bouamama, during his broadcasted audio message to the people of
timbuktu after the city fell into the control of Ansar dine, Iyad Ag ghaly also 
alluded to the same binary division of the world.55 In his message, Iyad Ag ghaly
preached that the disabling of the sharī̀ a in Dār al-Islām and its replacement with
man-made laws taken from the Jews and Christians in Dār al-Kufr resulted in 
oppression, aggression, immorality, disobedience, poverty, and deprivation.56

Al-walā’wa-l-barā’ and Jihad

the theme of al-walā’wa-l-barā’ is the fourth and fifth chapter of Ibn Fūdī’s Bayān
Wujūb al-hijrah. Chapter four, which is titled Fī Tahrim Muwalāt al-Kāfirīn’ (on
the Prohibition of Befriending the unbelievers), started with an explanation of 
al-barā’.57 Ibn Fūdī explicitly prohibited any union of friendship or alliance be-
tween the muslims and followers of other religions—in this case between the
Hausa rulers and all those labelled as unbelievers. Ibn Fūdī’s sole intention was 
to unite the ranks of his followers on a clear-cut ideological basis and to also 
encourage them to perform migration from the city-state of degel and other
neighboring states to the city-state of gudu to join the jihad. 

Ibn Fūdī backed his arguments with citations of the verses of the Qur’an, the
Sunna and Ijma’ (consensus). In interpreting the definition of a muslim in Hausa
land,58 Ibn Fūdīcited Qur’anic verses—3:28, 4:144, 5:51, 5:57, 8:73, 58:22, 60:1,
including their tafsīr (interpretation), which have an important clause and a strict
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ruling of “takfīr” on muslims who befriend or support the followers of other reli-
gions even if there is a common blood relation or kinship. this is followed by a 
series of explanation of the reasons for the necessity of disavowal by muslims from
the followers of other religions. the failure to abide by this prohibition is equated
with the spread of oppression, persecution, and corruption on earth, owing to the
strength of unbelief and the weakness of Islam.

In chapter five titled “Fī Wujūb Muwālat al-Muminīn” (on the obligation of 
Befriending the Believers), Ibn Fūdī expounded on the meaning of al-walā’, a
phrase that refers to the loyalty, fealty or allegiance of a muslim towards other
muslims. the basis of Ibn Fūdī’s theological judgement on the concept of al-walā’
can be found in the Qur’anic verses 9:71, 49:10 and 8:1, the hadiths, and the
ijma of the Sunni scholars he cited and, most importantly, by the explanation of
al-Nafrawi in his “Fawākih,” where he defines al-walā’ as showing love and sin-
cere affection for muslims, and avoiding whatever can create aversion such as
rancor and envy. towards the end of this chapter, Ibn Fūdī reiterated his discus-
sion of al-barā’ and argued that muslims should openly distance themselves from
the followers of other religions. 

He cautioned, however, that such treatment should not be extended towards
the dhimmīs, whose lives and properties have been protected through their pay-
ment of jizya to the Dār al-Islām.  

By connecting al-walā’wa-l-barā’ to the Qur’an, the Sunna and ijma, Ibn Fūdī
portrays the concept as an explicit divider for defining a muslim and non-muslim:
the meaning of a muslim is not limited to those who observe the Islamic rituals
but also extends, most importantly, to those who totally eschew what Ibn Fūdī
classified as “acts of unbelief.” According to this understanding and based on the
earlier explanation of the definitional criteria of Dār al-Islām and Dār al-Kufr, Ibn
Fūdī arrived at the conclusion that the lands being governed by the Hausa rulers
are all Dār al-Kufr, since the rulers are “infidels.” this criterion therefore means
that muslims who had conflicting loyalties, or who failed to refrain from being
loyal to the Hausa rulers or supporting them, would be excommunicated and
fought against as followers of other religions. once the jihad against the Hausa
rulers was legally justified, the doctrine of al-walā’wa-l-barā’ endorsed the framing
of the term “muslims” to be used only for the followers and supporters of Ibn Fūdī.
this resulted in a situation where all those who were not with “muslims” were
against “muslims” and all those against “muslims” were non-muslims. muslims
were often in effect fighting muslims.59

the theme of al-walā’wa-l-barā is perhaps the most important theological focal
point that features recurrently in the writings and sermons of the contemporary
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jihadist groups in the Sahel-Sahara region. In his Kanuri-language sermon called
“this is our Creed” delivered prior to his 2009 declaration of Jihad, Abubakar
Shekau said: 

People of Yerwa (maiduguri), I call on you. If you see an unbeliever
in your midst, investigate him. If he is not a visitor, but belongs to
the city, inform him that we are muslims living in a muslim city,
and we are proud to be muslims in a muslim city. However, since
we are muslims, living in a muslim city and are proud of Islam,
how can our children and those of the unbelievers be going to
same school? How can we and the unbelievers participate in the
same political system, and go to the same judge to obtain justice?60

mamman Nur reiterated the same reasoning as Shekau in his criticism of the
Salafi clerics in 2009, where he argued against their position that if muslims 
do not participate in secular political systems, they would face ostracism and 
aggression: 

What is the use of seeking status from them? For example, those
who have doubts, what do they say? If we do not enter and join
them, they will not allow us to pray. If we do not enter and join
them, our admonition and sermons will be banned—is that not
what they say? If we do not enter and join them, they will kill us.
Now, if we leave the unbelieving government, then they will im-
pose an unbelieving governor, an unbelieving councilor, or an un-
believing chairman upon us. Should we sit and allow unbelievers
to rule over us? Since we have told you, it is only because we saw
your name was Abū Bakr, Àbd Allāh, `uthman and Àlī—that is
why you wasted our time. If only we peeped and saw that the 
governor’s name is John, the Chairman’s name is Joseph, that 
official’s name is Peter, then the talk is over. the talk would have
been declared to be over for a long time. It is the love we have for
you that made us wait until now. It is the need to make you un-
derstand—that is what made us to wait until now. the desire for
you to come and let us go together is what made us to wait until
now. Whether you like it or not, whether you love them or not, we
will commence the jihād! If you are not aggressive, you left us and
go, we will be aggressive towards you. this task is obligatory.61
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Shaykh usa Abu muhammad, one of the commanders of Ansar dine, also cited
the principle of al-walā’wa-l-barā as a major factor that prevented their coopera-
tion with the secular tuareg mNlA during Ansar dine’s occupation of northern
mali in 2012.62 Sandah ould Bouamama reiterated the same principle in his 
interview with Ansar mujahideen Forum when he stated that “there will be no con-
cession on the loyalty to the believers even if they are very far and on disavowal 
from the unbelievers, even if they are close relatives.”63 the loyalty to the believers 
was the chord that paved way for a working relationship between Ansar dine and
AQIm, as demonstrated in the audio recording of Abu mus’ab Abd al-Wadud to 
the “mujahidin in Sahara Azawad,” where he commended Ansar dine and offered 
his advice to them on the matters of jihad and how to deal with opponents of the 
movement.64

the same principle of al-walā’wa-l-barā was also invoked in the Islamic legal
ruling opposing the participation of the mauritanian government in operation
Serval. the Islamic legal ruling entitled ‘Haqiqat al-Harb ‘ala al-Muslimin fī 
Shimal Mali’ (the reality of the War on muslims in Northern mali) was signed by
39 muslim scholars in mauritania, including mohamed Salem ould mohamed
lemine al-majlissi, a jihadist thinker repeatedly arrested and detained by mauri-
tanian authorities in connection with AQIm attacks. the ruling stated that the
conflict in mali is an extension of a series of colonialist campaigns in Palestine,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan, and Somalia with the ultimate aim of separating mus-
lims from their religion, and imposing the new world order (al-nizām al-‘ālam 
al-jadīd). In his analysis of the Islamic legal ruling, Alex thurston pointed out
how the 39 signatories of this Islamic legal ruling framed the conflict in Northern
mali as an effort by “the enemies of the religion (‘adā’ al-dīn)” to “occupy North-
ern mali (ihtilāl shimāl Mālī).” Based on this judgment, they forbade muslims from
aiding a Western-led military intervention that might harm muslims in North-
ern mali, and would also violate the principle of al-walā’wa-l-barā essential to the
preservation of Islam.65

there are methodological variations between the groups that existed during
the pre-colonial jihads and the muslim resistance against colonial rule in the
Sahel-Sahara region, on the one end, and the contemporary jihadist groups in the
region, on the other end. Nonetheless, contemporary jihadist groups have been
able to effectively replicate the theological and jurisprudential discourses pro-
duced by the classical Sahel-Sahara scholars on jihad in their own sermons and
writings, in the contemporary era. this is what gives legitimacy and sustenance
to the contemporary jihadist groups in the Sahel-Sahara region. despite the vari-
ation in time, the theological discourses of the contemporary jihadist groups are
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crafted in a way that fits with the ideational narratives that have not only been
transmitted from generation to generation, but have also been institutionalized
and taught through Islamic schools, history texts, official curriculums and official
and semi-official religious institutions in the Sahel-Sahara region.   

Conclusion

tHIS ArtIClE FoCuSEd oN tHE tWo mAIN JIHAdISt NodES IN WESt AFrICA—
AQIm and Ansar dine, and Boko Haram and Ansaru. It showed that they rose in
al-Qaeda structures (with Boko Haram eventually becoming Islamic State’s 
West Africa Province and then breaking away from Islamic State, while formerly 
al-Qaeda-affiliated Ansaru members paradoxically came to lead West Africa 
Province). However, both nodes have exploited distinct historical narratives and 
theological justifications to legitimize their jihads today: this hybridization of the
past and present is aided by the Salafis “Salafization” of Sufi history and theology.
the history and theology of the jihads of centuries past and the jihads today are
evidently similar enough that both nodes have succeeded in exploiting history and
theology for their own purposes.

If anything, this article presents a precautionary tale. Salafism is the fastest
growing strand of Islam in Africa today.66 over the years, Salafism has established
strong inroads in Africa through the funding of patrons in Saudi Arabia, the es-
tablishment of several Salafi religious centers across Africa, as well as the presence
of vibrant Salafi-funded media, such as Sunnah tV, that is deeply entrenched at
the grassroots level in various African societies. these elements of power have in-
creased the general acceptance of Salafism over other strands of Islam, specifi-
cally Sufism. Salafism appears linked to jihadism in areas where an accompany-
ing historical narrative can be revived to justify the violence of contemporary
Salafi-Jihadis, such as North Africa, the Sahel, and Nigeria, as well as Somalia. In
areas where Salafi influence is growing but the historical narratives are slightly
more attenuated, such as Senegal, or the Kenya-tanzania Swahili Coast, there is
not yet a high-level of Salafi-Jihadi violence. If, however, al-Qaeda (or Islamic
State) can revive a jihadist history and overcome the attenuation, the key two 
elements to inspire Salafi-Jihadi movements in these areas would exist: “Salafized”
historical narratives and Salafism itself.

In this regard, it is important to recall that ten years ago—in 2007—prominent
scholars considered Salafi-Jihadi movements “to have had little impact on Africa”
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and that “Jihadism and extremism have made very limited inroads in sub-Saha-
ran African countries overall.”67 ten years from now—in 2027—it may appear
equally naïve to look back at the scholars of 2017, who are yet to recognize the 
explosive Salafi-Jihadi potential for regions of Africa rapidly witnessing an in-
crease in Salafi influence. For these regions, al-Qaeda and other groups in the
global jihadist movement may yet be able to recreate historical narratives to jus-
tify jihad today.
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(Cairo: mustapha al-halabi, 1973), pp. 49–50.

37. Al-Qādī Abū Ya’lā Al-Hanbalī, al-Mu’tamad fī usūl al-dīn (Beirut: dār Al-mashriq, 1974),

p. 276.

38. Abū muhammad ‘Alī ibn Ahmad ibn Sahīd ibn Hazm, al-Muhalla (Beirut: dār al-Kutub

al-Ilmiyya, 1988), Vol. 11, p. 200. 

39. Imam Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Ahkām ahl adh-Dhimmah (Beirut: dār Al-’Ilm lil-

malāyīn, 1983), Vol. 1, p. 366.

40. muhammad ibn ‘Alī ibn Abdullah al-Shawkani, al-Sayl al-Jarrār al-Mutadaffiq ‘alā
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