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ABSTRACT

This study examines the intra-Salafi disputes in the 1990s over the legitimacy of
present-day rulers in the Muslim world and their status as Muslims. While these issues
are theological in their essence, they are intertwined with the political milieu of the
Middle East. Fundamentally, these intra-Salafi disputes pivot around the central
question of the impact of implementing manmade law systems (instead of shar7 ‘ah) on
the legitimacy of the ruler. This study tackles this question and related issues that form
the themes addressed in this study.

It begins by providing a minimal definition of Salafism which identifies its main
characteristics that distinguishes its adherents from other Muslim denominations.
Chapter two and three discuss the disputes over whether present-day rulers meet the
required qualification to qualify as legitimate rulers in Islam and hence what position
Muslims should take towards them. Chapter four digs deeper into the theological aspect
of these debates in order to ascertain the different views on what acts can and cannot
strip a Muslim from his/her status as a Muslim. It begins by highlighting the importance
laid on creed in Salafism and providing the general principles on belief and unbelief
upon which all Salafi proponents agree. After that, it examines the disagreements
amongst contemporary Salafis over which criteria should be considered to determine
that an act of omission or commission is sinful enough to cause unbelief. Chapter five
investigates the accusations levelled against the prominent Salafi scholar al-Albani in
regards to deviancy from the teachings of Salafism on belief and unbelief as an example

of the importance of this debate.

This study demonstrates how intra-Salafi disputes evolved from a mere disagreement
over the legitimacy of political opposition to the state to become an intense complex
quarrel on the nature of the Islamic faith. It argues that political affiliations alone fail to
explain intra-Salafi disagreements over politics and violence and only through accurate
analyses of the underpinning doctrinal differences one can understand their divergent
reactions to contemporary political issues. This research aims to contribute to the study
of the Islamic governance genre as well as to the studies on Salafism which despite its

rapid spread worldwide, remains a scarcely studied subject.
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Chapter One: Introductory Chapter

Introduction

The study of Salafismtis relatively new in academia. Just over a decade
ago, terms such as “Salafism,” “Salafiyyah” and “Salafi” did not attract
much attention among scholars and even less, if any, in the media.
“Salafism” and its derivatives have been discussed by some
scholars/historians in reference to the late 19'/ early 20" century
Islamic modernist movement of Jamal al-din al-Afghani and Muhammad
‘Abduh. 2 Other scholars dealt with these terms under the broader

umbrella of so-called “Islamism,” “political Islam,” and “radicalism.”?

The 9/11 attacks and the subsequent “War on Terror” led by the United
States, changed this situation considerably. Because it became known
that the terrorists were “Salafis” questions such as “what is Salafism?”
and “what is the connection between Salafism and armed groups such as
al-Qaeda?” became matters of concern for politicians and academics
alike. As a result, interest in understanding the nature of Salafism began
to grow. Scholarly books and books and papers proliferated; many
workshops and conferences were organised to explore various aspects of
“Salafism.” Furthermore, because the vast majority of those who carried
out the attack were Saudis*and terms such as Salafism and Wahhabism
are usually, wused interchangeably, ® the term Salafism became

synonymous with extremism and violence. This line of thought

YIn this study, Salafism refers to those Muslims who seek to revive a belief and
practice of Islam that closely resembles that of early Muslim generations. More
detailed explanation of Salafism will follow later in this chapter.

2 See for example: Brown, Rethinking Tradition in Modern Islamic Thought; Badawi,
The Reformers of Egypt.

3 See for example: Fandy, Saudi Arabia and the Politics of Dissent; Wiktorowicz,
“The Salaft Movement in Jordan.”

4 According to the 9/11 Commission Report, 15 of the 19 hijackers were Saudis,
available at: www.9-11commission.gov/ (accessed 17/04/2013)

> The connection between Wahhabism and Salafism will be discussed later in this
introductory chapter



developed in both Western and Arab media and—rather simplistically—

attributed the underpinning causes of 9/11 attacks to Salafism.®

However, this generalisation was soon challenged by the rising
awareness that there existed Salafi groups that not only used peaceful
means to preach their message but also categorically condemned the use
of violence. Indeed, recent scholarship has shown that some of the well-
known Salafi scholars do not just oppose the use of violence for political
gain but go as far as portraying groups such as al-Qaeda as heretics. On
this basis, such scholars have strongly rejected any link between the

teaching of Salafism and the doctrine of violent extremist groups.’

Statement of purpose and review of existing scholarship

The aim of the present research is to argue that divisions within Salafism
over politics and violence are primarily caused by doctrinal
disagreements and therefore cannot be adequately explained merely
through a political lens. The first and most important fact to bear in
mind is that the Salafis are far from a homogeneous group. Despite
increasing scholarly interest in Salafism after 9/11, this is still not
adequately appreciated by many who assert expert knowledge on the
subject. In many cases, this is due to their working with “the prism of
security studies,”® which does not allow them to distinguish between
Salafism as diverse, internally divided school of thought and the violent

actions of some of its branches.

On the other hand, the doctrinal fragmentations and divergences within
Salafism, especially over politics and the use of violence are admittedly
complex and overlapping, and scholars have been reluctant or unable to
evaluate them adequately until recently. However, since mid 2000s more

6 See: John Hooper and Brian Whitaker, “Extremist view of Islam unites terror
suspects,” the Guardian, 26/10/2001; “Salafi’s Links To Terror,” Skynews,
30/08/2002
" Oliver, The Wahhabi Myth; DeLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam.
8 Meijer, Roel (ed.) "Introduction" in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious
Movement 2.
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fine-grained and thorough studies on Salafism and its key doctrinal
tenets in particular, have started to appear.® Several works dealt with
specific aspects of the doctrine,* others have focused on exploring the

tenets of the Jihadi trend of Salafism.

The differences in approach discussed above, have affected the way in
which scholarship on Salafism, even that which recognises its internal
divisions, has attempted to explain such differences. The majority of
studies, among those using the “security studies” approach, as well as
others, remain focused on the political aspects of the different trends of
Salafism rather than the wunderpinning doctrinal causes of such
fragmentations. * Anatomy of the Salafi Movement written by the
sociologist Quintan Wiktorowicz and published in 2006 is, arguably, the
most influential work within Western academia, to address the matter of
divisions among the Salafis and propose an explanatory categorisation.
Wiktorowicz distinguishes three types of Salafis: Purists, Politicos, and
Jihadis. According to Wiktorowicz, the Purists’ main focus is
propagation through the purification of religion and education while the
Politicos emphasise politics and assert the right of God to legislate.
According to Wiktorowicz, these two trends do not promote violence;
only the third, the Jihadi trend advocates the use of violence to achieve
the common goal of all Salafis, namely: turning the Muslim nation (al-
ummah al-is/lamiyyah) to the exemplary model of the time of the Prophet

and his companions.

This categorisation is widely accepted amongst Western scholars such as

Nedza, who presents us with an implicit typology of Salafism that she

® The growing works on Salafism, though predominantly in the English language, are
appearing in other European langauges also such as French, German and Dutch. For
instance see: Behnam T. Said and Hazim Fouad (eds.), Salafismus: Auf der Suche
nach dem wahren Islam (Freiburg: Herder, 2014); Rougier Bernard (ed.), Qu'est-ce
que le salafisme?, (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2008).
0 Wagemakers, “The Transformation of a Radical Concept: al-Wala’ wa al-Bara’ in
the lIdeology of Abu Muhammad Al-Maqdisi”; Meijer, “Commanding Right and
Forbidding Wrong as a Principle of Social Action.”
' Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi.
2 Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 34.
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does not (intend to) fully develop. She explores three major articulations
of Salafism; (i) Takfiri, (ii) Establishment and (iii) Sahaw1 Salafism.®

However, Wiktorowicz’s typology is problematic at several levels. One
of those who challenged Wiktorowicz’s categorisation, for instance, is
Joas Wagemakers. In his work on the doctrine of the Jihadi-Salafi
scholar Abt Muhammad al-Maqdisi, Wagemakers has shown that al-
Maqdisi, who belongs to Jihadi-Salafi trend, “uses arguments, concepts
and terms that prove he is very close to the quietist (i.e. purists) creed.”*
Thus, the typology proposed by Wiktorowicz is far too rigid and fails to
account for personalities such as al-Maqdisi, who straddle more than one
of his categories—Purist and Jihadist—thus undermining its explanatory

potential.®

The other criticism of Wiktorowicz’s categorisation is that it gives the
impression that each of the three trends is internally homogeneous, with
group members sharing the same views about all political affairs. This is
not particularly accurate when one examines them closely. Within each
trend there are many ongoing doctrinal disputes over crucial issues such
as political participation, the legitimacy of present Muslim rulers, and
the accusations of takfir (charge with unbelief). Ignoring these internal
disagreements oversimplifies the rich variety of opinions that exists

within each of the abovementioned main trends.

Wiktorowicz’s typology is also problematic because of the importance of

recognition and status. For example, going by his identificatory factors,

13 Justyna Nedza, “The Sum of its Parts — The State as Apostate in Contemporary
Saudi Militant Islamism” in Camilla Adang, Hassan Ansari, Maribel Fierro and
Sabine Schmidtke (eds.), Accusations of Unbelief in Islam: A Diachronic Perspective
on Takfir, Brill, 2015.
14 Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi, 10.
15 Another criticism of Wiktorowicz’s typology that has recently come to my
attention is Justyna Nedza, “‘Salafismus’: Uberlegungen zur Schirfung einer
Analysekategorie,” in Salafismus: Auf der Suche nach dem wahren Islam, Behnam T.
Said and Hazim Fouad (eds.), (Freiburg: Herder, 2014), 89-90. Contrary to her later
article mentioned above, here she departs from Wiktorowicz’s typology rather than
adopting it.
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the Purist trend would include figures such as “Ali al-Halabi' (b. 1960)
alongside those who are regarded as senior scholars in Saudi Arabia.’
Conflating them is inadequate since the al-Halabi never enjoyed the
same prestigious status, within the Salafl proponents, as senior scholars
such as Bakr Abu Zayd (1946-2008) or ‘Abd Allah al-Ghudayyan (1926-
2010). This is of particular importance especially if we take into
consideration that these senior scholars hold different views to al-Halab1
regarding important issues such as the debates on the validity of
manmade laws and the employment of the doctrine of zakfir of a ruler -
both issues constituting core matters of intra-Salafi dispute. For
example, in 2000, The Permanent Committee for Research and Legal
Verdicts in Saudi Arabia (PCRV), headed by the aforementioned two
senior scholars in addition to Salih al-Fawzan (b. 1935) and the muft7
‘Abd al-‘Aziz *Al Shaykh (b. 1943), issued a religious verdict (fatwa)
against the publication of two books authored by al-Halabi. The
Committee deemed his books to be a threat to the Salafi creed because
they “were based on the view of Murji’ah®® in regard to the concept of
iman.”® This is a very serious charge from a Salafi point of view, since
the question of iman is a defining line between Salafis and other Muslim
schools. The shaykhs further advised al-Halabl to “strive to seek

religious knowledge from trustworthy scholars.”® Thus, this case shows

16 Al-Halabt is a famous Jordanian scholar and a prolific writer who played a major
role in the internal disputes amongst the Salafis in the 1990s.

1" By senior scholars, | mean here the older generation of scholars in Saudi Arabia
who were either appointed by the Saudi government to serve as official muftis
(Muslim legal experts who give rulings on religious affairs), or recognised for their
seniority by younger scholars. The scholars appointed by the government of Saudi
Arabia sit either on the Board of Senior Scholars (kay’at kibar al- ‘ulama’) or in the
Permanent Committee for Scientific Research and Legal Verdicts (al-Lajnah al-
Da’imah li al-Buhiith al- ‘ilmiyyah wa al-Ifta’).

18 One of the earliest Islamic sects that emerged around the time of the civil war
between the fourth Caliph “Al1 b. Ab1 Talib (656-661) and his successor Mu‘awiyah
b. AbT Sufyan (661/680). In Salaft literature, the salient feature of Murji’ah is their
exclusion of deeds and actions from the essence of faith. Chapter Four deals in depth
with the views of the Murji’ah

19 A copy of the verdict in Arabic is available at: www.anti-irja.net (accessed
20/04/2013)
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that it would be more accurate to distinguish between the category of
senior scholars who enjoy more respect and acknowledgment amongst all
Salafi proponents and that of the younger generation who may share
some aspects with senior scholars but still have their own distinctive

characteristics as we shall see.

Further, while the term Jihadis is to some extent, self-explanatory, the
other two labels, Purists and Politicos are problematic since they do not
imply distinguishable connotations for the people they are intended to
define. All Salafis consider themselves purists 2 and not all those
labelled politicos are engaged in politics. If we are to take the example
of al-da ‘wah al-Salafiyyah (the Salafi Call) active in Alexandria in
Egypt (DSA),% one finds that before the Egyptian revolution that took
place on 25" of January 2012, this group was concerned only with
nonviolent methods of propagation, purification, and education.?® Also,
the DSA view politics as a diversion that encourages deviancy® a feature
that in accordance with Wiktorowicz’s Anatomy makes them fit into the
category of purists. Yet, DSA were always in disagreement with the
Purist scholars in Egypt such as Tal‘at Zahran (b. 1954) and Muhammad
Raslan (b. 1955) who charge its members of being hizbiyan (partisans), a
derogatory term used by the so-called Purists against the so-called

Politicos.®

An alternative categorisation devised by Omayma Abdel Latiff in Trends
of Salafism,? offers slightly better tools for understanding this diverse

group of people:

2L Other scholars use the term quietists instead of purist to avoid this issue, see:

Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadr; Lav, Daniel, Radical Islam and the Revival of

Medieval Theology, 122

22 A Salafl organisation founded in mid 1970s by several students at the faculty of

medicine at Alexandria University

28 Ghazi, Al-Salafiyyiin fi Misr Md ba ‘d al-Thawrah, (Salafis in Egypt after the

Revolution), Beirut, al-Intishar al- ‘Arabi, 2012, p. 74

% 1hid, p. 79

% See for example http://www.sahab.net/forums/index.php?showtopic=123697

% Omayma Abdel Latiff, “Trends in Salafism,” in Michael Emerson, Kristina Kausch

and Richard Youngs (eds), Islamist Radicalisation: The Challenge for Euro-

Mediterranean Relations, Centre for European Policy Studies, Brussels, 2009, p. 69
10
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a) Al-Salaftyyah al- ‘ilmiyyah, (scholarly Salafism), which is
concerned with the study of the holy text and Islamic
jurisprudence. This is an alternative to the Wiktorowicz’
purists, however, this term is likewise, problematic since the
dedication of time and effort to studying and teaching the
religion is a trademark of all Salafis and can not be considered
a denominator that distinguishes one trend or group from the

rest.

b) Al-Salaftyyah al-harakiyyah, or activist Salafism, which
describes both politically active Salaft groups and those groups
that are not politically active, but which occupy a place in the
public sphere through their engagement in charity and networks
of social support and religious education institutes. This may in
fact be the most suitable category in which to place groups such
as the DSA.

c) Al-Salafiyyah al-jihadiyyah, which concerns itself with armed

conducts as a mean to implement Islamic rule.

Despite its refinements, this categorisation is very similar to that of
Wiktorowicz and hence it suffers from the same inadequacies.

As indicated above, the principal reason for the prevalence of such
imprecise categorisations is the study of the internal Salafi divisions
through the prism of security studies. In fact, this can be said about most
studies on Salafism in general.?” Such studies are mainly concerned with
answering one key political question, that is, why and under what
circumstances certain Salaft groups prioritise militant activism.
However, such single-minded focus is self-defeating, because divisions
within Salafism over politics and violence are primarily caused by
doctrinal disagreements and therefore cannot be adequately explained
from a mere political or social perspective. In fact, what makes Anatomy

of Salafism so influential to this day is that unlike other publications on

2" Meijer, “Introduction,” 2; Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,”
34.
11



this matter, it does touch on some of the Salaft basic doctrinal tenets and
addresses, although partially, some of the doctrinal disagreement over
the takfir of present-day rulers in the Muslim World.

Therefore, there is a need to study and critically analyse, not only the
doctrine of Salafism, but more importantly, its varied interpretations and
understandings within the various contemporary Salafi trends in the light
of modern politics. The present research aims to open a new interpretive
angle to “the anatomy of Salafism,” in two ways: by focusing on the
doctrinal causes of the internal Salafi fragmentations, and accordingly,
re-mapping the proponents of Salafism according to their reactions to

several contemporary political issues.

This study contends that understanding the various stances of the Salafi
proponents and their discourses concerning politics and violence,
requires us to perceive Salafism as an intellectual group that rationalises
its opinions on social and political affairs first and foremost through
their religious doctrine. Indeed, Salafis share a common method of
dealing with the sources of Islam in order to extract religious opinions
about different aspects of religious, social, and political issues. They
eagerly search for religious evidence to justify their positions. A typical
Salafi argument, as Haykal observes, is that “unlike other Muslims,
[they] rely exclusively on sound proof - texts from revelation - as the
basis for their views, and they adduce the relevant verses or traditions
every time they issue a judgment or opinion.” # Thus, studying the
doctrinal causes of the internal divisions within Salafism is an important
step towards achieving a broader, deeper, and most importantly, an
accurate understanding of Salafism in general and the different

tendencies within Salafism in particular.

Aims of the Research and Research Question

The main aim of this research is to offer an alternative insight into

Salafism by pinpointing and identifying the key elements and the

28 Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 36.
12



doctrinal roots of the divergence between the proponents of this
tradition. In doing so, the study develop an analytical framework that
enables a better understanding of the doctrinal diversity within the Salaft
intellectual tradition and how such difference lead to divergent reactions

to contemporary political issues.

In addition to this main aim, the research also has sub-aims that can be

summarised as follows:

- To develop a refined definition of Salafism based on a clear set of

characteristics that distinguish a Salafi from a non-Salaft.

- To examine the different definitions of iman (faith) and kufr
(unbelief) prevalent among Salafis, and the different boundaries

drawn by them in determining when a person ceased to be Muslim;

- To show how Salaft proponents hold opposing stances towards
present-day regimes in the Muslim World, and explain their
justifications for their respective positions;

- To assess the attitude of Salafis towards the status quo in the
Muslim World and study the methods employed by those who are
dissatisfied with it, in order to alter the balance favour of Islam;

and finally,

- To map and explain the conflicting Salafi stances towards politics

and violence.

Hypothesis

In his Anatomy of the Salafi movement, Wiktorowicz hypothesises that
the causes of the dissimilar positions taken by the various Salafi factions
lie in “the inherently subjective nature of applying religion to new issues
and problems.”? Such suggestion implies that divisions within Salafism
are rooted merely, in legal disagreements (ikhtilafat fighiyyah) as

opposed to creed (‘aqidah). This is even clearer when he asserts that

2% Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 208.
13



“The various factions of the Salafi community are united by a common
religious creed.”® In this research, | suggest that although this assertion
proposed by Wiktorowicz is adequate regarding some disagreements such
as the dispute over the permissibility of the use of suicide attacks in
wars, creedal divergence has also played a major role in the internal

splits.
The present research raises three hypotheses:

(1) My first hypothesis is that the primary cause of the internal
Salafi conflicts can be attributed, directly or indirectly, to one
particular creedal issue, namely, the relationship between one’s
outwardly actions and iman.

(it)  In addition to the role of doctrine, | also argue for the key role
of outstanding religious figures in creating a sharp sense of
communal identity amongst his followers. The result, in such
cases, Is the acceptance of the leader’s opinions as the truth
and rejection all other opposing views.

(iti) My third hypothesis serves as a test case to the first, by proving
that the prestigious status enjoyed by Shaykh al-Albani (1914-
1999) amongst Salafi proponents, have led some proponents of
Salafism to adopt and develop his religious opinions over
politics, and this tendency played a major role in setting up the

first steps for the divisions.

Significance of the Study

There are many reasons that make a doctrinally aware study of internal
Salafi disputes over politics very significant. Firstly, a study of Salafism
is timely, given that Salafi ideas and beliefs have become widespread
inside and outside the Muslim World in the last few decades, reportedly

making it one of the fastest growing forms of Islam in the world.® The

% 1bid

31 According to several media sources, the German domestic intelligence service

annual report dating from 2010 stated that Salafism was the fastest growing Islamic
14



significance of Salafism became obvious in the aftermath of the Arab
Spring, when it emerged as one of the big contributing factors in the
politics of the region.* In order to comprehend the current political
developments in the region, one must study and scrutinise all political
players including the Salafis who are likely to play a significant role

there.

Additionally, what also has become more apparent after the Arab Spring
is the existence of various and even contradicting Salafi views on
politics. Awareness of such variety has only added to the persistent
ambiguity surrounding Salafism in general. Scholars and specialist
observers often find it hard to distinguish between the different Salafi
groups, let alone the media and ordinary people. Studying and
understanding the Salafi divisions is therefore not only important, but
essential in order to achieve clarity of understanding regarding this
powerful set of actors.

Moreover, doctrine is the central plank of Salafi claim to authority.
According to some observers, the popularity of Salafism and its appeal
to a wide range of Muslims inside and outside the Muslim World is due
to its claim of authenticity and “its seemingly limitless ability to cite
scripture to back these up.” * Salafi proponents often insist that the
legality of stances towards religious, political, and social affairs lies in
the evidences of the religious texts (i.e. Quran and sunnah) backing such
stance and not in the scholar defending them. Given this, it is essential
to fill the gap in our knowledge of Salafi doctrine, and of the connection

between their doctrines and their deeply divided politics.

Finally, this research analyses some important materials that have not been addressed in
existing scholarship on takfir of the ruler who does not rule by shari‘ah. Some scholars,

such as al-Halabi, have been overlooked in recent works on the subject while his role in

movement in the world. See:
http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2012/04/12/207289.html (accessed 12/05/2013)
% 1n 2012 parliamentary elections in Egypt, Salafl political parties captured 25
percent of the vote
3 “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” p. 36
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intra-Salafi debates is pivotal in the sense that it triggered robust responses from across
the Salafi spectrum. Some academic work engage with al-Halabi to some degree but
none of them had access to the now very rare first edition of his heavily criticised book
al-Takdir. An analysis of its contents will markedly shift our understanding of the
debates that ensued on zman and kufr after the publication of his work. Similarly, in
conducting this research, I consulted the original dissertation of al-Hawali in addition to
the edited version of that work in a later publication (that other scholars have had to
reply on). The significance of consulting the original is that it has no mention of the

criticisms levelled against al-Albani, as opposed to the published version.

Sources and Methodology

This study is based, mainly, on library and archival research. The data
analysed here consists largely of the writing, speeches and other
publications modern and contemporary Salafi scholars on the different
subjects discussed. The material studied includes books, articles,
recorded or transcribed sermons and the religious verdicts of many
prominent Salafi scholars obtained from the worldwide web and
collected during a fieldwork conducted in Egypt and Jordan. Salafis are
very active online and they make extensive use of new media
technologies as a tool of education as well as a form of da ‘wah
(preaching). The results of these online activities are reflected in the
availability of an overwhelming amount of information, which one can
easily access from anywhere in the world. On Salafi websites, thousands
of books, forums of discussions, lectures, and other kinds of digital
material are made available to all readers. One significant source base of
this research is an extensive survey of such online sources, in Arabic and
English languages, with a focus on material dealing with politics and
violence. That said, | have been aware of the dubious and precarious
nature of information obtained from the worldwide web, and attempted
to mitigate these problems by relying only on the official websites of
prominent scholars such as www.binbaz.org.sa/ of the former mufti of
Saudi Arabia ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Baz (1910-1999), or of a particular
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group such as www.anasalafy.com/ of al-Da‘wah al-Salafiyyah in

Alexandria.

There are also websites that offer (mostly written) material of like-
minded Salafis such as the website of Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi

www.tawhed.ws, which to my knowledge offers the largest amounts of

material authored by those that Wiktorowicz would label as Jihadis.
There are other websites that represent anti-Jihadi views such as

www.sahab.net and www.kulalSalafiyeen.com/vb/. Both categories of

websites usually have links to other “trusted” websites, which present
similar views. These links have proved useful to this research for
grouping like-minded websites and scholars, even if like-mindedness
does not necessarily imply identity of political opinion. Of course,
relying on online material, especially that of the Jihadis does come with
the risk of the unpredictable closure of these websites. The website of
al-Maqdist for instance, was shut down many times in the past few years.
To overcome this problem, all material related to his research was
downloaded and saved as soon as it was discovered, as a precautionary

measure.

In addition to modern and contemporary primary sources, the study also,
makes use of classical sources that are frequently cited in the Salaft
material, such as the works of Ibn Taymiyyah (1263-1328) and lbn al-
Qayyim (1292-1350). Other primary classical works are also, referred to
such as the sources of tafsir al-Quran (exegesis of Quran) and hadith
(the Prophetic tradition). Most of these books are available in PDF

format and can be downloaded from the website www.wagfeya.com,

which is arguably, the largest online library compiling primary Sunni

sources.

Further, the majority of the material studied here is in Arabic. As a
native speaker and trained teacher of Arabic language, | have been able
to rely read them myself, and all quotations used from such texts in this
thesis are my own translations. However, in some cases, | have also used

English language translations of primary sources that are made available
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online by English speaking Salafis, though, at times slight modifications
to these translations are made in order to elucidate certain points.

In addition to the primary sources, the researcher also, looks at works on
Salafism produced by academic scholars. Although, studies on the Salafi
doctrine in general are rare, there has been some great works on Salafism

in the last few years, which can help the purpose of this research.

The research for this thesis began with preliminary reading of the
available primary sources dealing with politics and violence, in order to
develop a general sense of their content. These works often take the form
of statement and counter statement, thus revealing the title of the book
or the name of the person they intend to refute or support. By collating
this information, and by exploring the lines of debate, it was possible
firstly, to identify the main active leading figures involved in the intra-
Salafi disputes and secondly, to define the central themes and questions
of these disputes. This information provided a foundation for the

following stages of the research.

In the next phase of the research, in addition to taking observations
during fieldwork, 1 divided Salafis into four distinctive groups:
traditional or senior scholars, Loyalists, Activists, and Jihadis. The
purpose of such classification was not to lose sight of the heterogeneity
and overlaps in such groups in matters of politics; it was intended as a
preliminary framework for understanding and analysing that complexity
within Salafism. As per my preliminary classification, the groups are as

follows:

The Senior * ‘wlama’: This group includes the older generation of
scholars who are recognised for their religious knowledge across the
Salafi spectrum. At the apex of this category are three important

scholars: the Syrian scholar Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, and two

31 have categorised these scholars separately as “Senior” for two main reasons: (i)
the scholars in this category belong to an older generation and their status as great,
knowledgeable scholars is recognised by all factions across Salafism; (ii) the
scholars in this category have not directly engaged in these debates and were not the
subject of accusations by the other groups (Jihadi, Activist and Loyalist).

18



Saudi scholars ‘Abd al-"Aziz Ibn Baz (1910-1999), and Muhammad Salih
Ibn al-"Uthaymin (1925-2001).

The focus of the Senior scholars is mainly on religious education and the
purification of religious creed and practice. Some of them spend their
entire lives in teaching classes covering a number of religious subjects
such as creed, jurisprudence (figh), Quran exegesis (tafsir), and science
of tradition (musralah al-hadith). Broadly speaking, the Senior scholars
do not engage in political activities and believe that violence and
protests are not permissible. These scholars are not engaged directly in
the intra-Salafi disputes, though the views of some of them on the

disputed matters are known and available in their writings and sermons.

The Loyalists: Members of this group are extremely loyal to present day
states and call for an absolute subservience to present political authority.
This trend is also known by other labels such as Madkhalis or Jamis.®
The key characteristic of this trend is their opposition to any form of
political activism against the state in the Muslim World of the present
day. They deem any overt criticism against the ruler to be a sign of
deviation from what they call the correct method of Salafism (al-manhaj
al-salaft al-sahth). They argue that the correct Salafi method of
opposing any un-Islamic policies is by giving the rulers advice in
private. Revolutions, demonstrations, and overt opposition to authority
are a kind of sedition (fitnah) that only leads to civil strife. However,
this position towards the state does not mean that they are totally
pacifist, “but rather obedience-minded people who would not hesitate to
engage in armed warfare if given the order to do so by the ruler” as

Haykal argues.®

The Jihadis or Jihadi-Salafis: If the Loyalists are at one end of the
Salafi spectrum, the Jihadis sit on the absolute opposite end. The
adherents of this orientation have been the main focus of most research

and media coverage. They are “those Salafis who believe that jihad

% Expressing an attribution to the Salafi scholars Rabi‘ Ibn Hadi al-Madkhali (b.
1931) and Muhammad Aman al-Jami (1930-1995) respectively
% «On the nature of Salafi thought,” p. 49
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should not just be waged against invading or aggressive non-Muslim
enemies but should also be used in a revolutionary way against the

“apostate” rulers in their own midst.”¥

The Activists (al-harakiyyian): These are also referred to as Sakwis by
some scholars, such as Lacroix in his study on Saudi Arabia, or as
Politicos in Wiktorowicz’s Anatomy. This tendency consists of a wide
range of Salafis, whose common feature is their overt opposition to
present-day rulers in the Muslim World while stopping short of
sanctioning armed rebellion. This tendency includes (i) those who are
directly involved in political activism, participating in elections and
parliaments such as the members of al-Nar Party in Egypt, and (ii) those
who are not directly involved in politics but nonetheless, are known for

their opposition to the state.

Further, as mentioned beforehand, most of the studies on the internal
Salaft disputes have looked at their political activism. The first phase of
this research identified further political topics that have been subject to
disputation inside the Salaft School. These disputed topics are dealt with
separately in order to answer the main question of this research: what are
the doctrinal causes of the internal Salafi disputes over politics and

violence?

Under each of these topics, a descriptive approach is used to identify the
points of agreement amongst Salafis and when necessary, to distinguish
Salafis from non-Salafis. For identify agreements, | refer to the works
and statements of those scholars who are regarded as authoritative by all
Salafi proponents, such as: Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Ibn Ibrahim and al-
Shanqiti. In turn, authoritative figures are identified by an exhaustive
survey of Salafi polemical works (as discussed above), in which the
opinions of the most respected scholars are quoted to bolster the author’s
opinion. However, for the purposes of brevity, |1 only refer to only one or
two of such leading scholars every time | evaluate the convergence or

deviance of any Salaft text from the norm.

" Wagemakers, 4 Quietist Jihadi, p. 9
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After establishing what unites Salafis with regards to a topic, the main
elements of disagreement are identified and the doctrinal grounds of
dispute are analysed.

With regards to divergences, the study uses samples (from a book or
from various publications of a scholar) bearing a range of different
views on the topic. For instance, regarding the question of manmade
laws, | rely mainly on the writings of al-Halabi and al-‘Anbari® to
determine the position of the Salafi opinion that advocates the
legitimacy of present day rulers. The reason for choosing these two is
because their works on this question seem to be the main references on
which most debates on the subject are based. Even in English language
Salafi websites, the majority of online debates rely heavily on them to

determine their position.®

Scope and Limitations

If one closely examines the modern history of Salafism and studies the
religious opinions of certain Salafi figureheads such as al-Albani and Ibn
Baz, it becomes apparent that opposing opinions and disagreements over
various matters have always existed. However, as the title of this
research suggests, this study deals exclusively with disagreements over
maters related to politics and violence in contemporary Salafism. Hence,

disagreements over non-political questions are not addressed here.

The study also focuses on three countries, namely, Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
and Jordan. The reason for choosing these three countries is that Saudi
Arabia and Egypt have played key roles in the emergence and the
development of modern Salafism. As for Jordan, although it did not
enjoy the same role as the other two countries, it has become a key
player after 1980 when al-Albani moved there. Additionally, Jordan is

% An Egyptian scholar who taught for some time in Saudi Arabia. | could not find
his date of birth.
% See for example: www.Salafimanhaj.com; www.Salafipublications.com (accessed
22/05/2013)
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the base for one of the most important figures in the intra-salafi debates,

namely al-Halabf.

Another limitation to this research is its timeframe. This research is
looking at intra-Salafi disputes during the 1990s starting from the lIraqi

invasion of Kuwait.

Thesis Outline

Chapter One defines Salafism as a concept and describes its main
characteristics as a school of thought and as an approach to Islamic
sources that distinguish Salafism from other Sunni interpretational
traditions. In doing so it aims to answer the following questions: what
does the term Salafi stands for; and consequently, who can be identified
as Salafi? Also, this introductory chapter aims to differentiate
Wahhabism from Salafism and investigate whether the two terms refer to
the same form of religious perception and practice. As part of defining
Salafism, the study tries to answer whether it can be considered as an
enlightened reform school aiming for the revival and progress of Islam
and Muslim societies in the modern era, similar to the well-known

movement of Muhammad ‘Abduh.

Chapter Two examines opposing Salafi views on obedience towards
contemporary leaders who rule according to manmade laws and not the
shart ‘ah. 1t offers a detailed overview of the doctrinal grounds provided
by proponents of the various Salafi opinions regarding the desired stance
towards the present day rulers in the Muslim World. In this connection,
it studies the conditions they propose—in terms of actions and duties—
that must be fulfilled by the ruler in order to be legitimate; as well as the
religious verdicts on obeying the leaders who rule according to rules
other than shari‘ah. The importance of these issues derives from two
points. First, they have been directly or indirectly the main cause of all
fractions within Salafism. Secondly, the stance of each group towards
present states is rooted in their theoretical approach towards the
conditions of legitimacy.
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Chapter Three deals with the divisions amongst the Salafis on whether
or not the adoption of manmade laws as a system for legislation and
governing is sinful enough to declare rakfir on present-day rulers. It
attempts to investigate the opposing views on this issue and discuss the

religious evidences given by each party in order to justify their view.

Additionally, the chapter examines the views of modern and
contemporary senior scholars whose authority is recognised by all
Salafis engaging in these debates on this issue. It reveals how the lack of
explicit and detailed views on the question of manmade laws by those
authoritative scholars has led the younger generation of Salafis to differ

over their actual positions concerning this question.

The chapter concludes that the pro-takfir view concerning this issue was
the prevalent position amongst senior scholars and that al-Albani was the
first recognised Senior Scholar to express a different and more

restrictive view.

In an aim to find the common grounds that unite all Salafi tendencies
regarding the concept of takfir, Chapter Four, firstly provides a
comprehensive account of the general Salafi understanding of the these
terms and the answers they give to the aforementioned questions. Here,
only the works of those scholars, who enjoy an authoritative status
across the Salafl spectrum, will be considered for analysis. This includes
both classical and contemporary scholars of such as Ibn Taymiyya
(1263-1328), Ibn Qayyim (1292-1350), and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-
1792).

Secondly, the chapter explores the fragmentations and conflicts among
the various Salafi groups concerning these concepts. Thus, the second
part aims to explore some of the salient debates within contemporary
Salafi groups and scholars regarding the definition of iman and kufr and
highlight the doctrinal evidences on which each group rely in their
argument against their opposition. Establishing the above should help the
researcher and the reader alike to grasp how the concept of takfir
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(labelling someone as unbeliever) is addressed by the various Salaft

groups engaging in these debates.

Chapter Five examines the accusations of irja’ aimed at the senior
Salafi scholar al-Albani by a number of Salafis. In particular, it focuses
on the critiques raised by the promonent Activist scholar al-Hawali in
his book Zahirat al-Irja’ and how these accusations of irja’ became a
conviction amongst many Salafis that al-Albani held non-Salafi views on
iman and takfir. This chapter aims to highlight the main doctrinal
reasons behind these accusations and attempts to assess the views of this
eminent scholar on this issue. The chapter reveals that one of the main
reasons for these accusations stems from al-Albani’s use of certain
religious terms which is different to the conventional Salafi usage in
Saudi Arabia.

The Conclusion Chapter concludes the research by highlighting and
summarising the most important findings gained throughout the thesis. It
will reflect on the importance of doctrine and more specifically the
relationship between iman and action in determining the divergences in

political stances among the various Salafi trends.
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Chapter Two: Background and Context

Defining Salafism

Despite the great interest given in recent years by academics, journalists
and policy makers to Salafism, “relieving some of the confusion that
beclouds the term continues to prove difficult.”! This confusion has led
many of those interested in this relatively new field of research to blend
Salafism with Islamism, radical Islam, militant Islam, political Islam,
and the Muslim Brotherhood under one single phenomenon.? One of the
main reasons for Salafism being so ambiguous and difficult to define is
its fragmentation and the ongoing disputes taking place between its
proponents over various matters related to politics and violence. For this
reason, this study proposes to define Salafism by identifying its key
denominators and by isolating characteristics that distinguish Salafis
from other Muslims. By doing so, it will provide a minimal and broad
definition that can help to distinguish a non-Salafi Muslim from a
Salaft.®

Starting from an etymological perspective, Salafism (in Arabic,
Salafryyah) derives from the Arabic word salaf, which means that which
has passed or preceded.* The word salaf is used in both Quran and hadith
in this linguistic connotation. The verse reads: “And We made them (the
people of Pharaoh) a precedent (salafan) and an example to later

generations.” ®* Also in a long hadith reported in Sakih Muslim, the

! Lauziére, "The Construction of Salafiyya," 369.
2 See for instance: Fradkin, "The History and Unwritten Future of Salafism.”
3 Some scholars such as Haykel and Nadza (in her article in German “Salafismus”)
have also acknowledged the need for a definition of the term Salafism that does not
focus entirely on its political dimensions and dismisses its theological origins. Their
work provides a good starting point for further investigation, but my work here
offers a more refined definition. For example, Haykel argues that the
excommunication of Muslims who do not perform their religious duties is
distinctively Salafi. However, as I show in the fourth chapter of this study below,
the concept of belief in Salafi theological writings is more complex than that. See:
Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 40.
4Wehr, Hans, and J. Milton Cowan. A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 422
5 Quran, 43:56.
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Prophet says to his daughter Fatimah: “...So fear Allah and be patient.

And | am the best salaf for you.”®

As such, our ancestors who have preceded us are our salaf and we are the
salaf of those who come after us. Based on this meaning, the word salaf
is used in the Islamic context to refer to: (i) all scholars who have
preceded the person using the word, this being the pure etymological
=connotation. (ii) The first three generation of Muslims, including the
companions of Prophet Muhammad (sakabah), those who met them and
learnt Islam directly from them (tabi‘in) and the generation that learnt
Islam directly from the tabi‘in. These three generations also known as
al-salaf al-salih (pious ancestors) have always enjoyed a venerated
status in Sunni Islam throughout Islamic history. This status owes to the
famous fadith “The best of my people are my generation, then those who
come after them, then those who come after them. Then there will be
people whose testimony will come before their oath, and their oath

before their testimony.””’

Based on this fhadith, Salafis argue that since those first three
generations of Muslims had first-hand experience of the emergence of
Islam and have been praised by the Prophet, therefore they should be
held as a model for the way in which Muslims should live their lives.
Wagemakers correctly observes that for this reason, the Salafis as “try to
emulate the “pious predecessors” as closely and in as many spheres of
life as possible and construct their beliefs, their behaviour and their
reading of the sources of Islam to further that goal.”® The result of this
approach is a distinctive form of engagement with the world® that ought
to make it very easy, to identify a Salafi based merely on certain outer
behaviours and outlook. A typical Salafi for instance, would have a
relatively a longer beard than other Muslims. Also men and women

Salafis can be identified by their dress, which, in many cases, is distinct

6 Sahih Muslim, 2/1146.

" Sahih Al-Bukhari, 2/1335; Sahih Muslim, 2/1177-1178.

8 Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi, 4.

® Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 35.
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to their societal environments. Salafi men are usually committed to
wearing mid-calf Gallabiyyah whenever it is possible and women often
wear baggy robes with some of them veiling their faces.

Having said that, it must be noted that the desire to follow the first three
generations is not confined to the Salafis, but it has always been present
in Sunni Islam. For this reason one finds the opponents of Salafism
firmly refuse to make the term Salafism “a distinctive tag to incorporate

one particular faction of Muslims.”*

What really distinguishes Salafis from non-Salafis in this connection is
that the former do not just perceive these three generations as a mere
blessed era in Islam but they also contend that their interpretation of
Islam, modelled on that era, is the only true interpretation. Any other
interpretation after the salaf is a prohibited innovation. This view is
based on their interpretation of another famous tradition in which the
Prophet says that the community will divide into seventy-three sects only
one of which would be on the true path/ correct/correctly guided. When
asked to describe that one true sect, he replied that they would be those
who followed his path and the path of his companions. In Salafi
literature, this sect is often referred to as al-firqah al-najiyah (the saved
group) or al-ta’ifah al-mansiarah (the victorious group), which is also,

by extension, the Salafi term of self-description.

Although Salafis emphasise adherence to the Quran and #hadith, and
argue for direct access to them, they contend that this alone is not
enough for one to be on the path that the Prophet marked as being the
true/correct one. One must in addition, adhere to these scriptural texts
based on how they were interpreted by the salaf. After all, the salaf
learnt Islam directly from the Prophet and his companions; therefore

they were better equipped to interpret the tenets of Islam accurately.

10 Al-Biti, al-Salafiyyah Marhalah Zamaniyyah Mubarakah 1a Madhhab Islami, 13.
1 Bakr, Malamih Ra’isiyyah li al-Manhaj al-Salafi, 26-29.
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This reasoning echoes that of the prominent companion Ibn ‘Abbas in his
famous debate*® with the Khawarij @It is reported that following their
secession from the army of the fourth Caliph “Ali, Ibn ‘Abbas asked for
the latter’s permission to go to their camp in order to debate with them.
According to Sunni sources, the debate resulted in the repentance of
about a third of the Khawarij.*

Ibn “Abbas started his debate by pointing to the fact that none of the
companions of the Prophet was within the Khawarij camp. He argued
that just this fact on its own should cast doubt about the legitimacy of
the Khawarij position. He states: “I have come to you from amongst the
Companions of the Prophet, the muhajiran, and the ansar so that I may
inform you of what they say.” Then after conceptualising the dispute as
the understanding of the Khawarij vis-a-vis the understanding of the
sahabah, he goes on to explain/argue why the understanding of the
sahabah is more likely to be accurate than those who came after them.
Ibn ‘Abbas reasons: “since it is upon them (sakabah) that the Quran was
sent down, they are more knowledgeable about the revelation than you, it

was revealed amongst them, and there is none of them amongst you.”?®

As we shall see, such venerated reports of war-time factional disputes,
from the early days of Islam, is used by the Salafis of the present day to
construct sharp boundaries of their identity, and also to
uncompromisingly condemn all others who do not conform to the
standards they set themselves. In that process of self-definition and self-
legitimation, some of the principal concepts deployed by the Salafis are
tawhid, bid ‘ah. The next section presents the main characteristics that

distinguish Salafism from other Muslims.

2 For a detailed Salafi account on this story see: Mawqif al-Sakabah min al-
Khawarij. Available at: www.dorar.net (accessed 23/12/2015)
13 The Khawarij were one of the earliest Islamic sects that emerged around the time
of the first civil war (656-661 c.e.) Initially, they supported the army of the fourth
Caliph against his foes then seceded his army as a rejection of his decision to accept
arbitration with the opponents.
14 1bid.
15 1bid.
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The Concept of Tawhid

The notion of tawhid plays a central role in the teachings of Salafism
since it is regarded as the central foundation of Islam.* According to the
Salafts, it is essential to understand this notion and to realise that it is
not only the first duty incumbent upon all Muslims but also the very

reason for the existence of this universe and everything in it."

Aiming to recreate the purified Muslim society of the first three
generations of Islam, Salafis recurrently place great emphasis on the
concept of tawhid. For doing so, they base their arguments on the
teaching of many medieval scholars as well as the writings of
eighteenth-century scholar and preacher Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
and his disciples. A good example of this emphasis is reflected in the
immense quantity of Salafis commentaries upon and studies dedicated to
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s Kitab al- Tawhid.*®

In order to explain the essential components of this concept, Salafi
scholars divide tawhid into categories; some proposing two categories,
and others three, the tripartite division being most common among

contemporary Salafis. These categories are:

(1) Tawhid al-rubuabiyyah, literally means the Oneness of God in His
Lordship. This category implies a firm and definite belief that Almighty
God alone is the Creator, the Master and Owner, and the Command is for
none but Him. In Salafi teachings, this type of tawhid is not emphasised
quite as vigorously as two other types, ironically because they believe
that very few people disagree that God is the sole creator of the
universe. They are also aware that subscription to this type of tawhid is
not, in itself sufficient, for even Arab polytheists at the time of the
Prophet Muhammad believed in this type of tawhid but that did not
prevent them from being classified as polytheists. * Thus, although

%6 Al-Juhani, Ahammiyyat Dirasat al-Tawhid, 21 and 83-96
7 1hid, 50-54
18 For a list of some of the available works on this book see: Al-Shaya“, ‘Inayat al-
‘Ulama’ bi Kitab al-Tawhid.
¥ Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 25.
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affirming tawhid al-rubiabiyyah is a requirement for Muslims, the SalafTs

do not believe it to be the main reason why Allah sent His messengers.?

(i) Tawhid al-asma’ wa al-sifat (the Oneness of God’s names and
attributes): this type of tawhid requires Muslims to affirm the names and
attributes which have been affirmed for Him in the Quran and the
Prophetic traditions without takrif (distortion), ta ‘ti/ (denial), ta’'wil
(allegory), or tamthil (likening) of their literal meanings. This type of
tawhid pertains to certain expressions found in the texts of the Quran
and the hadith—that attribute or seem to attribute human traits to God—
upon which there have been intense and unresolved disputes amongst
Muslims scholars throughout Islamic history. To this day, the dispute
over how Muslims should approach these passages is still disputed

resulting in accusations and counter-accusations of misguidance.

On the one hand, there are the Ash‘ari and Maturidi schools of thought
to which arguably the vast majority of scholars in the Muslim world
adhere. These schools firmly avoid the literal meaning of these
expressions championing instead a method of metaphorical interpretation
(ta’wil). This approach is founded on the Quranic verse “there is nothing
like (mithl) Him, and He is the All-hearer, the All-Seer.”# This verse,
they argue, requires that one must eliminate any anthropomorphic
elements from God. Thus, all texts bearing a possible anthropomorphic
meaning should not be interpreted literally but understood
metaphorically.? As such, “God’s hand stands for His power and His
sitting® on the Throne means His rule over the world”# rather than literal

seeing and sitting in a human fashion.

2 Al al-Shaykh, Fath al-Majid, 16.
2 Quran, 42:11
2 Al-Bayjuri, Hashiyat al-Imam al-Bayjiri ‘ala Jawharat al-Tawhid, 157.
2 Using the word sitting for istawa is a problematic for both Salafis and their
opponents. The Salafis usually use the word ‘al/a (to rise) and the Ash‘aris use
istawla (to seize). See: al-"Uthaymin, al-Qawa ‘id al-Muthla {1 sifat Allah wa
Asma’ih al-husna; al-Bayjuri, Hashiyat al-Imam al-Bayjiri ‘ala Jawharat al-Tawhid.
2 Abrahamov, “The Bi-La Kayfa Doctrine and its Foundations in Islamic Theology,”
365.
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The Salafis on the other hand, contend that God should be described
literally (‘ala al-haqiqah) as He describes Himself and as the Prophet
describes Him, without further investigation to the modality of these
attributes (bi la kayf). In their view, the affirmation of the literal
meaning of God’s attributes does not entail likening Him to created
beings because they belong to the knowledge of the unseen (‘ilm al-
ghayb). This kind of knowledge is beyond human comprehension,
theories, and analogies. Thus, one must accept these attributes without
ascribing corporeal qualities to God, neither denying them, nor
interpreting them metaphorically.? This method is in accordance with
what Abrahamov describes as the orthodox stance adopted by Ibn
Hanbal, Ibn Qutaybah (d.889) and more interestingly al-Ash‘art (d. 935),

the founder of the school of Ash‘aris.?

The Salafis certainly, do not disagree with Abrahamov’s observation as
they do argue that their approach is based on the creed of these early
salaft scholars vis-a-vis these texts. To support their stance, Salafis
often cite a statement attributed to the founder of the second school of
law: Malik b. Anas (d. 795). He was asked about the Quranic verse; “The
Most Gracious (Allah) rose over (istawa) the Throne.”? It is reported
that the questioner asked kayfa istawa (how did He rise)? To which

Malik answered:

“Al-istiwa is not unknown (ghayr majhul), but the state is not intelligible
(al-kayf ghayr ma ‘qul). The belief in it is an obligatory (al-iman bih
wajib), and questioning it is a reprehensible innovation (al-su’al ‘anh
bid ‘ah).”*

It is due to these two distinct approaches that the Salafis have been

accused of believing in anthropomorphism and at times labelled by some

of their opponents as mushabbihah (assimilators) and mujassimah

%5 Al-‘Uthaymin, al-Qawa ‘id al-Muthla fi sifat Allah wa Asma’ih al-husna, 35.

% Abrahamov, Anthropomorphism and Interpretation of the Quran in the Theology of

Al-Qasim Ibn Ibrahim, 6.

2" Quran, 20:5

8 Al-‘Uthaymin, al-Qawa ‘id Al-Muthla ft sifat Allah wa Asma’ih al-husna, 36-37.
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(anthropomorphist or corporealists). In return, the Ash‘aris and
Maturidis are considered by the Salafis to be mu’awwilah—those who

improperly use allegorical interpretations for God’s attributes.

Notably, despite their intellectual connection with Wahhabism, this type
of tawhid is given a much greater emphasis in contemporary Salafism,
compared to that given to it by Ibn "Abd al-Wahhab and his students.
Similarly, the significance of this type of tawhid tends to be greater out
outside Saudi Arabia than it is inside the kingdom. This can be attributed
to the changing nature of challenges facing Salafism historically and
geographically. Undeniably, despite the fact that Salafism is growing
rapidly, Ash‘aris and Maturidis are still dominant forces outside Saudi
Arabia. Also, historically the different stances over the question of
God’s attributes are arguably amongst the greatest causes for disputes
and sectarian debates between the scholars of these schools. Thus this
emphasis reflects contextual challenges faced by the Salafis, and their
attempts to counter the theological arguments presented by scholars of

other schools.

Having said that, it must be noted that despite the importance given to
this type of tawhid in their teachings, Salafis do not consider failing to
adhere to their interpretation of this type of tawhid to be kufr as is the
case in the next type. Those engaging in allegorical or metaphorical
interpretations of God’s attributes are classified as innovators
(mubtadi ‘ah), which is pejorative term used in Islamic context against

deviant Muslims, but not quite as damning as kafir.

(iti) Tawhid al-uliahiyyah: this type implies singling out God alone for
all worship. It requires not worshipping anything along with Him,
whether it be an angel, a Prophet, a pious person, a tree, a stone, the sun,
the moon, or any other created being.? It also entails that there should be
no intermediaries between the worshipper and God. This type is the most
important of them all as it is not only the decisive factor to determine
who is a believer, but also places one’s blood (that is, life) and property,

2% Al-‘Uthaymin, Fatawa al- ‘Uthaymin 1/18-19
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under God’s protection, ensuring civil rights. Most of the writings of Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab and his students are devoted to the definition and
explanation of this type of tawhid. The Salafi understanding of this type
of tawhid is also the main reason for the charges in Muslim polemics
against the Salafis in general and the Wahhabis in particular; that is, that

they are following the same misguided path as the Khawarij.*®

The Salafis believe that the failure in singling out God in His ‘uliahiyyah
results in shirk (polytheism), the opposite of tawhid. Etymologically,
shirk expresses the notion of association or partnership. As a term, shirk
denotes associating partners with God in His lordship, or worshipping
Him. Theoretically speaking, since Islam is a monotheistic religion, all
Muslims advocate the concept of God’s oneness. All Muslims hold that
any practice that implies worshiping anything other than God constitutes
polytheism. After all, the oneness of God is embedded in the declaration
of faith that requires Muslims to believe in one God without a partner

and that He should be worshipped alone.

However, what sets the Salafis apart from the others with regard to this
concept is not only this tripartite typology but most importantly their
expansive definition of worship. This is to say, from a Salafi perspective
the meaning of worship is not confined to performing the more apparent
ritual practices such as prayers and fasting but it is expanded to include
types of veneration and supplication. Because they believe that tawhid
al-rububiyyah is not enough to grant one a status of Muslim, shirk, in
their view, encompasses far more than the obvious practices of idolatry
and denial of the oneness of God. Many popular practices such as the
veneration and supplication of holy trees, tombs, sacred sites and the
intercession of saints that is very present in Sufism and popular Islam,
are all seen as a form of worship that entail attributing associates to
God. In this regard, the stance adopted by the Salafis is more extreme

than that of other Muslims who are more tolerant towards such practices.

%0 Abou EI Fadl, Khaled M., The Great Theft: Wrestling Islam from the Extremists,
59
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Indeed, most non-Salafi scholars argue against the Salafis that the
proclamation of the declaration of faith should be sufficient to assure
one’s status as a Muslim. For them, these practices, though reprehensible
and sinful, they do not suffice to declare kufr on those who still carry

out the core Islamic commandments.

Non-Salafi scholars not only disagree with the Salafi understanding of
tawhid but also strongly oppose their typology to the extent of likening
it to the Christian trinity. Al-Tandid bi man ‘addada al- tawhid is
arguably the most famous contemporary book in this genre. Its author
Hasan b. "Ali al-Saqqaf, who is known for his robust opposition to
Salafism in general and al-AlbanT in particular, explains why he believes
that the Salafi typology of tawhid does not fit with the notion of
Salafism. The basis of his argument is the fact that this typology in itself
is a “reprehensible innovation that [only] appeared in the eighth century
of hijrah (13'™"),”* this being a reference to Ibn Taymiyyah. According to
Al-Saqqaf, the main purpose for this typology is to allow Salafis to
pronounce takfir on those who do not agree with them. Al-Saqqaf
strongly disapproves the distinction between tawhid al-rubiabiyyah and
al-"ulahiyyah. He stresses that the Salafi notion that the polytheists
believed in the lordship of God is totally wrong, misguided, and based
on a shallow perceptive. The polytheists, he argues, did not believe at all
in the existence of God and for this reason they were asked in the Quran
to contemplate and ponder on their surroundings that are proofs for His
existence and lordship. 2 Thus those who subscribe to tawhid al-

rububiyyah are indeed distinct from polytheists, and are Muslims.

It is worth noting here, that unlike the Salafis, their opponents in general
and Al-Saqqaf in particular hold that the grounds for identifying shirk
cannot be an act in itself but the belief behind it: if someone believes
that that something else enjoys a trait of His lordship, then, and then

only does that person commit shirk. Thus, according to Al-Saqqaf mere

81 Al-Saqqaf, Al-Tandid bi man ’addada al- tawhid, 8
%2 Quran, 88:17-20; 2:164
34



acts of veneration such as cringing and prostrating before a tomb of a
Prophet or a saint and calling for help are not forms of worship. Though
he concedes that these acts may well mean worship, and that people may
use words that equate such acts with worship, yet in proper Islamic
sense, such acts can be considered worship only when done out of the
specific belief that the venerated person or object —be it a Prophet or

saint or something else—possesses a divine quality.

Innovation in Islam

Based on a number of scriptural texts,® Sunni Muslims believe that Islam
is the final message from God and it is complete. Hence, they believe
that any act of worship without a sound scriptural reference is a
prohibited bid‘ah (literally, innovation, but meaning deviance). The
committing of bid ‘ah in matters of religion is a deviant act, since it is an
implicit statement that Islam as revealed to the Prophet was not
complete. ® Further, in Islamic terminology, bid‘ah is the opposite of
sunnah % and it can be a modification to an already existing
procedure/method of worship, such as reciting the Quran aloud in the
afternoon prayer or extending the time of fasting during Ramadan to
midnight. It can also be an invention of a completely new ritual practice

or belief such as adding a sixth prayer to the five prescribed prayers.

However, the Salafi conception of bid ‘ah is more restrictive than that of
most of non-Salafi Muslims. As Lauziére says, the Salafi approach
“narrows the scope of acceptable Islamic practice, and they remain wary

of extra scriptural influences and sources of knowledge in religious

% |bid, 5:3
3 Zaman, Iftikhar . "Bid ‘ah.” In The Oxford Encyclopaedia of the Modern Islamic
World. , edited by John L. Esposito. Oxford Islamic Studies Online,
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236MIW/e0113 (accessed 20-Apr-
2015).
% In Islamic context, sunnah has several meanings. It is used for the Prophetic
hadith as in contrast with Quran when distinguishing textual sources. It is also used
in legal context to indicate that an act is recommended and not wajib (obligatory).
The third usage is the one intended here; here Sunna means tradition, in the sense of
that which is the opposite of innovation.
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matters.” % Because of the Salafis’ strict approach to bid ‘ah, they
consider some popular ritual practices such as the celebration of the
Prophet Muhammad’s birthday (mawlid) and certain modes of collective
chanting or dhikr (literally, mention; implying ritual mentioning of God)
as reprehensible innovations. These practices represent the hallmark of
Suft ritual and have been practiced for centuries. Despite this, the
Salafis believe that they were not part of the practice of the first three
generations after the Prophet, but only subsequently added by the Sufis,
along with other popular rituals. Likewise, the Salafi understanding of
bid‘ah is the reason behind their rejection of drawing on ‘ilm al-kalam
(dialectical theology) in order to interpret the verses related to God’s

attributes.

It is worth noting here, that for the Salafis, bid ‘ah has two meanings, a
linguistic meaning, and a terminological one. The former is more
general, it includes all kinds of innovations whether related to matters of
religion or not. In this sense, not every innovation is considered
reprehensible by the Salafis. Modern scientific inventions may well be
called bid‘ah but only in view of them lexically being termed an
innovation. Religiously speaking they are not considered a form/instance
of bid ‘ah.

In salaft literature, the terminological usage of bid ‘ah is restricted to
religious matters; all innovations that fall in this category are considered
reprehensible and rejected by them. The foundation of the Salafr view is

their characteristic interpretation of the following hadith:

Beware of the newly invented matters, every newly invented
matter is bid‘ah, every bid‘ah is misguidance, and every
misguidance is in hellfire.¥

Salafis interpret this hadith as referring to all new religious matters,
without any restriction or exception. This generalisation differs from the

perception of the non-Salafis, such as the scholars of al-Azhar, who

% Lauziére, “The Construction of Salafiyya,” August 2010, 370
3" For the Salafl understanding of this hadith see: Al-Albani, Khutbat al-Hajah
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restrict the designation of reprehensible bid ‘ah to those religious matters
that are in conflict with the established principles of shari‘ah.® In this
view, new matters in religion must be judged to see whether they
actually contravene the shari‘ah, if they do, then they must rejected and
classed as a reprehensible bid ‘ah. On the other hand, any good religious
practice or interpretation that is introduced, which does not run counter
to any of the shari‘ah sources, is praiseworthy (bid ‘ah hasanah). The
holders of this view do not reject the above-mentioned hadith, but
contend that the word “every” (kull) does not always indicate an absolute
generalisation.® This is because this can be an instance of a general
statement with specific exceptions (°am makhsis), such as the use of kull
in the Quranic verse: “Destroying everything by the command of its
Lord.”* The word “everything” in this sentence is restricted specifically
to everything that God wanted to be destroyed and not absolutely
everything (as kull would literally imply). We know this because the
verse indicates afterwards that certain homes were left intact “So they

became such that nothing could be seen except their dwellings.”“

The interpretation of the aforementioned hadith as an instance of ‘am
makhsis is based on other traditions in which, for example, the Prophet

says:

Whoever introduces a good practice (sunnah kasanah) he will
receive the reward for it and the reward of all those who
practice it [after him] and whoever introduces an evil practice
(sunnah sayyi’ah) then he will carry the burden of it and the
burden of all those who practice it [after him].#

This hadith clearly demonstrates that the concept of innovation was
distinguished by the Prophet into various types - the good and

praiseworthy types as well as the bad and reprehensible types — there

was no blanket prohibition against innovation. In addition, there are

8 Al-Ghumari, Itgan al-San ‘ah fi Tahqiq Ma ‘na al-Bid ‘ah, 16

% 1bid, 11.

40 Quran, 46:25

4 Ibid.

42 Al-Ghumari, ltqan al-San ‘ah fT Tahqiq Ma ‘na al-Bid ‘ah, 15
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other reports, in which many of the companions are reported as having
carried out various acts based on their personal reasoning without a like-
for-like precedent. On the basis of these texts, the non-Salafi scholars
say that the default position is not to simply reject any new matter in
religion but and instead point to the Prophet’s two-fold attitude toward
his companions when they initiated certain practices of their own accord
(that is, without Qur’anic or Prophetic instruction). He accepted those
acts of worship and deeds which were conformable with the principles of
shart ‘ah and rejected those that were in conflict with it.® Therefore, “not
every newly invented matter in ‘ibadat (acts of worship) or mu ‘amalat
(social practice) is reprehensible. Rather, they can be classified under
any of the five categories of shari‘ah (the obligatory, recommended,
prohibited, offensive, and permissible) depending on how the sources of

Islam apply to them.”*

As a matter of fact, these two distinctive interpretations of the concept
of bid‘ah can be traced to two divergent classical definitions. The first
one is the definition given by the famous Shafi'1t jurist al-"Izz b. "Abd
al-Salam in his book Qawa ‘id al-Ahkam. lbn ‘Abd al-Salam states that
bid ‘ah is performing that, which has not been common during the time of
the Prophet, and then he divides it into the five categories of shari‘ah. In
order to determine under which category an invented act is classified he
states, “one must evaluate it in accordance to the principles of

shart‘ah.”*

The second definition is that of the Andalusian Malik1 legal theorist al-
Shatibi (1320/1388) in his well-known book al-7‘tisam. It reads “A
[newly] invented way in the religion that resembles [the established
practice in the] shari‘ah, [and] by following it extreme servitude to
Allah is sought.”#

® Al-Ghumari, Itgan al-San ‘ah fi Tahqiq Ma ‘na al-Bid ‘ah, 19-20.
4 1bid, 12
% Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam, Qawa ‘id al-Ahkam, 337.
% Al-Shatibi, al-I tisam 1/43
38



The main difference between these two definitions is that the second one
iIs more restrictive than the first one. The definition of al-Shatibi, which
is adopted by the Salafis is phrased in a way that does not allow any

room for the concept of a good innovation.

Consequently, non-salafr scholars believe that a newly introduced idea
that has not been practiced by the Prophet and his companions is not
necessarily a reprehensible bid‘ah. For them it is sufficient for the
legality of any new act that it conforms to the general principles of
shart ‘ah.* Hence, in this sense, since dhikr is a praiseworthy act in
general terms, such scholars see no harm in inventing any particular type
of dhikr, whether performed alone or in a group, sitting or standing. The
fact that an action has not been performed by the Prophet or the salaf in
that particular manner does not make it impermissible since it has basis
(asl) in Islam. In the salaft view, however, conformity to the general
principles of shari‘ah includes conformity to the form and the manner in

which an act is carried out.

To conclude, both Salafis and non-Salafis agree that reprehensible
bid ‘ah is that which has no basis in shari‘ah, However, they disagree
about the definition of “basis” and thus the interpretation of this

principle.

Position taken towards the Islamic Schools of Jurisprudence

The legitimacy of adhering to one of the four recognised Sunni schools
of law is amongst the central issues that divide Salafis from non-Salafis.
® The Salafts deem the idea that one must adhere to one of the four
schools of law/jurisprudence (madhhabiyyah), to be a new phenomenon
that had not existed before the fourth Muslim century.® In contrast, the
opponents of Salafism staunchly contend that the call to abandon the
established schools of law (lamadhhabiyyah) entails a great danger to

Islam. These two opposing stances are represented clearly in the titles of

4 Al-Ghumari, Itqan al-San ‘ah fT Tahqiq Ma ‘na al-Bid ‘ah, 9-10.
% Commins, Islamic Reform, 70-78, 110-123.
9 <Abbasi, Bid ‘at al-Ta ‘assub al-Madhhabi, 5-6.
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two books that are quoted in most debates between the Salafis and their
opponents on this topic today. Both books were written after a debate
between al-Albani and Muhammad Sa‘id Ramadan al-Biiti, a prominent
Syrian scholar and staunch opponent of Salafism. The book supporting
the Salaft view is written by al-Albani’s student Muhammad ‘1d ‘Abbasi
and titled Bid ‘ah al-Ta ‘assub al-Madhhabi (The Innovation of Partisan
Adherence to a School of Law).® The opposing view is represented in al-
Buti’s book Al-Lamadhhabiyyah: Akhtar Bid‘ah Tuhaddid al-Shari ‘ah
al-Islamiyyah (Non-Madhhabism: The Greatest Innovation Threatening
the Islamic Shart ‘ah).%

In the context of this debate, the point of the view of the Salafis is that
Muslims should reject what Salafis term the blind imitation of one
particular school (al-taqlid al-a ‘ma) without the consideration of the
opinions presented by the other schools. It is worth noting that there are
various views amongst the Salafis in terms of how rigid they are in their
rejection of this kind of taqgl/id. Some Salafi scholars (especially those
from Saudi Arabia) themselves subscribe to a particular school, while
others like al-AlbanT reject being associated with any madhhab
affiliation at all. s> Overall however, all Salafis agree that religious
verdicts and opinions must always be founded on evidences from the
source of shari‘ah. Relying simply on the opinion of a single school is

not accepted.

This attitude towards the schools of jurisprudence is the feature of
Salafism most readily recognised by common Muslims ( ‘awamm). Unlike
the disagreements with non-Salafis in matters of creed, which often take

place within religious circles and go largely unnoticed by common

% According to al-Biitt, ‘AbbasT did not write this book; rather it was compiled by
al-Albani and two other salafis. However, he does not provide any evidence for this
claim. See: al-Lamadhhabiyyah, 155
51 According to Richard Gauvain, non-Salafi scholars of al-Azhar University in
Egypt rely to a great extent on al-Bati’s arguments against the Salafis in regards the
question of madhhabiyyah. See: Gauvain, Richard, Salafi Ritual Purity: In the
Presence of God, 3.
%2 Lacroix, "Between Revolution and Apoliticism," 65-67.
% See for example verdict N. 2872 in www.alifta.net (accessed 23/11/2015)
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Muslims, the taqlid issue has a direct impact on the day-to-day life. It
occurs frequently everyday especially in places where a single school of

law is predominant.

In North Africa for instance, where the Maliki School is by far the most
followed school, Salafis can be simply recognised on account of the way
they perform the daily prayers. Take for instance these two simple legal
questions concerning the position of the hands when performing the
prayer. According to the Maliki School, when a person is in a standing
position during the prayer, they should lay the arms straight down by
their side, a practice known as sadl. This opinion sets this school apart
from the other three Sunni schools who view that the correct posture is
to place the right hand on the back of the left hand either on the
abdomen or on the chest. The Salafis favour putting the hands on the
chest contending that the practice of sadl contradicts several Prophetic
traditions.

The second example is related to raising the hands parallel to the
shoulders, a practice known in Islamic jurisprudence as raf‘ al-yadayn.
According to the Maliki School, this practice is done only at the start of
the prayer. The hands are not to be raised at any other time during the
prayer. Again, the Salafis disagree with the Maliki opinion insisting that
the Prophetic traditions indicate that the Prophet used to repeat the move
of raising the hands at different positions during the prayer. Although in
recent years one can also find some non-Salafis, especially amongst the
younger generation, who perform prayers in a similar way to the SalafTs,
these two acts in the daily congregational prayers are still the most
distinctive differences between Salafi and non-Salafi partisans in North
Africa.

Thus, although the Salafi conception of tawhid has greater implications
for one’s faith in the eyes of the religious scholars, the Salafi stance
towards taqglid is more likely to stir a wider reaction within the society.
This is because of its direct challenge to the regionally dominant and

established mode of performing daily religious rituals, which, for
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common Muslims of the respective regions, is also the only legally valid

mode possible.

In connection with taqlid, Salafis argue that none of the founders of the
four schools had ever asked his students to follow his opinion
exclusively and to ignore those of other scholars. In fact, on the
contrary, the statements of those scholars urge their followers to follow
scriptural texts, superseding their own opinions as the source of rulings.
In the introduction to his famously divisive book, al-Albani cites many
such statements in order to support the Salafi non-madhhab position on
acts of prayer.* For example, one of the statements ascribed to both Abu
Hanifah and al-Shafi‘t reads, “If a hadith is [proved to be] authentic,
then it is my opinion.” Likewise, Ibn Hanbal says “Do not imitate me,
neither imitate Malik, nor al-Shafi't, nor al-Awza'1t, nor al-Thawri, but

take [rulings] from where they took [their rulings].”

Based on these statements, the Salafis take the position that “The only
correct way to follow the imams would be to apply their methods, not to
reiterate their substantive rulings.”% In their view, their own approach is
in accordance with that of the prominent students of the imams. They
argue that such scholars understood the statements of the imams
correctly, which led them to produce their own independent reasoning.
For instance, the two prominent students of Abl Hanifah departed from
the position of their teacher in about one third of juridical matters, as

Abbasi1 argues.%

Nevertheless, this approach does not imply that Salafis recommend a
free-for-all in the interpretation of Islamic law. The potential radicalism
of their idea is restricted with the argument that, because people vary in
their level of understanding and their ability to derive rulings from the

sources of shari ‘ah, Muslims can be divided into three categories.¥

5 Al-Albani, Sifah Salah al-Nabi, 45-53.
% Commins, Islamic Reform, 71.
% ‘Abbasi, Bid ‘at al-Ta ‘assub al-Madhhabi, 107.
5 |bid, 14.
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(i) The first category is the category of common Muslims who have
neither the capacity to understand the meanings of the sources of
shari‘ah nor the necessary tools to deduce legal rulings from them. A
Muslim in this condition is required to seek legal opinions from a
trustworthy scholar. This form of taqlid is sanctioned and the person

performing it (muqallid) cannot be blamed.

(i) The second category contains qualified Muslim scholars who have
the ability to understand the scriptural texts and have the required tools
to deduce rulings from them. People in this category are not permitted to
limit themselves to following a specific legal school and must practise
ijtihad, which is defined as “the maximum effort expended by the jurist
to master and apply the principles and rules of usuzl al-figh (legal theory)
for the purpose of discovering God’s law.”% The practitioner of this is

called a mujtahid.

(iti) The third category pertains to Muslims who fall between the above
two. A Muslim in this category is she/he who may well not have the
same religious knowledge and capacity of understanding the texts and
the different legal opinions as a mujtahid. However, at the same time
she/he is not so completely ignorant that he cannot understand the
evidences presented by the scholars and their reasoning. This category is
called ittiba“® and a Muslim in this category is called muttabi‘. The
muttabi * must do his/her best to investigate the opinions of the scholars

and weigh between their evidences.®

Although non-Salafi scholars dismiss this categorisation contending that
there are only two types of Muslims, either mujtahid or mugallid,® they
accept the possibility that a person can be a mujtahid in one or some
legal cases and mugallid in the rest.® This is to say, if a person has
investigated one legal question to the extent of comprehending all the

related arguments and reasoning then such a person is a mujtahid in that

% Hallaq, “Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?” 3.
% ‘Abbasi, Bid ‘at al-Ta ‘assub al-Madhhabi, 33-42.
8 Al-Biti, al-Lamadhhabiyyah, 139-140.
®1 1bid, 48.
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question. Such a person according to al-Bati must act upon his own
ijtihad in this question and not just upon the rulings of his/her
madhhab. © The difference between the two views here may sound
insignificant and no more than a terminological issue since both in
reality recognise a middle category. However, as a matter of fact, this
difference is very instrumental in terms of Salafi vs. non-Salafi stances
towards taqlid. 1t may be argued that by classifying this middle category
(part-mujtahid) under the category of mujtahid, non-Salafis reveal their
own restrictive and rigid position towards accepting legal opinions
outside one’s madhhab. By including such people with mujtahids, albeit
partially, non-Salafis indicate that the performance of ijtihad requires
certain prohibitively difficult criteria being fulfilled, and consequently
deny the possibility of independent reasoning or ijtihad for most people.
Compared to this, by placing the muttabi® in an independent category to
mujtahid, Salafis widen the number of those who can exercise such
independent reasoning, unrestricted by the dictates of their madhhabs,
thus showing their relaxed approach to taking opinions from outside

one’s legal school.

Having said that, it must be noted that the Salafis do not reject taglid in
an absolute manner (as do liberal reformers for example), but they refuse
to oblige people to adhere to one single madhhab with the exclusion of
the others.® The grounds of this attitude can be narrowed down to two
points. First, the Salafi stance towards taglid conforms to their
perception that the first three generations represent the original Islam.
Hence, it is not a surprise to find "Abbasi portraying the practice of
following one particular school (tamadhhub) as a peculiar phenomenon
that was not known by the salaf, which makes it a reprehensible
innovation in religion. The problem with tamadhhub, as the Salafis see
it, goes even further: they believe that their opponents do not actually
adhere to the teachings of the four imams, whose time of course was near

to that of the Prophet. Rather, they allege that most of their opponents

®2 |bid, 48-49.
8 Salim, al-Salafiyyah, 116.
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rely on the opinions of later scholars of these schools. Malikis rely on
Mukhtasar Khalil instead of al-Muwatta’ or al-Mudawwanah of Malik,
likewise the Shafi‘is do not rely on al-Umm of al-Shafi‘i, rather on

books written by later scholars such as al-Haythami and so on.

Salafis also believe that taqlid is the source of a great deal of the enmity
among Muslims, which is caused by the conflicting views between the
followers of the madhahib. Thus, rejecting taqlid is the only way to
purge Muslims of their internal divisions. ‘Abbasi one of al-Albani’s
earliest students in Syria cites several examples to demonstrate that
tagqlid has divided Muslims into adversarial groups, ranging from
separate group prayers in the same mosque based on madhhab affiliation,
up to the historic battle between the Hanafis and Shafi‘is over the matter
of disallowing intermarriage between Hanafi men and Shafi‘'t women

amongst lay followers of the schools.®

Their inimical attitude towards adherence to a particular madhhab has
led to the opponents of the Salafis presenting several charges against
them. The most common of these is that the Salafis are disrespectful to
the imams,® an accusation that the Salafis themselves vehemently refuse
to accept. According to the senior Saudi scholar, al-Albani, the main
difference between the Salafis and their opponents concerning the imams
is that the Salafis consider the imams to be mere means and
intermediaries who “convey the knowledge of Allah and His messenger.
Hence, we do not follow them for the sake of their person and we do not
make our adherence to them an aim [in itself]; as [our] only aim is to be
acquainted with what the Prophet taught.”®% In his view, such a position
does not entail any kind of disrespect to the imams, rather it is only a
measure that enables Muslims to benefit from the knowledge of all
scholars. Although he acknowledges that non-Salafis also respect the

imams, he insists that by adhering to the teaching of just one imam or

6 “Abbasi, Bid‘at al-Ta‘assub al-Madhhabi, 201-216
8 Al-Biiti, al-Lamadhhabiyyah, 124,127,
% Salim, al-Salafiyyah, 118-121.
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school, “they made the imitation of those imams the [very] aim.”% In this
view, being content with the opinions of only one imam or school does
not just mean ignoring the opinions of the other imams, but also entails

missing out on all the knowledge that one can potentially gain.

Perhaps the sharpest attacks on the Salafis was made in a book called al-
Lamadhhabiyyah Akhtar Bid‘ah Tuhaddid al-Shari‘ah al-Islamiyyah by
the famous Syrian scholar al-Biiti, when he alleges that the Salafi
approach to ijtikad is a pernicious plot to plant Western culture and
principles in Muslim societies. According to al-Bati, Lord Cromer
(1841-1917) the British Controller-General of Egypt promoted the idea
of ijtihad in order to detach the Egyptian society from Islam. It is owing
to ijtihad that the British messengers were able to replace Islamic family

code with manmade laws.s8

Despite all these debates, history remains on the side of the non-SalafTs,
whose approach towards the legality of preferring and following only
one of the established schools rests on the established practice of
Muslims throughout history. A long list of great scholars including those
highly regarded by the Salafis is presented by non-Salafis to prove that
they were all associated with the four schools. Non-Salafis remain
concerned that opening the door for ijtihad for everyone would lead to
confusion and chaos in the religious milieu. As Al-BitT asserts: Muslims
nowadays “have a complete body of jurisprudence for all sorts of
conditions that people may be faced with, whether [as] individuals or [as
part of] groups, [which] has been deduced and written by the mujtahid
imams.” He continues to argue that if this body of jurisprudence is
exposed to “the strong winds of the free-for-all ijtihad” by all Muslims
then “this treasure of jurisprudence” will be destroyed.® Therefore, it is
sufficient for a lay Muslim to read a concise book of figh based on one
the four schools in order to know the necessary rulings related to their

personal life. There is no need to know the evidences for these rulings

7 1bid, 120
8 Al-Biiti, al-Lamadhhabiyyah, 129-130.
 1bid, 123.
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because they have not reached the category of ijtihad.™ After all, the
presence or the absence of these evidences in these books is meaningless

since, in Al-Bati’s opinion, lay Muslims do not understand them.™

As for the statements in which the imams instructed their followers
against imitating them uncritically, Al-Buti explains that such statements
were addressed to the imams’ great disciples, who had fulfilled the
necessary conditions to reach the rank of ijtihad. These statements were
never intended for those with inadequate scriptural scholarship: “Imam
al-Shaf‘i was not addressing a crowd of butchers, night-watchman, and

donkey-drovers.”™

There seems to be an implicit consensus amongst the non-Salafis that the
early scholars, by drawing on all methodological approaches and
developing all possible answers, have left no room for later scholars to
practice ijtihad in the cases that have been previously solved. It is for
this reason that we find al-Buti urging the Salafis to redirect their
eagerness for ijtihad towards the endless numbers of new problems that
keep arising in Muslim societies in the present day, and which are in dire
need for solutions. Old issues, that have already been settled by the early

imams, should be left alone.™

Overall, then, the stance of non-Salafis towards ijtihad is more
restrictive than that of the Salafis. By restricting the conditions of
ijtihad and emphasising a strict adherence to the established schools,
non-Salafi scholars aim to protect the shari‘ah from the danger of being
subverted by incompetent scriptural scholarship. The difference may not
be as wide as it appears on the surface, since Salafis and their foes agree
that ordinary Muslims are duty bound not to rely on their own reasoning
and limited knowledge, and should instead follow the opinions of the
specialists. However, the disagreement is on defining who those

specialists are, exactly. For the non-Salafis, following a specialist is

0 lbid, 117
" Ibid, 102.
2 www.masud.co.uk/ISLAM/ahm/newmadhh.htm#46 (accessed 14/08/2015)
8 Al-Biti, al-Lamadhhabiyyah, 131.
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restricted to following one of the four established schools, whereas from
the Salafi point of view, one may consult any trustworthy contemporary
scholar, chosen at random. In this sense, Salafis reject taqlid and argue

that in doing so they are attempting to return to pristine Islam.

The Salafism of al-Afghani and ‘Abduh

As indicated in the introduction, an important reason for the ambiguity
surrounding Salafism stems from the fact that the term has also been
used in association with the trend of reformist Muslim thought of the
late 19'" and the beginning of the 20'™" centuries. This includes the ideas
of Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897), Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-
1905) and Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935) among others. In this
section, we shall see why, despite there being some connections and
parallels, Islamic reform movements of the 19'"-20'" centuries should not

be confused with contemporary Salafism.

According to Lauziére, this confusion about Salafism can be traced to a
seminal 1919 article by the French Orientalist Louis Massignon, who
used the term to refer to ‘Abduh’s reformist movement. Lauziére argues
persuasively that there are two historically distinct types of Salafism—a
modernist and a purist Salafism—that should not be conflated. This view
has been challenged by Griffel,  who holds that there are genetic
linkages between these two trends, and therefore that Massignon was
correct in drawing attention to this connection. Griffel’s contention that
these two forms of Salafism share a common origin is less than
convincing, however; while both ‘Abduh and contemporary Salafis share
a concern with tawhid, they set out from radically divergent points of
departure. They do not obviously share a theological agenda. Let us
examine the concept of tawhid proposed by ‘Abduh in his book Risalat

al-Tawhid — which he explicitly said, was based on “the path of salaf.””

" Griffel, “What do We Mean by ‘Salafi’?”; see also the subsequent rejoinder by
Lauziere, “What We Mean Versus What They Meant by “Salafi”: A Reply to Frank
Griffel” Die Welt des Islams 56 (2016) 89-96.
s *Abduh, Risalat al-Tawhid, 4.
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On close examination, it is easy to see the great difference between
‘Abduh’s understanding of tawhiid, which, as we know, is an essential
element in the teachings of Salafism, but understood very differently by
and the contemporary Salafi scholars. It is true that “for ‘Abduh, tawhid
was seen as liberation from superstition, irrationality, and myth, and the
source for endowing man with the powers of free will and independence
of mind,”” such elements are also present in the Salafi perception of the
concept. Yet, this alone does not make ‘Abduh and like-minded
reformists’ understanding of tawhid “not much different from the
Wahhabi [and Salafi] conception of tawhid.”” This is because ‘Abduh
clearly built his understanding of the concept based almost entirely on
Ash‘ar1 theology. ‘Abduh not only defines tawhid to mean what the
Salafis label as al-rububiyyah (the exclusive Lordship of God), but also
advocates the position of the Ash‘aris concerning the question of God’s
attributes, that is, taking a metaphorical, interpretive and non-literalist

view of the potentially anthromorphic description of God in the Quran.

For this reason, we find his student Rashid Rida who became closer to
the Salafi teachings after the end of the First World War, repeatedly,
although courteously, disapproving of his teacher’s views. For instance,
in response to ‘Abduh’s statement that the most important element in
tawhid is “the affirmation of God’s oneness in His essence and the
creation of the universes,” Rida remarks that ‘Abduh has failed to
mention tawhid al-’ulihiyyah that is “the first thing to which every
Prophet called upon his people.”” Additionally, it is very clear in more
that one occasion that Rida is not at ease with his former teacher’s
elaborations on how to deal with the question of God’s attributes. ¥
Perhaps the clearest instance of these disagreements is evident in a
passage where ‘Abduh asserts that Muslims must avoid adopting the

literal meaning when understanding texts bearing a possible

® Taji-Farouki and Nafi, Islamic Thought in the Twentieth Century, 41.
7 1hid.
B 1bid., 42.
™ “Abduh, Risalah Al-Tawhid, 5.
8 See for example: pp.10, 17,
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anthropomorphic meaning, and instead interpret them based on ta 'wil
(allegory) or tafwid (suspend the meaning). In a long editorial footnote
to this section of his teacher’s book, Rida refuted this view, reiterating
the same Salafi reasoning against the Ash‘ari and Maturidi schools

explained earlier in this chapter.®

The other reason why ‘Abduh and similar reformists cannot be mixed up
with contemporary Salafis, is the latter’s attitude towards the former
scholars. Across the spectrum of contemporary Salafis, reformist
thinkers do not enjoy any significant authority or influence. In fact,
contemporary Salafis view all such thinkers, with the exception of Rida,®
as no more than an extension of the Mu‘tazilah who are the historical
opponents of the Salafis. The label al-madrasah al-‘aglaniyyah al-
hadithah (the modern rational school) given by contemporary Salafis to
this trend does not only signify their eagerness to disprove any link
between the two trends. It is also a clear indication that contemporary
Salafis perceive the reformist trend as emphasising the primacy of reason
over the Quran and hadith texts, as followers of the Mu‘tazilah School
are believed to have done. One of the famous Salafi websites includes
the reformist trend in its Encyclopaedia of Contemporary Schools of
Thought and defines it thus:

Rationalism is a philosophical school of thought, which claims that rational
reasoning is the only channel through which one can grasp the true essence
of the existence of the universe without the need for divine revelation or
human experiments. It also advocates the notion of subjecting everything in
the universe to reason in order to affirm it, deny it or defining its
characteristics.®

Thus, although there are some shared interests between contemporary
Salafism and the modernists, the latter trend does not share the key

denominators and characteristics that distinguish Salafism from other

8 <Abduh, Risdlat al-Tawhid, 202.
8 Many Salafis believe that Rida changed his position towards Salafism after the
death of his teacher. See for example: Mitwalli, Manhaj al-Shaykh Muhammad
Rashid Rida [t al- 'Aqidah, 892
8 http://dorar.net/enc/mazahib/523, (accessed 01/04/2015)
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Muslims. As such, the modernists do not even fit into the minimal and

broad definition of Salafism adopted in this study.

Wahhabism and Salafism

In many secondary sources, Wahhabism and Salafism often appear in
conjunction with one another. Many scholars tend to use the two labels
interchangeably; hence, any study of Salafism cannot be complete and
adequate without looking at the relationship between the two.
Wahhabism refers to the followers of the intellectual heritage associated
with the teachings of Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-1792), the
co-founder of the first Saudi state in the eighteenth century. Wahhabism
or Wahhabi (one who follows Wahhabism) is not a label of self-
description; the adherents of this tradition reject the term on the basis
that they denote following the teachings of ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab rather
than the teachings of Islam. In their view, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab was only
a reformer, not an innovator, and so, they prefer to label his teachings
da’wah al-tawhid (the call for monotheism) and refer to themselves as

al-muwa/hidian (those who follows the tawhid) or Salafis.

Broadly speaking, Salafism and Wahhabism share many beliefs,
doctrines, and sources.® The writings of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab including
Kitab al-Tawhid that represent the core of his teachings and “the
foundation of the Wahhabi canon”® are widely adopted and taught by the
Salafis around the globe. Likewise, one finds the writings of Salafi
scholars such as al-Albani widely distributed inside Saudi Arabia, the
birthplace and centre of Wahhabism. Consequently, many modern Salafi
movements outside Saudi Arabia have been charged with propagating
Wahhabism by their opponents and tagged with the label Wahhabism in
order to discredit them.®

8 Wagemakers, “A Purist Jihadi-Salaf1,” 7.
8 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 12; Nafi, “ABU AL-THANA
AL-ALUSI,” 74.
8 Commins, Islamic Reform, 21.
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However, despite these similarities, one can also detect some aspects
that distinguish Wahhabism from Salafism, while admittedly not making
them completely separate traditions. These distinguishing features
pertain to geographical and historical presence, the legal school to which
their proponents adhere and their core preoccupations. In terms of the
geographical and historical dimension, Wahhabism refers specifically to
the proponents of what can be called Salafism, but only inside present-
day Saudi Arabia, starting from the first Saudi state (1744-1818) to the
present day. Salafism itself transcends these geographical and historical
boundaries, to include the proponents of the same teachings from around
the globe, before and after the lifetime of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab.

As for legal schools, we can identify two types of approaches amongst
the Saudi scholars who are often referred to as Wahhabis. The first type
is that of Ibn “Abd al-Wahhab and his early disciples, who adhered very
closely to the Hanbal7 school of figh. As we know, this approach is very
different from that of Salafism, whose proponents are fervently reject
taqlid of a particular school. It is worth mentioning, however, that while
this type still exists, later Wahhabi scholars such as Ibn Baz and Ibn al-
‘Uthaymin, moved towards a position which entailed less exclusive
reliance on the Hanbalr school.® Thus, Salafism is more general in this
respect than Wahhabism, since a salafi can be a follower of any of the
four Sunni legal schools as well as those who do not adhere to any
particular school. In addition, Salafism position against taq/id in figh is

more drastic and fiercer than that of Wahhabism.

Finally, because the main concern for Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab was a stricter
adherence to the concept of tawhid, “Wahhabis across time and space
have been Dboth famous and infamous for their dedication to this
principle.”® To present-day, the Saudi Salafis place greater emphasis on

the matters of ‘agidah (creed) than the issue of ijtihad and taqlid. This is

8 For an overview on the divergent legal opinions taken by Ibn Baz and Ibn al-
‘Uthaymin and al-Albani see: al-Brayk, al-ljaz fi ba ‘d ma Ikhtalaf fTh al-Albant wa
Ibn al- ‘Uthaymin wa Ibn Baz.
8 DelLong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 18.
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slightly different in the case of Salafism outside the kingdom. Although,
‘agidah also plays a central role in the teaching of non-Wahhab1 Salafis
such as al-Albani, “calling upon the Muslim world to throw off the
fetters of servile taglid of precedent”® is equally an equally important

concern for them.

To conclude, Wahhabism is the Saudi version of Salafism and hence it is
possible to say in general terms that every Wahhabi is a Salafi but not
every Salafi is a Wahhabi.

Salafism, a 20th Century Phenomenon?

Tracing the origin of Salafism and whether it determining whether it had
existed in early Islamic history constitutes one of the important
questions in the study of Salafism. Although, it is difficult to determine
precisely the historical emergence of the use of the term Salafiyyah,
some scholars such as Haykel have traced the historical emergence of the
term to Ibn Taymiyyah.® Haykal sets up his view based on one of Ilbn
Taymiyyah’s verdicts in which the latter uses the term and defines it.
Other scholars contend that this view is incorrect and insist that Salafism
did not “blossom as a slogan or as a conceptual construct until the early
20" century.”®* Only after the establishment of the Salafiyyah Press and
Bookstore of Cairo—through the efforts of Muhibb al-Din al-Khatib (d.
1969) and ‘Abd al-Fattah Qatlan (d. 1931)—that an unprecedented
visibility was given to the term. % This objection is based on the
distinction between the usage of the term in Islamic texts before the 20"
century and the meaning of the term in modern times. According to this
view, medieval Muslim scholars used the term Salafi to denote a
theological stance in contradistinction with the Ash‘ari and Maturidi
schools whereas the modern conception of Salafism also encompasses

8 Lacroix, Between Revolution and Apoliticism, 59.
% Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 38.
%1 Lauziére, “The Construction of Salafiyya,” 370.
% |bid, 377.
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law, morality, and etiquette.® In support of this distinction, Lauziére
cites some medieval scholars who, despite being described as Salafis and
having “championed the madhhab al-salaf in creed,”?® were at the same
time adherents of one of the four legal schools. For him, this suggests
that the presence of the term Salafism or its derivatives in medieval
Islamic texts should not be taken as a definitive evidence for the
existence of a usage corresponding to that of the modern period.

This argument put forward by Lauziéere may well make sense with regard
to the usage of the term. However, Lauziére, along with other scholars,
takes this argument further, attempting to entirely detach contemporary
Salafism from its medieval versions, on the basis that medieval Salafism
denotes merely a theological stance whereas contemporary Salafism also
holds a legal bearing. This study disputes this view and argues that
contemporary and medieval Salafism are connected through both
theological and legal dimensions.

The main fault in Lauziére’s view stems from two presumptions he, and
a number of other scholars, ® hold about Salafism: (i) contemporary
Salafism rejects the traditional madhhab-affiliations to the four legal
schools and instead advocates that Muslims should deduce legal opinions
directly from the scripture and (ii) the notion of Salafism in medieval
Islam refers merely to a theological rather than a legal dimension. %
These presumptions are not entirely adequate, especially with regards the
Salafi position towards the Islamic schools of jurisprudence. Indeed, it is
true that the Salafi approach to legal matters is very different to that of

contemporary traditional scholars, who depend on the emulation of “the

% 1bid, 384.

% 1bid, 372.

% See for example: Griffel, “What do We Mean by ‘Salafi’?”

% Lauziére, “The Construction of Salafiyya,” August 2010, 372. In late 2016,

Lauziére expanded his treatment of the emergence of the concept of Salafism in a

book titled The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century.

However, although the book offers more material in support of his thesis on the

genealogy of the term Salafism, it could be argued that the monograph does not

move the argument much further forward, since the basic thesis - that Salafism in

medieval Islam denotes an exclusively theological phenomenon, and early Salafism

was devoid of any legal dimension - remains the critical point of his presentation.
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rulings of classical juris consults, whose authority was considered
unassailable.”® However, this does not mean that Salafism advocates that
Muslims should entirely cease to follow the teachings of the established
school of jurisprudence.® As explained earlier in this chapter, in the case
of the Saudi Salafis, association with a particular school of law does not
contradict Salafism. Moreover, such attitudes are not confined to the
Hanbali School which has been historically connected with the Salaft
creed; many contemporary Salafi scholars are affiliated with other
schools as well.® Even for a scholar like al-Albani, whose intellectual
pedigree is considered by some scholars to be rooted in the teaching of
the 19'™" century Ahl-e Hadith movement,'® nowhere in his writings does
he argue that the four established schools should be entirely rejected.*
Thus, Salafism is not an attempt to “cut out the theological middleman
who determined the terms on which ordinary believers could relate to the
divine.” 2 Rather, it is a rejection of the contemporary traditional
position that perceives the legal schools as ends in themselves instead of
means to understand the Islamic script. In other words, the Salafi
principle of giving legal rulings only on the basis of scripture and ijtihad
(la madhhabiyyah, nonschoolism) is neither intended for lay Muslims nor
does it mean the deduction of legal opinions directly from the scripture
without considering the opinions of the legal schools. Instead, this
notion is directed against the exclusive reliance by scholars on the views
of their respective madhhabs at the expense of the other schools. It is a

% Commins, Islamic Reform, 25.

% Griffel, “What Do We Mean By ‘Salafi’?,” 205.

% In North Africa for example, there many scholars who can be labelled as Maliki-
salafis and they are regarded as authorities within the Salafi circles world-wide.

10 According to Stephane Lacroix, “the primary concern of the Ahl-e Hadith is with
law (figh) rather than with creed (aqgida). Their intellectual starting point is a
complete rejection of taglid (imitation), particularly of the four canonical schools of
jurisprudence, and a call to base all religious rulings exclusively on the Qur'an and
the Surma with no intermediary involved.” See: Lacroix, “Between Revolution and
Apoliticism,” 61.

1 For a primary account of al-Albani’s opinion regarding following the Sunni legal
schools see: Al-Albani, ‘awdah ila al-Sunnah. Available at: www.alalbany.net
(accessed 27/12/2015)

102 Griffel, “What do We Mean by ‘Salafi’?,” 205.

103 Al-Albani, ‘awdah ila al-Sunnah.
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notion that has been championed by a large number of scholars
throughout the history of Islam and is certainly not just a 20" century

phenomenon.

It is possible to prove the long-standing existence of cross- madhhab
referencing in traditional jurisprudence by studying the well-known
phenomenon of multiple legal verdicts (on certain issues) within the
same madhhab. While in some cases, diversity in legal verdicts within
the same madhhab is attributed to the founder of the madhhab, in other
cases, it is demonstrably the result of disagreement of later scholars with
the opinion of the founder of their own madhhab. Notably, such in such
disagreements, evidence cited consists of the opinions of scholars of
other madhhabs. Take, for instance, the example of the great hanafi
scholar Abtu Yasuf, who held the opinion of his madhhab concerning the
amount of zakat. However, when he visited Madinah and was presented
with the evidence upon which Imam Malik based his opinion, Abl Yasuf
changed his position and adopted the Malikr view.'* Examples of this nature
are numerous. What is worth noticing here is that these disagreements with the
doctrines of one’s own madhhab is a practice that has existed both
before and after Ibn Taymiyyah’s time, let alone the reform movements
that arose from the eighteenth century onwards. ®* Cross-madhhab
referencing was standard Sunni practice and not one that can only be
associated with Salafism. In fact, according to Hallag, only after the 16"
century, the blind following of earlier jurists became the norm amongst
scholars due to the drastic decline in the number of mujtahids.™ Indeed,
the situation in modern times is very different from the Aba Yusuf’s
time; contemporary traditional scholars not only subscribe to only one of
the established four schools, but it is also very common for them to

uncritically and even fanatically adhere to the legal opinions of their

104 Ibn Qudamah, Al-Mughni, 1/164
15 Lauziére, “The Construction of Salafiyya,” 373; See aslo: Hallaq, “Was the Gate
of Ijtihad Closed?”
1% Hallaq, “Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?,” 33.
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respective madhhab without considering the opinions of the other

schools.

Thus, two points can be deduced here. First, the fact that “written
sources make it clear that medieval scholars used the notion of madhhab
al-salaf primarily in theological contexts” °° as opposed to in
jurisprudence is simply because there was no need to address the legal
dimension. Second, the call to give legal rulings only on the basis of
scripture and ijtihad is neither exclusive to Salafism nor a new concept.
As such, contemporary Salafism is not a new phenomenon but it has its

roots in the teachings of the medieval notion of madhhab al-salaf.

Historical Background to the Schism amongst the Salafis

Having discussed the relationship of Salafism with other doctrinal
movements, and having traced the continuities between medieval and
modern Salafism, it is now necessary to consider the divisions and
differences among the Salafis themselves. Following the invasion of Kuwait
by Iraqgi troops in 1990, Saudi Arabia decided to invite US troops on its
soil in order to stop what was seen as an immediate danger of Saddam
Hussein. This decision sparked outrage among the Salafi advocates, who
opposed the Saudi regime and its close alliance with the US and saw the
decision as a clear violation of Islamic teachings. A group of young
scholars known as the Sakwah (awakening) clerics® led by Salman al-
‘Awdah (b. 1956), Safar al-Hawali (b. 1955) and Nasir al-"Umr (b. 1952)
openly criticised the decision and “delivered fervent sermons criticising
the state for allowing an army of infidels on Saudi soil; consequently
their popularity skyrocketed and huge numbers of their tapes circulated
throughout the kingdom.”® Yet, “in secular terms, Al Saud could explain

requesting support from the USA as a necessary expedient to protect the

7 Lauziére, “The Construction of Salafiyya,” August 2010, 372.
1% For an expanded view on the sakwah see: Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics
of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi Arabia, Alshamsi, Islam and Political
Reform in Saudi Arabia, and Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State.
19 Tabarani, Jihad’s New Heartlands, 77.
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country.”® However, in a country where the legitimacy of authority is
“derived from the claim that the Saudi state is a monotheist state that
upholds shari‘ah and Islamic values, in addition to being the protector of
the most sacred Islamic shrines,” %t a religious legitimisation was
necessary in order to justify such decision. For this purpose, the Saudi
regime turned to the Council of Senior Scholars (CSS), headed at the
time by the Grand Mufti Shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Baz, who issued a
religious verdict legitimising the participation of non-Muslim troops in

the war against Saddam’s Army.

This was not the first time when Saudi rulers had sought the help of the
official ‘ulama’ against their political opponents. Since the foundation
of the first Saudi state by the efforts of King Sa‘ud, the official religious
establishment adopted a doctrine of obedience to the Saudi rulers. In
return for this allegiance, the official religious establishment was
allowed to influence numerous spheres of the Saudi Arabian way of life.
According to the doctrine these scholars propound, Muslims are
commanded to obey the orders of those in authority regardless of
whether they are just or unjust, as long as it is not a sin to do so. If the
ruler commits sins and injustice, the scholars must offer the ruler
discreet advice, a practice known as nasihah ft al-sirr. This doctrine has
placed official Saudi ‘w/ama’ in a position where they always had to, at
least overtly, defend the Saudi rulers against their political opponents. %
This is one of the main reasons why Salafism, especially in its
contemporary Saudi version, is seen by some observers as an apolitical
and quietist school.®* The Saudi state knows very well how to manoeuvre
this doctrine in its own favour and has always been able to extract what
many people in the Arab World describe as political verdicts.*

110 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 176.
11 Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State, 6.
112 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 5.
113 Meijer, “Introduction,” 8
4 political verdicts (fatawa siyasiyyah) refer to those religious verdicts formulated
in a manner that is apologetic to political authority.
58



For many decades, the ‘ulama’ in Saudi Arabia enjoyed a great deal of
respect and held a very high authoritative status amongst the adherents
of the Salafi School worldwide. Nevertheless, the Sahwah clerics and
their followers refused to accept the abovementioned fatrwa by the CSS,
insisting that it has no sound religious basis. The American presence in
Saudi Arabia became a major issue during this period and it was
perceived by many Saudi youth as a new form of colonialism, the main
aim of which was to perpetuate American hegemony, not only in Saudi
Arabia, but also in the whole region.*® The fatwa of the official religious
establishment led Sakwah clerics, as Wiktorowicz observes, “to question
whether the senior purists really understood the political world in which
they lived.”' In a private pamphlet addressed to the members of CSS,
al-Hawali implicitly raised this concern, warning that the US-led
intervention was a deliberate pre-planned US strategy to control the oil
reserves of the region.” Al-Hawali politely urged the members of the
Council to study the circumstances and realities surrounding the whole
Irag-Kuwait crisis in order to understand the real motivations behind the
presence of these troops. Al-Hawali also warned the CSS against
confining the whole issue merely to the classical fighi disagreement over
the question of isti ‘anah bi al-kuffar (seeking the help of non-Muslims

troops).

In Saudi Arabia, where the traditional political stand of the senior
‘ulama’ vis-a-vis political authority has always been obedience to the
ruler, Sahwr unorthodoxy was naturally challenged. Another group of
Salafi clerics, pejoratively referred to as Jamis or Madkhalis, named
after the two Medina-based shaykhs, Aman al-Jami and Rabi‘® al-
Madkhali, began to oppose and condemn Sakwi leaders for their open
criticism of the Saudi regime. In their view, this open criticism

represents a deviation from the correct manhaj (methodology) of

115 Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State, 177.
116 Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 223.
17 Al-Hawali, Kashf al-Ghummah ‘an ‘ulama’ al-’ummah. Available at:
www.alhawali.com, (accessed 31/12/2015)
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Salafism in dealing with the ruler and constitutes a violation to the
concept of obedience to wali al-amr, which would only encourage
rebellion and dissent. They firmly rejected all forms of activism,
whether social or political, and took a very loyalist stance towards
authority. Contrary to the Sahwis, they placed unconditional trust in the
Saudi regime and preached total obedience to existing regimes elsewhere
in the Muslim World.

Both the messages of the Saiwis, and that of their critics found their way
outside Saudi Arabia, resulting in significant splits amongst the
adherents of Salafism worldwide. The disagreement over what
constituted the legitimate stance for Muslims, towards present-day
regimes, became a focal point for contention and fragmentation amongst
Salafis.

In addition to the Gulf war, this period also witnessed two other major
events in the Muslim World; (i) the end of the Afghan War and the
return of the veteran mujahidin to their homelands, and (ii) the political
(then violent) confrontations between Islamists and the governments in
Algeria and Egypt. These two events added greatly to the already
existing disagreement between Sahwis and their opponents. Saudi
veterans of the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan returned from
what they perceived an individual duty to defend the land of fellow
Muslims only to find their own land overflowing by non-Muslim troops.
Perhaps what made mattes appear even worse was the fact that those
troops were invited by a regime that for decades, had been portraying
itself as the only true defender of the Islamic shari‘ah in the Islamic
World. Those mujahidin who were exposed to the many different ideas of
other Islamists, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, Egyptian Jihad
organisation, along with other takfiri groups participating in the Afghan
War, immediately started questioning the legitimacy of the Saudi rulers.
This was step that even the Sahwri scholars had not dared to take against
the Saudi regime. In addition, the participation of some of the Algerian
Salafis in the political party The Islamic Salvation Front (Front

Islamique du Salut, FIS) and in its confrontations with the regime before
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the legislative elections in 1991, raised many questions within Salafi
circles, inside and outside Algeria, about the religious legitimacy of such

political involvement.

Thus, as a consequence of these geo-political events, the seemingly
homogeneous school of Salafism began to witness intense debates and
conflicts over a number of questions related to the correct stand vis-a-vis
political authority. These differences took the form of statements and
counter statements, which were then reproduced in a great number of
books, lectures, and religious verdicts, all dealing with various questions

related to the legitimacy of contemporary rulers in the Muslim world.

In the aftermath of the 1990/91 Gulf War, Salafi circles were already
racked by internal disputes and accusations of deviancy from Salafism.
Loyalists, in particular, were quick to label their opponents with
different derogatory names such as suraris'®, ikhwanis™®, and qu¢bis'®.
Initially, these labels were aimed at revealing the “deviant” attitude of
the Activists towards the state and not to their creed. At that point of
time, the contest was still between the Loyalists and the Activists, the
Jihadis still being considered part of the latter, and not an entirely
separate trend.

The main concern of the Loyalist scholars was that the Activists’ overt
criticism of “wulat al-amr” (the rulers) is a foreign innovation that
contradicts the “manhaj” (method of applying religious views in
practice) of their forefathers. In their view, the Activists’ “corrupted”
manhaj was a result of the influence of some Brotherhood figures, such
as the Egyptian Muhammad Qutb (1919-2014), the brother of Sayyid
Qutb and the Syrian scholar Muhammad Suriir Zayn al-"Abidin (b. 1938).
Both men had escaped the brutality of the Egyptian and Syrian regimes

18 Followers of Muhammad Suriir bin ‘Abidin Zayn al-‘Abdin, a former member of
the Muslim Brotherhood branch in Syria.
18 Followers of al-Ikhwa'n al-Muslimiin (the Muslim Brotherhood Group)
120 Followers of the Egyptian thinker Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966)
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and immigrated to Saudi Arabia where they had found refuge and had

been integrated to teach in its educational institutions in the 1960s.*

Despite these aspersions, the Loyalists acknowledged the correctness of
the creed of the Activists, although they criticised the Activists for their
interest in politics and for following the political doctrines of Sayyid
Qutb and Muslim Brotherhood. The label surari, was, at that point,
directed at those whose belief/creed, as Lacroix put it: “... might
conform to what the pious ancestors believed, but the methods they used
were blameworthy innovations (bida‘ah), so they were not true
Salafis.” 2 Hence, initially, the creed of those categorised by
Wiktorowicz as “Politicos” was never challenged by those whom he

labels “Purists”, nor was the creed of the “Loyalists” questioned in turn.

However, this attitude did not survive for very long, as soon afterwards,
the accusations of deviation evolved to include also the creed of the
opponents. This shift started in the early nineties when the Salafi circles
began to witness the publication and distribution of many books
attempting to refute and denounce what was seen as imported deviated
thoughts of takfir. These thoughts in the view of some Loyalists were
injected into the religious arenas in countries like Saudi Arabia and
Jordan by the returnees of the Afghan War who were influenced by the
various Jihadr groups operating there, as well as by the writings of
people like al-Maqdisi, who was one of the first few Salafis to declare

the apostasy of the Saudi rulers.

At the outset, the dispute took place, between some students of al-Albani
in Jordan, supported by the Loyalist trend in Saudi Arabia on the one
hand, and many Activists and Jihadis on the other hand. The focal point
of the disagreement was over the correct Salafi position concerning al-
hukm bi ghayr ma anzala Allah (ruling by other than that which Allah

has revealed) and when exactly such action can lead to the

121 Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State, 63.
122 _acroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 2011, 215.
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“excommunication” or “expulsion” of the Muslim ruler from the realm of

Islam.

Later, the disagreement took on greater creedal ramifications over what
constitute tman and kufr and whether this or that action can be a cause
for kufr. Eventually, the disagreements led each side to charge the other
with deviation from “the correct” ‘agidat al-salaf (the creed of the
Salaf).

Ultimately, the disagreement led each group to accuse the other of
deviation from the true Salafism. However, it is vital to note that these
accusations were mainly between the Loyalists on one side and the
Activists and the Jihadis on the other. The contribution of senior
scholars to these debates has been to repeatedly call for unity and for

halting mutual defamation.

The Main Figureheads of the Debates

Given the importance of ‘agidah in Salafi thought, it is not surprising to
find an abundance of writings, lectures, and verdicts relating to these
debates. Additionally, because every side in the intra-Salafi debates is
trying their utmost to prove that they alone are the representatives of the
correct Salafi position in the disputed questions, the result is naturally a
vast collection of books, sermons, verdicts and other forms of expression

in the form of polemics.

This research does not intend to cover all of the available data related to
the debates; rather, it focuses on the writings of certain figureheads who
played a major role in shaping the intra-Salafi debates over the question
of ruling by manmade laws and imarn and kufr. For the position of the
Loyalists, the two main figureheads chosen here are the Jordanian
scholar “Al1 al-Halabt and the Egyptian scholar Khalid al-"Anbari. As for
the position of the Activists, the focus here is on the Saudi scholar Safar
al-Hawalt and the Jordanian scholar Muhammad Abt Ruhayyim. Since

the position of the Jihadis on the questions of iman and kufr is very
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similar to the Activists, the research does not focus on any particular
Jihadi scholar.

Safar al-Hawali: Al-Hawalt was born on 1950 in al-Bahah in the south
west of Saudi Arabia. After completing his first degree at the University
of Medina, al-Hawali continued his postgraduate studies at the
University of Umm al-Qura where he later became a lecturer in, and then
head of the faculty of ‘aqgidah. It is almost impossible to study intra-
Salafi debates on iman, kufr and takfir without looking deeply into al-
Hawali’s book Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami (The Phenomenon of
Irja’ in Islamic Thought). The reason for this is that in the first half of
the nineties, al-Hawali was one of the most influential activist Salafl
scholars, whose recorded sermons were widely distributed both inside
and outside Saudi Arabia. Al-Hawali’s academic specialization is in
Islamic creed; therefore, unlike his fellow activist leaders, his main
focus, has always been on matters of creed.!® Zahirat al-Irja’, which was
first published in 1996, is believed to be a “major modern work to
elaborate a systematic critique of purportedly murji’ite tendencies in
contemporary Islam”' as Lav rightly observes. The opinions expressed
in this book do not represent only the position of Activist Salafis but
they are also adopted by the Jihadis as is suggested by its inclusion in
the largest online Jihadi library, called minbar al-tawhid wa al-jihad.
The other factor that adds to the significance of Zahirat al-Irja’ within
the topic at hand is the fact that the book contains the first criticism,
albeit a lenient one, of the alleged irja’ inclinations of al-Albani, by a

renowned Salafi scholar.

‘AlT al-Halabi: Al- Halabi was born on 1960 in the city of al-Zarqa,
Jordan. A student of al-Albani, he was a prolific author and a central
figure in much of the debates over iman and kufr in the second half of
the 1990s. Al-Halabi was a Loyalist scholar, and was directly or
indirectly involved in the publication of many books on the topic of iman

123 Alshamsi, Islam and Political Reform in Saudi Arabia, 5.
12 |av, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 86.
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and kufr that stirred intense controversy within the Salafi community.
Two of al-Halabi’s books in particular will be scrutinized here, al-
Tahthir min Fitnah al-Takfir (Warning against the Mayhem of Takfir)
and Sayhat Nathir (a Shout of a Warner). Although al-Halabi produced
several books on iman and kufr, most of which are more expansive in
content than these two books, the two chosen here have a particular
importance for our purpose. This is firstly because these two books have
incited very stern responses not only from the Activists and Jihadis but
also from some senior official scholars in Saudi Arabia who are
categorised as “quietists” by many western scholars such as Wiktorowicz
in his Anatomy of the Salafi Movement. The other significance stems
from the core of the first book al-Takthir, which is a transcript of an
answer given by al-Albani to a question put to him regarding the
question of applying takfir to present-day rulers in the Muslim World.
Al-Halabt added a very long introduction and some footnotes in which he
attempted to refute the view of his activist and Jihadi opponents. Al-
Halabi also attached to the transcribed answer of al-Albani two
commentaries ascribed to Ibn Baz and Ibn al-'Uthaymin, which he
considers to be an evidence of their consent and approval of the verdict

of al-Albani, thus taking a position vis-a-vis these two scholars as well.

Al-Halabi’s book al-Tahkthir is also important for the next chapter that
deals with the accusations against al-Albani. This is because according
to al-Halabi, al-Albani read the book and agreed with its content. Now,
given that senior scholars in Saudi Arabia refuted the book—or at least
the first edition of it—it is interesting to examine whether al-Albani held

different views on such vital issue of creed to that of the Saudi scholars.

Khalid al-‘Anbari: Al-‘Anbari was a university lecturer in Saudi
Arabia.'® He represents another central figurehead in the intra-Salafi
debates over iman and kufr in the second half of the 1990s. Similar to al-
Halabi, his book al-Hukm bi ghayr ma anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir
(Ruling by Other than what Allah has Revealed and the Principles of

15| coud not find his date or place of birth.
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Takfir) was criticised by the scholars of the PCRV for allegedly
containing traces of the creed of the Murji’ah and was censored in Saudi
Arabia. Al-"AnbarT has a number of recorded meetings with al-Albani on
questions related to iman and the takfir of the rulers who rule according
to manmade laws. He also claims that al-Albani approved of his book. In
the fourth edition of his book, al-*Anbari provides a preface by al-Albant
(though not completed) to prove that al-Albani shared his views.

Abii Ruhayyim: The study of the intra-Salafi debates over the questions
of iman and kufr cannot be complete without examining the writings of
the Jordanian professor of theology Abt Ruhayyim. Aba Ruhayyim is a
very interesting figure in these debates though it is very hard to
determine whether he belongs among the Jihadis or the Activists. What
is certain about him however is that like al-Halabi, he was a prominent
student of al-Albani and then turned against his shaykh in a book called
Hagqigah al-Iman ‘Ind al-Shaykh al-Albani (The True Meaning of Faith
in the view of Shaykh al-Albani). After finishing his undergraduate
studies at the Jordanian University, Abt Ruhayyim, spent few years
teaching shari‘ah in Jordan before he was accepted to continue his
postgraduate studies at the university of Umm al-Qura between 1981 and
1986- thanks to a letter of recommendation from al-Albani. This was the
same period in which al-Hawali was pursuing his studies at the same
university. After finishing his doctorate, AbG Ruhayyim worked as a
university professor of theology in UAE then Jordan.

There are several reasons that make Aba Ruhayyim a significant figure
in the study of the debates over iman and kufr. First and foremost, there
is the fact that he was a student of al-Albani who turned against his
teacher. In addition, unlike al-Hawali in his above-mentioned book, Abu
Ruhayyim explicitly and expansively charges al-Albani with holding
some views of the Murji’ah in relation to the questions of iman and kufr.
Although he stops short of calling his shaykh murji’t (the one who
adopts the doctrine of Murji’ah) he saves his abundant attacks for al-
Halab1 and other prominent students of al-AlbanT whom he labels ad ‘iya’

al-Salafiyyah (counterfeit Salafis) and Murji’ah. After the publication of
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al-Halabi’s book al-Takthir, Abta Ruhayyim authored several books in an
attempt to refute what he believed to be “lies upon the scholars,
plagiarism, narrow mind, and shallow understanding”!?® of al-Halabi and
his supporters. These books later became an important source for much
of the intra-Salafi debates over the position of al-Albani in regard to the

questions of iman, kufr and takfir.

Summary

This chapter has attempted to address the complexities and ambiguity
surrounding the concept of Salafism and summarise the widely accepted
meaning of Salafism by exploring some of its central characteristics.
These characteristics include a particular understanding of the concept of
tawhid based on an expansive definition of shirk, one that includes
denunciation of many popular practices, in addition to a somewhat literal
interpretation of certain texts that may imply a possible anthropomorphic
understanding. The second characteristic of Salafism highlighted in this
chapter relates to a restrictive perception of innovation in Islam that
narrows the scope of acceptable Islamic practices. The third
characteristic pertains to their approach to the traditional four legal
Sunni schools based on the rejection of blind taql/id and the division of

Muslims into muqallid, muttabi “ and mujtahid.

The chapter has also explained that despite a number of differences
between Salafism and Wahhabism, they do share a great number of
beliefs, doctrines, and sources, which suggests that Wahhabism is part of
Salafism. This, however, is not the case with the modernist movement of
al-Afghani and ‘Abduh, which does not share the abovementioned key
characteristics of contemporary Salafism.

Finally, this chapter has briefly presented the historical context of the
genesis of schisms amongst the Salafi protagonists in the 1990s, by

explaining how the presence of non-Muslim troops on the Saudi soil and

18 Abt Ruhayyim, Haqgiqat al-Khilaf bayna al-Salafiyyah al-Shar ‘iyyah wa
Ad ‘iya’iha fi Masa’il al-Iman, 6.
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the political engagement of some Islamic parties have triggered disputes
amongst Salaft youth over the legitimacy of the contemporary rulers in
the Muslim world. The next chapter, on the other hand, examines in
greater detail the phenomenon of intra-Salafi disputes over the correct

stance vis-a-vis political authority.
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Chapter Three: Al-Hakimiyyah

Introduction

Following the Arab Spring and the emergence of various Salafi voices on
the Arab political scene, a great deal of uncertainty appeared
surrounding the relationship between the Salafis and the incumbent
regimes in their respective countries. The paradox here is that Salafism
has been accused of two contradictory stances vis-a-vis political
authority. On the one hand, it has been charged with an unreserved
acceptance of, and loyalty towards unsavoury regimes for preaching a
doctrine of subservience to them, and on the other, it has been blamed
for much of the violence that took place against these regimes in the
recent past. Both these charges are based on some measure of truth. As
we know, the adherents of Salafism, unlike those of the Muslim
Brotherhood, have never been unified under a single leadership or one
organisational structure that would determine the political stance that all
Salafis should take. As a result, a number of prominent Salafi scholars
hold distinct and sometimes contradictory religious views, which can
lead people, “to question whether they can even be considered part of the
same religious tradition”,* as Wiktorowicz correctly observed. In this
chapter, we shall discuss the full range of Salafi opinion of the matter of
political legitimacy. It will be demonstrated the disagreements that exist
on the topic, far from being incidental, or symptomatic of incoherence,
are logically related to the patterns of doctrinal development and
divergence among the Salafis, which we have discussed in the previous

chapter.

As explained in the previous chapter, all Salafis broadly share a similar
approach to religious affairs as well as the same method of reasoning;
however, their attitude towards political authority in the Muslim World
is far from uniform. Contemporary proponents of Salafism range from

extremely loyal clerics who advocate total subservience to the regimes

! Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 207-39.
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under which they live, to the Jihadis who overtly seek to overthrow the

same regimes, using all forms of violence necessary.

A good example of the former tendency is the Egyptian Salafi scholar
Mahmid ‘Amir who in 2010 issued his famous religious verdict
legitimising the killing of Muhammad al-Barad ‘1 (the former director of
the International Atomic Energy Agency) due to his calls for political
reform and his threat of civil disobedience. ‘Amer’s reasoning is very
simple and straightforward and based on one single Prophetic hadith:
“Anyone who tries to disrupt the affairs of this ummah while they are
united, you should kill him whoever he be.”? ‘Amer deduces from this

hadith the following verdict:

Mubarak is the legitimate ruler of the country, and challenging
him is not, religiously and rationally, permitted. Therefore,
whoever comes trying to divide us (Egyptians) in Egypt, the
Prophetic injunction is clear.?

The opposite tendency is exemplified in the armed movements that swept
various Muslim countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Algeria in
the mid-nineties. It was out of these movements that various current

Salafi Jihadi groups emerged.

In secular terms, these contradictory stances amongst the Salafis can be
simply explained as a reflection of the various political opinions existing
amongst the ranks of the advocates of Salafism and can be treated as
belonging to the distinct and autonomous area of political thought.
However, from a Salafi point of view, positions towards those in power
should not be justified solely on the basis of political reasoning/ends.
Rather, Salafi scholars insist that the relationship between the ruler and
people is primarily a religious affair bound by a contract (‘aqd) and a
pledge of allegiance (bay ‘ah) and therefore, it must be regulated in
accordance with the teaching of shari‘ah in order to be legitimate.*

2 Sahih Muslim, 2/898-899.

3 http://mahmodamer.wordpress.com/2011/01/01/606/ (accessed 06/06/2012)

4 Al-*Abd al-Karim, Mu ‘Gmalat al-hukkam fi Daw’ al-Kitab wa al-Sunnah, 7.
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In the following sections, we shall see that disagreement amongst
proponents of Salafism towards present-day rulers revolves around
various aspects of the concept of al-kakimiyyah: the absolute sovereignty
of God. In this chapter, we shall examine the points of agreement and
disagreement in the Salafi teachings vis-a-vis contemporary governments
in the Muslim World, in the light of their doctrinal debates over two
vital issues that derive from the overarching matter of al-hakimiyyah: (i)
the relationship between al-hakimiyyah and tawhid and (ii) whether the
implementation of shari‘ah law should be a sine qua non condition for
the legitimacy of any political authority. The chapter will use the
specific cases of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Egypt in order to
illustrate the way in which these theoretical concepts are substantiated in

the real political world.

Defining al-Hakimiyyah

Al-hakimiyyah, in the Arabic language, is an invented word derived from
the word hakim (ruler or governor; pl. hakimin or hukkam). The Arabic
verb of the word is hakama, which means to rule. The term al-
hakimiyyah does not exist in the texts of the Quran or the Prophetic
Tradition. However, derivations from the same root consonants such as
al-Zukm (command, or rule) are used in several scriptural texts to
express the same concept. One of these derivatives, for instance, appears
in the well-known Quranic verse “The command (al-kZukm) rests with
none but God.”® The term al-hakimiyyah is mainly used to express the
idea that absolute authority and command rest with none but God alone.
In other words, “[it] is the Sovereignty in which rests the highest legal
and governmental authority.” ¢ Based on the above premise and the
definition of al-hakimiyyah just presented, the next section will examine

the salafl perspective on this concept.

5 Quran, 12:40.
® Khatab, “‘Hakimiyyah’ and ‘Jahiliyyah’ in the Thought of Sayyid Qutb,” 146.
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Al-Hakimiyyah from the Salafi perspective

The literature on the area of what is currently known as “Islamism” or
“political Islam” indicates that the South Asian Muslim scholar Abu al-
A‘la al-Mawduadi 7 (1903-1979) was the first scholar/theoretician to
introduce the term al-hakimiyyah, which was subsequently adopted and
developed by the Egyptian thinker Sayyid Qutb.® Nowadays, the term is
widely used by many Islamists including the Salafis. It is worth noting
here that while some scholars argue that the salafi Jihadis have adopted
Qutb’s concept of al-hakimiyyah,® this is not actually accurate. This is
because “the idea that ruler-ship is the exclusive prerogative of Allah,
and the corresponding tenet that any form of human government that is
not devoted to implementing Allah’s will as expressed in the shari‘ah is
an illegitimate usurpation of Allah’s prerogative, and thus a form of
idolatry” is not exclusively promoted by Qutb. Rather, the conception of
ruler-ship is rooted in the Salafi teachings and was already widespread in
the Salafi literature long before Qutb started campaigning for it. Perhaps
it is fair to say that the Salafi literature does not use the term al-
hakimiyyah per se as much as Qutb and his followers use it, but it is

evident that the concept has always been present in the Salafi teachings.®

From a Salafi perspective, al-hakimiyyah is not about the absolute power
of the ruler or the head of the Muslim state. Rather, it concerns all
Muslims in all matters of their lives. Just as it is not permissible for the
ruler to rule according to anything other than God’s decree, Muslims in
general are commanded to adhere to the commandments of Quran and

Sunnah (the traditions of the Prophet) in all aspects of their lives. The

" A Muslim theologian and a political leader born in Pakistan/British-India, he was
the founder of the Jamaat-e- Islami and one of the most influential Muslim thinkers.
8 For more on the influence of al-Mawdidi on the Arab World see: Osman, Fathi,
“Mawdudi’s Contribution to the Development of Modern Islamic Thinking in the
Arabic-Speaking World.” For an up to date work on al-Mawdadi’s views on al-
hakimiyyah and how it has influenced Qutb see: Hartung, Jan-Peter, A System of
Life: Mawdudi and the Ideologisation of Islam, 2014,
°® Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 2012, 168.
1 The next chapter deals with the Salafi views on the question of substituting
shari‘ah with manmade system of laws.
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idea of the exclusive ruler-ship of God, thus leads to the tenet that God’s
will as expressed in the shari‘ah is the only legitimate source of law.
Hence, although the conception of the Sayyid Qutb and the politicised
groups on the notion of al-hakimiyya may broadly “coincide with those

of Salafism... [they] are much more highly politicised.”

The Significance of al-Hakimiyyah

Essentially, the points of agreement between Salafi proponents regarding
al-hakimiyyah and about the implementation of shari‘ah as a system of
laws are much more numerous than the issues over which they disagree.
Nevertheless, the points of disagreement entail enormous enough
consequences to make disagreeing Salafis appear as opposing political
trends in relation to their attitude towards contemporary governments.
Broadly speaking, Salafts are no different to orthodox Muslims in
believing and accepting the notion that God has the ultimate sovereignty
over the universe and that authority and command rest with none but
Him. 2 From the Jihadis, who openly reject the state and seek to
overthrow it by armed means, to those who are ostensibly apolitical and
consider present-day rulers legitimate (wulat amr shar ‘iyyin), all Salafis
lay great emphasis on this notion. There is thus no disagreement amongst
the Salafis that it is a religious obligation and necessity to apply
shart‘ah to govern all spheres of private and public life and that denying
such obligation takes one outside the fold of Islam. Take for instance al-
‘Anbari, who is an outspoken advocate for subservience to the political
rulers. In his argument against the Jihadis and Activists, al-‘Anbari

makes it clear that his opposition to them is not about this point.

The issue about which there is no disagreement is the fact that
Allah is the sole judge between people and that He makes none
to share in His decision and His rule, no matter how noble this
person is, or how complete his mind is. He, The Almighty, is
The Best of Judges and His rule is absolute justice and truth.

% Meijer, “Introduction,” 25.
2 For a collection of statements by various Sunni scholars regarding the obligation
to rule according to shari‘ah see: Ibrahim, Muhammad Yusri, al-Furqgan al-Mubin fi
Nusrat Shari’at Rabb al-"Alamin
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All other rules, manmade laws and Jahili®® rules are unjust and
deviant.*

With respect to the rule of shari‘ah, all Salafis agree that there are two
interrelated religious duties incumbent upon both the ruler and the
people in the Muslim state. Firstly, it is compulsory for the Muslim ruler
to govern according to the principles of shari‘ah. In other words, a
Muslim ruler must not follow or judge by any other system of laws that
contradicts the laws of Islam, such as manmade laws. Secondly,
Muslims, in turn, are obliged to refer to the rule of God only, for
conduct of their personal affairs and resolution of disputes. Salafl
scholars often cite a number of scriptural texts as evidence for these two
duties. For instance, with regard to the duty of the ruler, they cite the

Quranic verse:

Then We have put you [O Muhammad] on a plain way of [Our]
commandment (i.e. legal ways and laws of the Islamic
monotheism). So follow that [Islamic monotheism and its
laws], and follow not the desires of those who know not.®

As for the second obligation that concerns all Muslims the evidence

brought forward by the salafi scholars is the following Quranic verse:

It is not for a believing man or a believing woman, when Allah
and His Messenger have decided a matter, that they should
[thereafter] have any choice about their affairs. And whoever
disobeys Allah and His Messenger has certainly strayed into
clear error.

According to the Salaft view, other verses not only command the Muslim
ruler to rule in accordance with shari‘ah in all matters of disputes, but

also contain a severe warning (wa ‘id shadid) for not abiding by these

commands. This warning implies that failing to implement or refer to

18 Jahiliyyah, is a term that traditionally refers to the period of pagan ignorance
before Islam. Jahil7 is used to refer to any social political or ritual behaviour that
contradicts the principles of Islam.
14 Al-“Anbari, Al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 17.
% Quran, 45:18.
6 Quran, 33:36.
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shart ‘ah in judgements, legislation, political and legal decisions could
lead to falling into unbelief. The following three verses are quoted
frequently in most materials dealing with the question of ruling by other

than shari ‘ah.

And whosoever does not judge according to what Allah has
sent down, then those are they (who are) the unbelievers (al-
kafiran).

And whosoever does not judge according to what Allah has
sent down, then those are they (who are) the unjust.®

And whoever does not judge according to what Allah has sent
down, then those are they (who are) the immoral.®

The disagreement over the interpretation of these verses, especially the
first one, forms the core of the contention between contemporary Salafis
with regards to the impact of the application of manmade laws on the
status of the Muslim ruler as a Muslim. This will be discussed in detail

in the next chapter.

Linking al-Hakimiyyah to Taqlid

The link between the concept of al-hakimiyyah and the question of taqlid
in Salafism can be perfectly demonstrated in an incident narrated by al-
Albani, which took place during a Friday sermon in one of the mosques
in Damascus before he was forced to live in exile starting from 1980.%
The whole sermon, according to al-Albani, was about how al-hakimiyyah
should belong to no one but God alone. However, al-Albani noticed
during this lecture that the imam made a mistake with regard to a fighi
(legal) question. After the prayer, al-Albani approached the imam to tell
him that the legal verdict he gave is in contradiction with an authentic
Prophetic tradition. The imam justified his view stating that he was a
follower of the Hanafi School of jurisprudence. The justification of the
imam surprised al-Albani who took it to mean that the imam did not

" Quran, 5:44.

8 Quran, 5:45.

¥ Quran, 5:47.

2 Al-Shaybani, Hayat al-Albani wa Atharuh, 77.
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consider himself obliged to abandon the view of his legal school in

favour of following an authentic tradition, when one such existed.

Al-Albani responded blaming him

Subkan Allah! You have just given a sermon that al-kakimiyyah is just for
Allah, the Mighty and Majestic, but you only use this word to attack those
rulers whom you think are unbelievers because they do not rule according to
the Islamic shari ‘ah. Yet you have forgotten about yourself and that Allah’s
decree and judgement is binding for every single Muslim. So, when | say to
you that the Prophet did so and so, why do you say, “But my madhhab
(legal school) is such and such?” Thus, you have contradicted that which
you are calling the people to.

This example is a very good illustration of how the Salafi perception of
the concept of al-kakimiyyah surpasses governorship and authority to
encompass all Muslims, and all religious aspects related to human life. It
is this expansive perception of al-kakimiyyah that forms the Salafi basis
for rejecting blind taqlid of the four legal Sunni schools. According to
Salafi reasoning, only Prophet Muhammad was infallible and
consequently has the right of absolute obedience; no one but him has this
right regardless of his or her knowledge and status.?

In this connection, al-Albani argues that any system of laws that
contradicts shari ‘ah should not be accepted regardless of its source. For
him, as well as many prominent Salafi scholars, there is no difference
between a law legislated by non-Muslims, as in the case of manmade
laws, and a legal opinion that results from an erroneous ijtihad
(interpretation) by a Muslim scholar if it contradicts the rule of God. In
both cases, Muslims must reject these laws and legal opinions when they
are clearly in contradiction with the Quran and Sunnah, because absolute
authority and command belongs solely to God.# The only difference

between the Muslim scholar who has made an error and the legislator of

2L www.youtube.com/watch?v=mEWPOmMWOQYyl (accessed 13/05/2013)
22 “‘Abbasi, Bid ‘at al-Ta ‘assub al-Madhhabi, 124; Al al-Shaykh, Fath al-Majid, 362—
363.
2 Al-Albani, al-Tasfiyah wa al-Tarbiyah, 26.
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manmade laws lies in the fact that the former is not as blameworthy as

the latter since he did not intend to contradict the Islamic shari ‘ah.®

Al-Hakimiyyah and Tawhid

Besides these legal implications of al-khakimiyyah for the practice of
taqlid, Salafis also link al-hakimiyyah to the fundamental creedal issue
of tawhid According to Salafi teachings, all Islamic theories,
commandments for worship, social relations, and politics are based on
the notion of tawhid. Tawhid is the very purpose of the existence of
humankind. Based on the Quranic verse “I have only created Jinns and
men, that they may worship Me,” » they argue that God has created
human beings for one reason alone and that is to worship, obey and
submit to Him solely and to no one else. The revelation of the books and
the sending of the Prophets were merely to convey this message to the

people.?

Accordingly, for the Salafis, the concept of al-hakimiyyah represents an
integral part in all three components of tawhid explained in the first
chapter. It is linked to tawhid al-rububiyyah, given that singling out God
in His lordship implies a firm and definite belief that He alone has the
right to legislate for people what is permissible, and what is forbidden
for them. Hence, whoever decrees a rule that contradicts the rules of
Islam is deemed to have usurped the legislative sovereignty (al-
hakimiyyah) that belongs solely, to God, and thus, made oneself partner
with God.# Thus we begin to understand the significance attached by
Salafis to tawhid al-asma’ wa al- sifat, as attributes such as al-kakam
(The Judge or The Arbitrator) and al-kakim (The Wise) are amongst the
names of God, which, together with the meanings they convey Muslims

are supposed to unquestioningly believe. Al-hakam means the precise

2 1hid.
% Quran, 51:56.
%Ibn Baz, “the Obligation of applying the Law of Allah and discarding anything
contradictory to it,”
www.alifta.net/Fatawa/FatawaChapters.aspx?View=Page&PagelD=18&PageNo=1&B
ooklD=14 (accessed 29/10/12)
2" |bn Hasan, Fath al-Majid Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 369-376.
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Arbitrator and the absolutely correct Judge whose word is decisive in
determining what is right and what is wrong, in distinguishing between
righteous and sinful deeds, and none can overturn or repeal His decree.
As for al-hakim, the Arabic word is in a superlative form, and thus
intended for the glorification of the One who has the wisdom. The
reference to God’s wisdom is intended to convey that He knows the real
essence of everything and what is best for His creation. In the Salafl
view, therefore, subscription to tawhid al-asma’ wa al- sifat leads to a

fuller understanding of al-hakimiyyah.

As for tawhid al-ulihiyyah, which forbids any form of association with
God in worshipping Him, Salafis believe that seeking judgement from
any entity other than God constitutes a form of shirk and submitting to
His judgment is a form of worship. The resemblance between
worshipping any thing or being other than God and seeking judgment
from any other than Him can be illustrated by Muhammad al-Amin al-

Shanqiti’s? (1897-1972) interpretation of the following Quranic verse.

They [Jews and Christians] took their rabbis and their monks to be their
lords besides Allah, and Messiah -son of Maryam, while they were
commanded to worship none but One God...?

According to al-Shanqiti, there is no difference at all between seeking
judgment  from  other anybody than God and worshiping
someone/something other than Him. “The one who follows a system
other than that of Allah, legislations other than that of Allah, or a law
that opposes shari‘ah... is similar to the one who worships an idol or
prostrates to a statue. There is no difference between them at all from
any point of view. They are the same and they are both mushrikin
(polytheists, or guilty of associating idols with God). One has
association with Allah in worship and the other has associated with

28 Al-Shanqiti, Muhammad al-Amin Ibn Muhammad al-Mukhtar al-Jakani. A well-
known and respected Salafi scholar, Born and raised in Mauritania before he moved
to Saudi Arabia where he spent the last part of his life teaching Quranic exegesis
and usal al-figh (principles of Jurisprudence). Best known for his fomous work on
Quranic exegesis Adwa’ al-Bayan fi Idah al-Qur’an bi al-Qur’an
2% Quran, 9:31
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Allah in His judgment. They are both the same.”* The same idea is also
found in Ibn “Abd al-Wahhab’s interpretation of the above verse in his
book Kitab al-tawhid. Ilbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, asserts that Muslims are
commanded by God to obey the scholars and the rulers. However, this
obedience must not be in forbidding what God has made permissible or
permitting what He has made forbidden because this type of obedience is
equal to taking them as lords beside God.* Absolute obedience is a form
worship that is reserved for God alone. To support his view, Ibn “Abd al-
Wahhab invokes a famous story of one of the companions of the Prophet
named ‘Adi b. Abi Hatim, who had been a Christian before converting to
Islam. It is reported that when he heard the above verse, he said: “We do
not worship them.” To which the Prophet replied: “Do not they proscribe
what Allah (the Exalted) allowed and in turn you proscribe it; do not
they allow what Allah (the Exalted) proscribed and you allow it? So “Adi
said: “Yes.” The Prophet then said: “That is worshipping them.” In his
commentary on the book, Ibn al-‘Uthaymin concludes that the Prophet
explained that the expression “worship” in the verse was not just
intended to mean sujud or ruku® (prostration or bowing) but that it
included the acceptance of legislation that contradicts the rule of God.
Thus, obedience to the rabbis and monks or anyone other than God

constitutes shirk al-ta ‘ah (association in obedience).®

In sum, al-hakimiyyah, in the view of Salafis, requires Muslims to
believe and accept that no one but God has the right to legislate what is
permissible and what is not in all aspects of life. Muslims must also
believe that the rule of God is the best for people, and they have to refer
solely to the rule of God in all matters of disagreements. However,
despite this somewhat unified perception of al-kakimiyyah amongst the
Salafis, there exist many disagreements on how to apply this concept in
real life. Some of these disagreements are tolerated and seen as matters

of ijtihad, while others are not accepted and deemed by disagreeing

% Al-Sabt, al- ‘Adhb al-Namir min Majalis al-Shanqiti fT al-Tafsir, 5/2267.

3L |bn Hasan, Fath al-Majid Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 366-368.

32 Al-‘Uthaymin, al-Qawl al-Mufid fi Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 2/255-274.
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parties to be deviation from Salafi teachings. The coming section deals

with the latter type.

Points of Disagreement

When the disagreements between the Salafis started in the early 1990s, a
particular term became frequently mentioned and recurrent especially in
the Loyalists’ discourse: manhaj al-salaf fi al-taghyir (the path of the
salaf in order to change status quo). Using this term, they refer to the
salaft method or approach in dealing with social and political issues and
how to rectify them. The Loyalists started labelling their activist
counterparts using different derogatory terms, such as suraris, ®
ikhwanis, qutbis.® These were initially used only to condemn their
alleged deviant attitude towards the State but not to criticise their creed,
which was still broadly considered as within the salaft ‘aqidah. At that
stage, the Jihadis were still considered by the Loyalists merely as
Activists from among their own group and not as a separate religious
trend altogether. Nonetheless, these terms already bore the core of the
Loyalists’ contention, that the Activists’ political activism was in fact a
non-Salafi innovation, in contradiction with the manhaj al-salaf (path of
the Salaf). In their view, the corruption of the Activists’ manhaj was a
direct result of the influence of a number of prominent Brotherhood
figures, such as the Egyptian Muhammad Qutb (1919-2014), the brother
of Sayyid Qutb and the Syrian scholar Muhammad Surtr Zayn al-"Abidin
(b. 1938), both of whom lived and taught in Saudi Arabia universities
after escaping the crackdown on the organisation in Egypt and Syria.?
Thus, although the dispute at this early stage was largely due to
disagreements over how to deal with current despotic regimes, the
Loyalists had already begun to argue that Salafism consisted not only of

upholding the creed of the salaf, but also, and most importantly, required

® Followers of Muhammad Surtr Ibn Zayn al-‘Abidin, a former member of the
Muslim Brotherhood branch in Syria.
% Followers of al-Ikhwa’'n al-Muslimin (the Muslim Brotherhood)
% Followers of Sayyid Qutb
% Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State, 63.
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acting upon their manhaj for any societal or political change and reform

that was to be brought about.?¥

Salafis are also rent by debates over which regimes are in need of change
(taghyir) and when, whatever be the means for bringing about that
change. Essentially, there are two main areas of disagreement amongst
Salafis in this matter, both related to the concept of al-kakimiyyah. One
pertains to the importance of this concept within Islam overall, and thus,
the amount of effort and time that Muslims in general and Salafis in
particular should devote to it. The other point of disagreement relates to
the legitimacy of present-day Muslim rulers who do not implement this

concept in their rule over the Muslim populations in their countries.

The Importance of al-Hakimiyyah

According the Loyalists, the manhaj al-salaf consists, first and foremost,
in the call to tawhid, which the Activists and Jihadis have neglected by
according too much attention and effort to the establishment of the
Islamic State. Quite like those we have categorised as senior scholars,
the Loyalists argue that the focus on the establishment of the Islamic
State would only lead to political dissent, confrontation with existing
governments and bloodshed.?*® According to the Loyalists, by adopting
the establishment of the Islamic state as their ultimate goal, the Activists
and Jihadis have deviated from the teachings of Salafism in three ways
(i) the circumscription of al-khakimyyah within political boundaries only
(i1) leniency towards non-Salafi movements and their iconic figureheads (iii) overt

criticism of the rulers.

The circumscription of al-hakimyyah within political boundaries

The first of these alleged deviations from the Salafi approach relates to
the reduction of al-khakimyyah to a mere political notion, at the expense
of other components of ‘agidah.® A number of Loyalists, such as al-

Halabti for example, even question the legitimacy of the term al-

3" Al-Yamani, Ajwibat Fadilat al-Shaykh Rbi* B. Hadi al-Madkhali al-Salafiyyah, 22.
3% Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 43.
¥ 1bid, 87.
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hakimyyah itself, insisting that the term is an innovation that needs
further scrutiny. In al-Halabi's view, his opponents: the Jihadis and the
Activists, whom he labels as takfiris and hizbis, respectively, have
distorted its expansive meaning by confining it to matters of governance
and by making it their sole and primary concern. In order to delegitimise
his opponents, al-Halabi likens their attitude towards al-khakimyyah to
the concept of al-imamah in the doctrine of the shi‘ah.” Such a charge
shows how deep this internal conflict has reached, since accusing a
Salafl of having something in common with sh7‘ah can be perceived as a
more serious insult than the accusation of being ikhwani or suriri.
However, al-Halabi was later forced to withdraw these statements in
later editions of his book after having been criticised by some senior

scholars for belittling the importance of the concept of al-hakimiyyah.

The origins of the Loyalists’ charges against their opponents in regard to
the importance of al-hakimiyyah can be traced to the traditional
ideological tension between the proponents of Salafism and the more
politicised Islamic movements, especially the Muslim Brotherhood (MB).
The relationship between the proponents of Salafism and MB has been
tense for years; Salafis have been deeply critical of both the figures and
the methods of Islamist political activism. Moreover, differences
between the two groups have always centred around the debate about
whether it is religious-theological purity or political activism that
deserves primacy. Traditionally, Salafis place more emphasis on matters
of creed than they do on political activism. Unlike MB, they take the
spreading of Islamic education and religious knowledge as their central
concern and function. For this reason, Salafis, in general, have always
been critical of the Muslim Brotherhood’s political agenda and of their
lack of religious knowledge. Modern politics is seen by the Salafis as a
path to deviancy, one that would only force Muslims to make
compromises in their belief and principles, which they are not supposed

to make. For the Salafis, the MB have sacrificed much of their Islamic

4 Al-Halabi, al-Takthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 4.
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principles for the sake of their political agenda. As a result, “the
Brotherhood (and its offshoots like Hamas) has been looked down upon
as shallow, misguided, and deviant (munfarif) by Salafism for its
emphasis on politics at the expense of ‘aqgidah and religious knowledge

(ilm).”

Based on the verse “know, therefore, that there is no god but Allah...”#
Salafis argue that tawhid is the foundation of the religion of Islam and
the first principle that believers are obliged to know.® In their view, the
obsession of MB with capturing the reins of government has led them to
overlook the importance of taw/id in order to gather more supporters. In
the Salafi view, the MB is no more than an association whose main
concern is mobilising people for its cause, without paying much
attention to the most important concept of Islam: tawhid. “Kalimat al-
tawhid qgabla tawhid al-kalimah”* (the word of tawhid has priority over
uniting Muslim on one word): this slogan best describes the Salafi vision
of priorities. Thus, in the Salafi view, uniting Muslims is not an aim in
itself, unless it is achieved under the banner of the correct ‘agidah and

manhaj, which means the teaching of Salafism.

Amongst senior Salaft scholars, al-Albani is arguably amongst the most
critical of the MB approach, which, in his view, is “based on the
principle: we work together on the matters upon which we all agree and
we forgive each other in those which we disagree on.”* This principle,
according to al-Albani, is the very reason that has kept the MB away

from the correct understanding and practice of Islam.*

In line with the criticism of the MB approach, the Salafis are also

critical of some of the main icons of the movement. For instance, Hasan

4 Meijer, “Introduction,” 22.
2 Quran, 47:19.
4 Al-Albani, al-Tawhid Awwalan Ya Du ‘at al-Islam, 10.
4 1bid.
% For various statements by al-Albani on MB see: Al-Hadrami, Nazrat al-Imam al-
Albant ila Jama ‘at al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin. Available at: www.kulalSalafiyeen.com
(accessed 22/05/2013)
4 1pid.
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al-Banna, the founder of the movement, was criticised by a great number
of Salafis for adopting a position that contradicts the Sunnah and the
salafi creed in many ways despite his claims of adhering to Salafl
principles. Another MB prominent figure who has been the target of
severe criticism from Salafis is Sayyid Qutb who is probably the most
important figure in the history of the movement after its founder. In fact,
Qutb is probably the most criticised amongst the MB figureheads due the
extent of his prolific writings and a number of his ideas were deemed
deviant by certain Salafis. Although, these criticisms vary in terms of
severity, it is clear that the Salafis do not perceive him as a religious
scholar. In fact, even those Salafis who are somehow apologetic towards
his stance often avoid referring to him as shaykh, a title that connotes
religious scholarship, but instead, label him as wustadh (instructor) or
adib (a man of letters). According to the Salafis, such unsupportable
positions and deviations from the Salafi creed are due to the inadequate
religious scholarship of the two above figures whose interest was more
in politics than in gaining religious knowledge, and due to their

influence on unenlightened others.*

It was this historically antagonistic Salafi attitude towards the MB that
led to the internal Salafi dispute over al-hakimiyyah in general and its
importance in particular. As Lacroix has shown, the Loyalists picked up
on al-Albani’s criticism of the MB and transformed them “into an
ideological paradigm leading to a much more systematic anti-Muslim
Brotherhood and anti-Saswah argument.”* For the Loyalists, the parallel
between MB and their opponents within the fold of Salafism lies in their
common mode of distorting the “true” Salaft manhayj, that is, by focusing
on establishing the Islamic state at the expense of tawhid.® The Loyalists

allege that their opponents are so overwhelmingly focussed on the

4 For more on the Salafi’s criticism of the MB see: Salomon, "The Salafi Critique of
Islamism: Doctrine, Difference and the Problem of Islamic Political Action in
Contemporary Sudan.”
4 Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 87.
4 Al-Halabi, al-Takthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 14.
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political aspects of al-kakimiyyah, that they end up overlooking other
important matters of religion and are even willing to compromise them in

order to achieve their goals.

The Leniency towards non-Salafi Movements and their Iconic Figures

The second deviation from the teaching of Salafism, into which the
Activists and Jihadis have fallen, at least according to the Loyalists,
pertains to the formers’ lenient stance towards other Islamic movements
and their iconic figures. The Loyalists say that giving al-hakimiyyah
more importance than it merits has led their opponents to strip Salafism
of one of its main principles, namely the concept of al-wala’ wa al-bara’
(loyalty and disavowal). In a Salafi context, this concept roughly refers
to the notion that “all Muslims should show loyalty to God, Islam and

Muslims and that everything else should be disavowed.”®

It is necessary to not here that this concept is so loose and flexible that
it has been interpreted very differently by different Salafi protagonists.
In western academia, the Jihadis’ usage of this concept has been
examined by several scholars.® It is believed that the Jihadis use it to
condemn the Muslim governments for their ties with non-Muslim
countries. According to the Jihadis, loyalty and disavowal is a vital
pillar of tawhid without which the Islamic profession of faith (shahadah)
is void.® The Loyalists’ usage of this concept, on the other hand, has

still has not attracted much scholarly attention.

In fact, the Loyalists use the concept of al-wala’ wa al-bara’ differently
from the Jihadis, and use it to argue that a true Salafi should show
loyalty or allegiance to fellow Salafis and disavow association with
people of innovation (ahl al-bid ‘ah). They believe that Islam faces a

greater threat from the “deviant” manhaj of Islamic movements such as

% Wagemakers, “The Transformation of a Radical Concept: Al-Wala’wa-L-Bara’in
the ldeology of Abu Muhammad Al-Maqdisi,” 49.

1 See for example: Wagemakers, A Purist Jihadi-Salafi; Wagemakers, “Framing the
‘Threat to Islam’”; Wagemakers, “The Transformation of a Radical Concept: Al-
Wala’wa-L-Bara’in the Ideology of Abu Muhammad Al-Maqdisi.”

%2 Wagemakers, “The Transformation of a Radical Concept: Al-Wala’wa-L-Bara’in
the ldeology of Abu Muhammad Al-Maqdisi,” 60.
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the MB than from any governments; thus the Loyalists believe that
countering the ideas of fellow Islamists is a priority over the engagement
in politics. For the Loyalists, such deviant Islamic movements disguise
themselves under the flag of defending Islam but, they are in fact more
dangerous than non-Muslims are. Muslims cannot be deceived by non-
Muslims but they are deceived by these Islamic movements who lead
people astray.® Incidentally, this is a typical argument, one which draws
on certain classical texts, which insist that heterodox sects constitute a

greater danger to Islam than non-Muslims do.

The disagreement over the correct Salafi position vis-a-vis fellow
Islamic movements thus consists of a drastic parting of ways between the
Activists on one hand and the Loyalists and Jihadis on the other. The
former trend’s opposition to other groups is distinguished by its soft
tone whereas the latter trends are famous for their rigorous attacks on
other Islamic movements. This is especially the case with the Loyalists
as most of the Jihadis’ attacks are directed mainly towards the MB for
their participation in the political process in several countries. > The
Loyalists’ position towards other Islamic movements, on the other hand,
is distinguished by its theological dimension. Their criticism of
movements such as the MB is not just on grounds of politics and manhaj
but also based on fundamental issues related to creed. The Loyalists
point out that the MB are guilty of a number of deviations: their call for
pluralism of religions and the brotherhood of Abrahamic religions, their
ambiguous position towards tawhid al-asma’ wa al-sifat,* as well as

inheriting the hatred of the sh7‘ah and sifis against Salafism.s

On this basis, the Loyalists believe that these Islamic movements and
their iconic figures should be evaluated through the same prism the salaf

used with “deviant” sects such as the Mu‘tazilah and Khawarij. Qutb in

5 Al-Yamani, ajwibat Fadilat al-Shaykh Rbi‘ Ibn Hadi al-Madkhali al-Salafiyyah,
44,
% See for example: Paz, "The Islamic Debate over Democracy: Jihadi-Salafi
Responses to Hamas’ Victory in the Palestinian Elections.”
% Al-Madkhali, Ma a@khith Manhajiyyah ‘ala al-Shaykh Safar al-Hawalr, 11.
% 1bid, 20-21.

86



particular is considered to be worse than the heads of Islamic sects such
Mu‘tazilah and Khawarij.% Accusations against Qutb are very serious;
they range from his declaring takfir on Muslim masses to the adoption of
the doctrine of wahkdat al-wujid (unity of being) and legitimisation of
manmade laws.% Thus, for the Loyalists, only the Salafis belong to the

saved sect in the aforementioned hadith of the sects.

However, the Activists reject this method of evaluation and instead
adopt a more accommodating approach. They insist that one must not
evaluate Islamic movements and figureheads based on their mistakes
alone, overlooking the virtues they possess. Total truth does not belong
to one particular group, and every Islamic movement enjoys certain
virtues that the others do not possess.® Unlike the Loyalists, who look
upon the Islamic movements as antitheses to Salafism, the Activists
believe that Islamic movements complete one another and Salafism has a
complementary role to play in this regard.® This relaxed attitude is
reflected in the Activists’ reluctance to use epithets such as salafr and
athart (follower of proof-texts) to refer to the “saved” sect and instead
use ahl al-sunnah wa al-jama ‘ah, which contains an accommodating
connotation. Consequently, they praise iconic figures such as Qutb and

al-Banna for their heroic stances in serving the Islamic cause.

This somewhat tolerant stance towards “the innovators” is based on the
principle of muwazanat (balancing between the good and the bad in an
individual’s thought). This principle is, according to the Loyalists,
fundamentally opposed to the principle of al-wala’ wa al-bara’- since
this principle requires the uprooting of all deviations and innovations.®
A stance based on muwazanat is unforgivable to the Loyalists, since, in

their view, it turns the Activists into innovators too. Following this line

5 Ibid, 14.
% See: al-Madkhali, Adwa ’ Islamiyyah ‘ala ‘aqidat Sayyid Qutb wa Fikrihi.
% Al-Qarni, Firr min al-Hizbiyyah Firarak min al-Asad, available at:
www.islamweb.net (accessed 03/05/2015)
0 |bid.
81 Al-Yamani, Ajwibat Fadilat Al-Shaykh Rbi* B. Hadi Al-Madkhali Al-Salafiyyah,
42-43.
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of reasoning, the Activists eventually came to be perceived as the enemy
within; people who claim to be Salafi but are reluctant to disavow
association with people of innovation, all because they were drawn into
the manhaj of Sayyid Qutb and the MB, which in turn, prioritise
grouping people together for political gain at the expense of the correct
creed. The Loyalists do concede that the Activists are still closer to
Salafism than all other movements, but the extent of their apprehension
and disapproval is clear from the fact that they refuse to call such
Activists Salafis. In fact, given their proximity, Loyalists view the
Activists as more dangerous to Salafism than all other movements,
including the Jihadis.

The Overt Criticism of the Rulers
The other violation to the Salafi manhaj, committed both by the Activists
and the Jihadis, pertains to their opposition to the state. This, at least, is
the point of view of the Loyalists, according to whom Loyalists, the
correct manhaj (way) to rectify any wrongdoing committed by the state
is to offer the ruler advice privately. The duty of a scholar ends there,
and then it is up to the ruler to accept the advice or reject it. Hence, any
form of khurij ‘ala al-hakim (rebellion against the state) is seen as a
reprehensible act that will lead to internal strife within the Muslim
nation. To support this position, the Loyalists cite the following passage
from al- ‘aqidah al-Tahawiyyah, a book that is considered one of the core
sources for matters of creed in Salafism.

We do not accept rebellion against our imams or those in charge of our

affairs even if they are unjust, nor do we wish evil on them, nor do we

withdraw from following them. We hold that obeying them is part of

obeying Allah, the Glorified, and therefore obligatory as long as they do not
order us to commit sins.®

According to the loyalist interpretation, rebellion against the ruler is not
confined to violent conduct against the state but also of all other pacific

forms of opposition such as the forming of political parties, sit-ins, and

2 Ibn Ab1 al-‘Izz, Sharh al- ‘Aqidah al-Tahawiyyah, 371.
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demonstrations. © Drawing on heresiographical literature, both violent
and pacific opposition to the ruler have been identified with the heretical
sect called Khawarij, a sect vilified by Sunni Islam for justifying
violence against the state. According to the Loyalists, the history of
Islam witnessed two types of Khawarij; a mainstream type that
conducted armed revolts against the state using the sword (khurij bi al-
sayf) and an offshoot type, that of the tongue, i.e. those who use words
to incite and encourage rebellion against the state but do not conduct it
themselves (khurij bi al-lisan). The latter is also known as Khawarij
ga ‘adiyyah (those who hold and advocate the views of Khawarij but do
not rebel themselves).® As such, the Loyalists argue that the manhaj of
the Jihadis represents a revival of the mainstream Khawarij and the
Activists’ overt criticism of the state is similar to Khawarij ga ‘adiyyah.
Again, the Loyalists believe that the intellectual roots of both trends go
back to the revolutionary ideas of Qutb that are based on his “deviant”

interpretation of al-kakimiyyah.®

The Loyalists’ stance towards the rulers can be described as a mixture of
al-Albani’s rejection of political activism and the doctrine of obedience
adopted by the Saudi scholars towards the Saudi regime. The Loyalists
built on this mixture and made it applicable to all Muslim countries. On
the one hand they insist that Salafism is not a political movement and
that political activism itself is prohibited as it contradicts the basis of
‘agida based on al-Albani’s principle “The good policy is to stay away
from politics.” However, their obsession with denying any link between
Salafism and all forms of opposition to the state has led them to move
away from being apolitical and quietist to become active Loyalists,
whom main concern is to preach subservience to the rulers and denounce
all those denounced by their governments. Thus, although in theory the

Loyalists claim to be concerned primarily with creed rather than politics,

8 ‘Uthman, al-Hudid al-Fasilah Bayna Usial Manhaj al-Salaf al-Salih wa Usil al-
Qu¢biyyah al-Surariyyah, 314-317
® Ibid, 315
8 Al-Madani, Salim, Jinayat Bid ‘at al-Hakimiyyah ‘ala al-Ummah al-Islamiyyah,
available at: www.kulalSalafiyeen.com (accessed 03/04/2016)
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in practice, it has been hard for them to completely ignore politics and
stay apolitical. Partly, this stems from the fact that the Activists and the
Jihadis are highly active and as such they represent a competitor for
people and influence; the Loyalists are drawn into the debate as it

touches upon core creedal and theological matters.

The position taken by the Loyalists is of course vehemently rejected by
both the Jihadis and Activists. In the latter’s’ view, the correct manhaj
of the salaf is to confront what is an eminent threat to Islam and not to
stop at the same creedal arguments that the salaf have preferred in the
past when dealing with new deviations. Throughout history, they argue,
scholars have engaged in different combats against new deviations that
were taking place in their times. In other words, the Jihadis and Activists
believe that the nature of challenges facing Muslims change over time

and thus, Muslims’ priorities should change too accordingly.

It would be a fallacy to take the contentions of the Activists and the
Jihadis to mean that they are opposed to tawhid, which, as we know, is
the first principle that Muslim believers are obliged to know and
practise. To the contrary, the notion of tawhid is actually the main
driving force in their opposition to the state; since they believe that
giving the right of legislation to anybody other than God represents the
greatest form of shirk in present times. As such, in condemning such
shirk, Muslims should give it priority over the less prevalent and less
important forms of shirk. In their view, the Loyalists’ position on al-
hakimiyya is inconsistent with the teachings and principles of the Salafi
manhaj, which require Muslims to fight all forms of shirk. The fault of
the Loyalists” manhaj, they say, lies in its emphasis on shirk al-qubur
(polytheism of graves) at the expense of shirk al-qusiar (polytheism of

palaces).®

These, in short, are the main points of the disagreement amongst the
Salafis over the importance of al-hakimiyyah and about how much effort
Muslims should give to this concept. As is evident, these disagreements

® http://tartosi.blogspot.co.uk/2001/03/blog-post_10.html (accessed 03/05/2016)
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reflect the various priorities adopted by various groups within Salafism.
The cause of this divergence in priorities can be traced to an even deeper
disagreement about the legitimacy of present-day rulers, to which we

shall turn our attention in the next section.

The Relationship between the Legitimacy of the Ruler and the Application of
Shart ‘ah

Salafism adopts and advocates a doctrine of obedience to the legitimate
Muslim ruler. This doctrine is based on the classical Sunni
understanding of the relationship between the Muslim ruler and people
within his jurisdiction. Thereby, Salafi scholars insist that once a
Muslim ruler has established himself at the helm of the Muslim state and
is given bay‘ah (pledge of allegiance to the ruler), he becomes a
legitimate ruler; henceforth, obeying him becomes a religious obligation
incumbent upon all Muslims, and any form of rebellion against him is
forbidden. Any group of Muslims who secede from the authority of the
legitimate ruler and resort to violence in order to overthrow him are seen
as condemnable bughat (rebels or secessionists).® In theory, proponents

of Salafism from across the Salafi spectrum share this view.

Having said that, the question that arises here is: if it is true that
Salafism and Salafi scholars teach and advocate such doctrine of
political pacifism that prioritises order and stability over social justice,
then what makes the Activists and the Jihadis oppose and sometimes
rebel against the state in many Muslim countries? Moreover, how do they

justify their overt opposition to the state?

The answer to these questions lies in the fact that apart from the case of
Saudi Arabia where the ruling family has always “tried hard to broaden
its legitimacy and image as the only truly Islamic State committed to the
comprehensive implementation of the shari‘ah,”® constitutions in the

rest of the Muslim World are derived mainly from secular laws. The

67 For more on rebellion in Islamic Law see: Khaled Abou EIl Fadl, Rebellion and
Violence in Islamic Law
% Noorhaidi, "Ambivalent Doctrines and Conflicts in the Salafi Movement in
Indonesia," 171.
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implementation of these laws instead of the shari‘ah has been the main
underlying cause for much of the opposition against authorities, and
consequently, the divisions amongst the Salafism.

Two main points regarding the application of manmade laws have been
subject to dispute and division amongst contemporary Salafis. The first
relates to the impact of these manmade laws on the ruler’s faith, that is,
whether implementing these laws is an act of apostasy or not. Secondly,
if the application of such laws does not quite constitute apostasy, then
what is the effect of ruling by manmade laws on the legitimacy of the

ruler? The question therefore: is he qualified to be obeyed?

It is worth noting here that the focus of most intra-Salafi polemics is on
the first question, while the second question has always been treated as
secondary to the first one. This is because the first question is related
directly to a crucial matter in ‘agidah, namely the concept of takfir,
while the second one belongs to the realm of figh. For the Salafis, as
Wagemakers observes, “defining exactly what their creed entails is very
important” due to their “desire to purify Islam of religious innovations
and other “un-Islamic” influences.”® With that clarification in mind, we
shall deal here with the second question only. The first, and more
important question is examined separately and in greater detail in the

next chapter.

The Main Views

Within Salafism, there are two opinions about the legitimacy of the ruler
who rules according to manmade laws; some Salafis argue that such
rulers are not legitimate because the main purpose of government in
Islam is to apply the rule of God which such rulers are clearly not
fulfilling. Other Salafis contend that the only case in which a Muslim
ruler is considered illegitimate is when he becomes non-Muslim. Without
this condition, the ruler maintains and continues to have his rights as a
legitimate ruler even if he does not fulfil his duties. The first opinion is

held by the Jihadis, Activists and most of those we have classified as

8 Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi, 8.
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senior scholars, while the latter is predictably advocated mainly by the

loyalist groups.

The key factor for this disagreement stems from the fact that the
implementation of manmade laws in many parts of the Muslim world is a
new phenomenon in the course of Islamic history. As such, it has proved
to be problematic in determining the “correct” stance that Muslims
should take apropos the Muslim ruler who adopts such systems of laws
instead of shari‘ah, since there is no clear precedent in Islamic history
on which one can draw. The second factor pertains to the paradox in
which the Salafis found themselves after the elimination of shari‘ah. On
the one hand, Salafism teaches a doctrine of nearly total political
obedience to the ruler, even an unjust one, but at the same time it asserts
that any legal system in contradiction with shari‘ah must be rejected and
resisted. The Loyalists hang on to the first principle over the second,
while the Jihadis and the Activists take the opposite view: they reject the
legitimacy of present-day rulers on the basis that the application of

shart ‘ah is a necessary condition for the doctrine of obedience.

According to David Commins, the most distinctive facet of the thought
and writings of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, which, as we have seen, forms part
of the Salafi canon, is “the insistence that proclaiming, understanding
and affirming that God is one do not suffice to make one a Muslim, but
that one must also explicitly deny any other object of worship.”™ Indeed,
Salafis believe that mere verbal pronouncement of shahadah (testimony
of Islam) is not sufficient for the correctness of one’s faith unless it is
accompanied with the disbelief in all types of false deities.”™ Based on
the Quranic verse: “whoever disbelieves in the taghiat and believes in
Allah, he has grasped the firm handhold...,” ? Salafism teaches that
tawhid comprises two pillars neither of which is sufficient without the

other; the belief in God and disbelief in taghut (pl. tawaghit).

" Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 14.
" 1bn Qasim, al-Durar al-Saniyya fi al-Ajwibah al-Najdiyyah, 1/163.
2 Quran, 2:256.
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Linguistically, taghit derives from the Arabic verb ragha, which means
to exceed the limit. ™ In their usage, Salafi scholars often quote the
definition provided by Ibn al-Qayyim that taghit is
All things that go beyond their boundaries in respect of being worshipped
followed or obeyed.”™ Thus, taghit of every group of people includes all
those whom people refer to in arbitration instead of God or His Prophet, or

whom they worship besides God or whom they follow blindly without sight
from God.™

Ibn “Abd al-Wahhab lists five main types of taghit, one of which is the
one who rules in accordance to other than the rule of God.”™ The logic for
including such type of rulers is because they go beyond their designated
boundary that is by decreeing their own rules they infringe upon the rule
of God.

Following this logic, Salafis affirm that any legal system that is not
based on shari‘ah is considered to be a jahili system that Muslims
should not accept because God has divided al-Zukm (judgment) into two
types in the Quranic verse: “Do they then seek after a judgment of [the
Days of] Ignorance? But who, for a people whose faith is assured, can
give better judgment than Allah?”7 Thus, there is no middle way in
governing the state according to the Salafi doctrine; it is either the rule

of God or the rule of jahiliyyah and raghit.

According to senior scholars in Saudi Arabia such as Ibn Ibrahim and
Ibn Baz, who enjoy a great authoritative position amongst the Salafis,
any state that does not apply shari‘ah and does not adhere to the rule of
God is a state of jahiliyyah and kufr, towards which showing enmity is a

duty upon all Muslims.™

8 Al-Fayriizabadi, Al-Qamiis AI-Muhit, 1307.
" Here, Salafis add the condition that these things or persons must be pleased with
this worship in order to call them taghut. The reason for this condition is to exclude
those worshipped without their consent such as the Prophets and Angels.
S 1bn al-Qayyim, I‘lam Al-Muwaqqi‘in ‘an Rabb Al-‘dlamin, 1:50.
® Tbn Qasim, al-Durar al-Saniyya fi al-Ajwibah al-Najdiyyah, 1:162.
" Quran, 5:50
®1bn Baz, Naqd al-Qawmiyyah al- ‘arabiyyah. Available at: www.binbaz.org.sa
(accessed 20/04/2013)
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Saudi Arabia and the Doctrine of Obedience

The above view of senior scholars may well seem in contradiction with
their lenient position towards the regime in Saudi Arabia. However, their
position towards their regime should be set against the background of
their perception of the Saudi state as a state that is founded upon tawhid
and promotes it (dawlat al-tawhid). Even though its rulers can be seen as
impious or unjust in the eyes of many people, they remain legitimate, in
their view, because they have not committed any sin, which would
nullify their legitimacy according to Salafi teachings, and certainly have
not replaced shari‘ah with secular laws. Let us consider, by way of
example, this statement of Ibn Baz in which he affirms this view by

describing Saudi Arabia as:

dawlah mubarakah (blessed state) that is keen to establish truth and justice,
support the oppressed, deter oppressors, establish and spread peace and
security and preserve people’s money and honour.™

Although he admits that the state of Saudi Arabia is not perfect, he
maintains that it is the only country that defends and calls for true

monotheism and applies shari‘ah. He further, questions its opponents

Which of the countries around us now guard tawhid? Egypt? [Is it] the
Levant? Irag? Who calls to tawhid now, rule according to shari‘ah, and
destroy tombs which are worshipped instead of God...apart from this
country.®

This perception of Saudi Arabia as the only modern state where shari ‘ah
is applied and the Salafi interpretation of tawhid is defended is not
confined to senior scholars in Saudi Arabia but is also shared by some
Activists inside and outside the kingdom. It is certainly the view of the
adherents of the loyalist trend, both inside and outside the kingdom.® For

this reason, one finds most of the Salafi writings about the question of

Ibn Baz, Bayan Huqiig Wulat al-Umir ‘ald al-Ummah. Available at:
www.binbaz.org (accessed 20/04/2013)
8 Bazmil, Maraqi Al-Sa ‘id fi Thana’ al-‘ulama’ ‘ala Hukkam al Su ‘ud, 13.
81 See ibid for more Salafis’ statements on Saudi Arabia
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the application of manmade laws focusing on the issue outside Saudi
Arabia.®

Of course, it does not mean that all Salafis perceive Saudi Arabia as a
model for applying shari‘ah. The Saudi royal family has received its
share of criticism from many Salafis. The point being made here is
simply that much of the Salafi disagreement over the legitimacy of
contemporary rulers is linked to the application of manmade laws instead

of shari‘ah in one way or another.

This point is best illustrated by looking at the severe criticism of the
Saudi monarchy that comes from the Jihadis. Al-Maqdisi, for instance,
showed himself as one of its arch-enemies® after the emergence of his
Book al-Kawashif al-Jaliyyah ft kufr al-dawlah al-Su ‘adiyyah (Clear
Evidences of the Blasphemy of the Saudi Regime) in late 1980s.% In his
book, which “relies heavily on citations from the intellectual heritage of
Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab and a’immat al-da ‘wah al-najdiyyah”,s
al-Maqdisi does not only refute the notion that Saudi Arabia applies the
rule of shari‘ah, but also accuses the royal family of lying and deceiving
people about their application of shari‘ah. As the title of the book
suggests, al-Maqdisi charges the Saudi government of apostasy and
deems some of the actions of the Saudi rulers—especially the country’s
alleged reliance on manmade laws instead of the shari‘ah—as acts of
kufr. He presses the same charge against the Saudi State on grounds of
its “participating in local and global organizations that are governed by

rules and regulations not rooted in the shari‘ah.”®

Egypt as Example of a Constitution Based on Manmade Laws
Unlike the model of Saudi Arabia, the regime in Egypt has always

admitted to its application of secular laws. Thus, the Egyptian case

8 The exception here are the Jihadis
8 Hegghammer, Jihad in Saudi Arabia, 47
8 Available at: www.tawhed.ws (accessed 12/03/2012)
8 Al-Rachid, Contesting the Saudi State, 122.
% Wagemakers, “The Enduring Legacy of the Second Saudi State,” 108. For more on
al-Maqdisi’s views on Saudi Arabia see: Wagemakers, 4 Quietist Jihadr
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probably serves as a better example of how the legitimacy of the ruler
depends on the application of shari‘ah in the Salafi view, and also how

Salafis disagree in their evaluations.

Prior to the 25" January Egyptian revolution, there had been suggestions
that Mubarak’s regime was trying to exploit the Salafi doctrine of
obedience to the ruler to garner support in its own favour. After the 2005
Parliamentary elections, in which the more politicised Muslim
Brotherhood group captured a fifth of the seats, the former Egyptian
regime licensed several Salafi satellite television stations. According to
Nathan Field and Ahmed Hamam, some commentators considered this
action by the old regime as “part of a strategy to cultivate Salafism as a

counterweight to the Brotherhood.”®

One of the proponents of this argument is the Egyptian novelist ‘ala’
Aswani® who emphasises that “the political quictism of the Salafis and
their injunctions to always obey the ruler are too good an opportunity for
established Arab rulers to pass up.” ® Although Nathan and Hamam
disagree with Aswani’s “dramatic claims,” there is no other explanation
for the real reasons behind this unusually soft stance of the old regime
towards an Islamist group. The fact that this relatively passive approach
was not practiced towards all Salafi scholars makes it even more likely
regime was trying to make the most of such a doctrine. Only a few Salafi
clerics enjoyed this special treatment. In fact, many clerics such as the
head scholars of al-Da‘wah al-Salaftyyah in Alexandria (DSA) for
example, were not even allowed to preach outside certain areas in
Alexandria. ® This indicates that the regime was well aware of the
existence of more than one trend within Salafism and its soft approach
towards one particular trend, namely the Loyalists, is a clear attempt to

employ their doctrine of obedience to counter other political groups.

8 Field and Hamam, “Salafi Satellite TV in Egypt”
8 An Egyptian novelist, the author of the famous novel ‘imarat Ya ‘qibiyan
8 Field and Hamam, “Salafi Satellite TV in Egypt”
% “Al1, al-Da ‘wah al-Salafiyyah bi al-Iskandariyyah, 47.
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Nevertheless, it is clear that the attempt by the former Egyptian regime
to exploit the Salafis’ doctrine of obedience did not succeed, as its soft
approach did not last for long. Starting from 2008, two planned new
Salafl satellite channels were not given broadcasting permits and some
others were shut down by the security services. It is believed that the
regime was uneasy with the rising resonance of the Salafis’ hard-core
religious message with the general population.*

The failure of the Egyptian ruling elite to exploit the Salafi doctrine can
be attributed primarily to the fact that unlike Saudi Arabia, the regime in
Egypt openly adopts secular laws and does not claim to be applying the
shart‘ah, which makes it more vulnerable to opposition and rejection by
the Salafis. The vast majority of Egyptian Salafis refuse to accept the
legitimacy of the rulers who apply manmade laws, as is well
demonstrated in the writings and religious verdicts of the scholars of the
DSA, the group with the largest Salafi grassroots membership in Egypt.*
According to Yasir Burhami, one of the leading Salafi scholars in
Alexandria, ruling in accordance with shari‘ah is a vital condition for
the acceptance of the legitimacy of any ruler, even in the case of the
ruler who has established himself at the helm of a Muslim country and

claims to be a Muslim.®

Another factor that explains the remarkable failure of the Egyptian
regime to exploit Salafi doctrines in its favour is the fact that the
loyalist trend does not enjoy widespread popularity amongst Salafis in
Egypt. As we have seen, the proponents of this trend share the same
broad understanding of the meaning of taghut and the division of

governance into Islamic and jahili, they disagree with other Salafis over

% In one of his speeches in 2010, the previous Egyptian president Muhammad Husni
Mubarak attacked Salafism branding its proponents as “rigid and narrow-minded”
calling upon “the true scholars of Islam” to step up against “the anarchy of religious
TV channels”, see his speech at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wm_cYsW;jS-I
(accssed
2 “Abd al-Hadi, Mawqif al-Salafiyyin min al-Hukkam wa Wulat al-Umiir. Available
at: www.salafvoice.com (accessed 22/03/2013)
% Burhami, Al-Salafiyyah wa Manahij al-Taghyyir. Available at:
www.salafvoice.com (accessed 17/03/2013)
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whether or not the application of shari‘ah is a necessary condition for
the ruler’s legitimacy. The scholars of this trend accept the legitimacy of
any established Muslim ruler even if he does not apply shari‘ah as long
as he has not committed what justifies his takfir. The basis for their view
lies in the same classical Sunni traditions, referred to before to
emphasise obedience, patience, and not to rebel against authority. In
these traditions, the Loyalists argue, Muslims are urged by the Prophet
to obey the rulers in all conditions except when they witness a clear and
obvious kufr that can be authenticated with a proof “illa an taraw kufran
bawahan ‘indakum min Allah fih burhan.” * Hence, for them, since
rebellion is allowed only in the case of kufr then the rulers are legitimate
in all other cases such as when he is unjust, fasig (sinful) or mubtadi"

(innovator).®

For those who argue that the application of shari‘ah is a necessary
condition for the legitimacy of the ruler, these traditions of obedience
are bear an unqualified and unlimited meaning (mu¢laq), which has to be
understood as limited and explained by other traditions.® In this vein,
they refer to the tradition that specifies that ruling by the Quran is a
condition for obedience: “ma aqgama frkum kitab Allah.” They also, cite
the practice of some of the Prophet’s companions and of some early
recognised scholars who either took part in rebellions against a Muslim
ruler themselves, or sympathised with other such rebels. However, this
does not mean that they believe that Muslims are unconditionally
permitted to revolt against present-day rulers, but it does emphasize
their view that the application of shari‘ah is a necessary condition for
the legitimacy of the ruler. They do limit the implications of their
opinions by pointing out that rebellion against the ruler—even in the

case of kufr—depends on istita ‘ah (ability, capability) of the people .

% Ruslan, Shurit al-Khurij ‘ala al-Hakim al-Kdafir. A video recording available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nwMnhJ6bsFQ
% |bid.
% Al-Dumayji, al-Imamah al- ‘uzma ‘inda Ahl al-Sunnah wa al-Jama ‘ah, 472-473.
% Ibid, 473
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When the potential result of the rebellion is disorder then Muslims must

be patient.®

Thus, all Salafis recognise the importance of applying shari‘ah and
believe they have a duty to replace jahili political systems with Islamic
ones, since al-hakimiyyah should be solely that of God. However, they
differ in their understanding of this concept, and how it should be
applied and manifested. All Salafis agree that adhering to tawhid and
disavowing raghut are equally important, and take rejecting taghit to
mean that Muslims should reject and disassociate themselves from any
legal systems that contradict the law of God such as manmade laws.
Here, however, the path of the Loyalists diverges from that of the
Activists and the Jihadis. The Loyalists agree with all the above but
maintain that application of, or association with legal systems other than
those of Islam is not sinful enough to expel rulers from the fold of Islam.
Since such expulsion alone can form sufficient reason for deposing
rulers, in the Loyalists’ view, Muslim rulers applying un-Islamic laws
remain legitimate rulers, to whom obedience is due according to Islamic

law.

Summary

In this chapter, we have seen how the concept of al-hakimiyyah, which
stresses that absolute sovereignty rests with none but God, constitutes a
fundamental component of tawhid according to the teaching of Salafism.
Although the precise term “al-hakimiyyah” was first introduced after the
mid-twentieth century in the writings of al-Mawdadi and Qutb, it is a
concept that can be found in the writings of many authoritative Salafi
scholars long before them. In those Salafis works, the concept merely
holds a more expansive meaning Salafism in comparison to its usage in
al-Mawdudi and Qutb, whose focus was mainly on its political

dimensions.

% 1bid, 476
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Among contemporary Salafis, competing groups share many concepts and
interpretations regarding al-hakimiyyah. Yet, they differ on the
importance of its political dimension in the lives of present-day
Muslims. This divergence has led to intense debates amongst them and
mutual accusations of deviation from the teachings of Salafism. Such
accusations have included the Loyalists accusing the Activists and the
Jihadis of adopting the teachings and concepts of the Muslim
Brotherhood, especially the revolutionary ideas of Sayyid Qutb and his
interpretation of the concept of al-hakimiyyah. On their part, the
Activists and the Jihadis accuse the Loyalists of only combatting
sporadic and scarce forms of shirk while neglecting the greatest form of

polytheism in present day, that is, shirk al-khakimiyyah.

As we have seen, this divergence in the implications of al-kakimiyyah
has led different Salafi groups to form not only different, but opposing
opinions in the matter of political activism and its legitimacy. At the
heart of the Salafi emphasis on subscription to the oneness of God
(tawhid) and to his absolute command, is a paradox, with opposing
groups choosing to focus on different parts of it. With their focus on the
sovereignty of God’s law, the Jihadis and Activists feel justified, even
obliged to oppose rulers who may be Muslim, but do not rule by
shart ‘ah. The Loyalists, on the other hand, while recognising the
importance of shari‘ah, and agreeing that ruling by non-shari‘ah laws
constitutes shirk and a sinful deviation from tawhid, remain attached to a
classical Sunni interpretation of certain Prophetic traditions, which
require Muslims to obey their rulers in all cases. The Loyalists argue
that this is the requirement of God’s law for all Muslims, that it remains
incumbent upon them even when the rulers are tainted by the sin of shirk
of ruling by un-Islamic laws, and that it ceases to apply under the sole

condition of the ruler ceasing to be Muslim.

Now we can begin to understand how the intra-Salafi disagreement over
the implication of manmade laws moved from debating the legitimacy of
present-day rulers to disputing their status as Muslims; this is the only,

and the essential condition under which even Loyalists might endorse
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political activism and opposition to current rulers. Predictably, of
course, Salafis have found it difficult to agree when a ruler ceases to be
Muslim. The next chapter examines these disputes in detail.
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Chapter Four: The Question of Manmade Laws

Introduction

In the previous chapter, we mentioned that despite their differences on
various points regarding al-kakimiyyah, Salafis unanimously emphasise
the necessity of implementing the shari‘ah as a system of laws. The
Salaft belief that Islam is both a state and a religion, and that politics
and religion are inseparable, means that for them, the application of
shari‘ah in governmental affairs is unquestionable. In the Salafi view,
both, Muslim rulers and courts are obliged to operate according to
shart‘ah. Likewise, they insist that Muslims are prohibited from seeking
judgements derived from any other system of laws, including those
legislated in a democratic system.! Overall, then, all Salafis agree that
the application of any system of laws apart from shari‘ah to be a sin.
However, they disagree on whether doing so is sinful enough to take the
culprit outside the realm of Islam.

There are serious divisions among Salaffs nowadays as to whether
exchanging the whole body of Islamic laws for a manmade system can
form the basis for takfir of Muslim rulers. Many Salafis do argue that
this is the case, but it is a highly disputed issue, and one that forms the

core of the dispute over al-hakimiyyah.

Having discussed the intra-Salafi disputes over al-khakimiyyah broadly in
the previous chapter, we shall now examine the specific issue of whether
or not the implementation of manmade laws instead of shari‘ah
constitutes kufr, and map the various strands of Salafi argumentation on

the topic.

! This covers engaging or participating in the democratic process. The most hardline
view of democracy is held by the Jihadis. For an analysis of how the Jihadis apply
takfir to democracy and democrats, and how such application of takfir differs from
one context to another see: Wagemakers, Joas, “’The Kafir Religion of the West’:
Takfir of Democracy and Democrats by Radical Islamists,” in Camilla Adang,
Hassan Ansari, Maribel Fierro and Sabine Schmidtke (eds.), Accusations of Unbelief
in Islam: A Diachronic Perspective on Takfir, Brill, 2015.
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The Importance of this Question

It is important to note here why this particular issue is extraordinarily
significant, and deserving of our particular attention. Salafi proponents,
similar to classical Sunni jurists, unanimously stipulate that a legitimate
ruler, in Islamic terms, must be a Muslim. 2 Thus, in order to be
recognised as a legitimate Imam or Caliph, ® rulers must fulfil this
fundamental requirement before assuming power (i.e. be Muslim) and
they must also remain Muslims if they wish to stay in power. Now, in
view of the fact that most present-day rulers in Muslim countries do not
apply the shari‘ah, it is important to look at the implications that such
failure can have on the status of the ruler as a Muslim. In fact, the
legitimacy of these ruling regimes can depend, to a certain extent, on
whether or not one considers this failure to implement shari ‘ah to be an
act of kufr. Predictably, intra-Salafi debates on the topic are even more
complex. As we shall see, both positive and negative answers to this
guestion entail clashing implications in relation to the attitude of

contemporary Salafis towards political authorities.

Moreover, apart from stripping the ruler of his legitimacy, the salient
point about takfir, as some scholars observe, is also that “it legitimises
the use of violence against the person or entity that is deemed to be non-
Muslim.” In our case here, the “one consequence of this is that armed
rebellion—often termed jihad—against a nominally Muslim-led state
(e.g., Saudi Arabia, Egypt) is considered not only legitimate, but a

religious duty incumbent upon the individual believer.”

Such a view can be clearly detected in Ibn Baz’s opinion with respect to
rebelling against the rulers in the Muslim world because of their major
sins and in order to change the status quo:

Rebelling against those in authority leads to great corruption and
evil. The exception to this is when Muslims see a clear kufr (kufr

2For the classical opinion, see: lbn Hazm, Maratib al-Ijma°, 145; Crone, Patricia,
God’s rule: government and Islam, 229
$Imam and Caliph are two terms used interchangeably to denote the political head of
the Muslim state
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bawah), for which there is proof from Allah. In this case, there is
nothing wrong in rebelling against these rulers to depose them, if
Muslims have the power to do so.*
Such statements illuminate the doctrinal roots of conflicting stances
toward the state. In many cases, such stances are derived from the
specific answer that a particular Salafi group chooses to embrace
regarding this crucial question: whether or not applying man-made laws

consists of kufr.

The Main Views

The various answers offered by contemporary Salafis can be divided into
two main sets of opinions. The first concludes that implementing
manmade laws is a major sin but short of kufr. The second believes that
it is indeed kufr. Here, we have to remain aware of the difference
between evaluations of the action of ruling by other than shari‘ah, as
opposed to evaluations of an individual. The difference is worth making
because the Salafis themselves distinguish between labelling an action to
be kufr and declaring an individual perpetrator to be kafir (al-farq bayna
kufr al-naw* wa kufr al-‘ayn).®> We shall discuss this distinction in

further detail in the chapter of tman and kufr.

Position One: Applying Manmade laws is not Kufr

The advocates of this view uphold that applying any system other than
shart ‘ah constitutes one of the major/grave sins (kabira, pl. kaba’ir) but
it is short of kufr. The main holders of this opinion are the Loyalists as
well as some senior clerics such as al-Albani and Ibn Baz.® The book of
al-“Anbar1 al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir (Ruling
by Other than what Allah has Revealed and the Principles of Takfir)"is

believed to be one of the most important and influential books in support

4 Fatawa Ibn Baz, 8/202
5Ibn Qasim, Al-Durar Al-Saniyya fi al-Ajwibah al-Najdiyyah, 10/432, 8/244
®More on the views of al-AlbanT and Ibn Baz will follow later on in this chapter
" First published in 1994 but | found only the fifth edition published in 2001 which
is now available online and in bookshops in Jordan and Egypt
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of this opinion from the Loyalists’ perspective. As a result of this view,
the Loyalists consider present-day rulers in the Muslim World to be
religiously legitimate rulers, despite conceding that they are sinful
Muslims and guilty of not fulfilling a very important religious duty.

Therefore, they stop short of declaring kufr on them.

As for the doctrinal definition of kaba’ir (major sins), according to
Salafi scholars these are those sins that are tied in Quran with hell-fire,
the divine anger, malediction, or punishment® such as drinking alcohol,
fornication and indulging in usury. In general, scholars from across the
Salafi spectrum accept that committing a major sin does not, in itself,
cause the exclusion of the Muslim sinner from the realm of Islam. This
conclusion, however, depends on the actor’s own beliefs regarding
her/his actions. If the perpetrator acknowledges the unlawfulness of
her/his actions, then they commit a kabira but not kufr. If, on the other
hand, he/she considers something which is prohibited (kharam) to be
permissible (kalal) or rejects a religious obligation (wajib), then they
stray into kufr. To give concrete examples, if a Muslim drinks alcohol
while admitting that what he or she is doing is karam, then this person is
a sinful Muslim and not a kafir. However, if a person drinks alcohol out
of the belief that it is halal to do so, then he or she is considered to be
outside of the realm of Islam. As we can see, the cause of kufr here is
not the action of the person itself but the belief which he or she holds
while undertaking that action. For this reason, a person who holds such a
belief can also be considered non-Muslim, even without their committing
such actions, such as drinking alcohol. In Salaft literature, such
improper belief is known as istik/al (rendering something that is haram
to be halal).

There is a complementary type of transgression that consists of the
denial of a religious obligation. Such denial is known as juhkiud. An

example of this is when a Muslim denies the religious obligation to fast

8 Majjallat al-Buhith al-Islamiyyah, 40/220, available at: www.alifta.net (accessed
03/05/2016)
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during Ramadan. Such a person is considered to be a non-Muslim
regardless whether they perform the fasting or not, because the denial of
the duty in itself is kufr. Conversely, if one does not fast during
Ramadan, out of laziness for instance, provided they recognise that it is
a religious obligation, then such a person is only a sinful Muslim who

should not be considered outside the realm of Islam.

Based on this doctrine, the proponents of this first view insist that the
ruler who applies manmade laws should not be charged with kufr merely
on account of his action without further investigation of the intention
behind it. This is because, as al-‘Anbari argues, there is a consensus
amongst early and present Salafi scholars that the one who rules by other
than shari‘ah is not kafir unless the action is accompanied with the

conditions of juhud, or istiklal.®

As is to be expected, the imposition of such a condition, related to the
nature of a ruler’s inner beliefs, makes it almost impossible to declare
the apostasy of any present-day ruler in the Muslim World. However, it

can turn into kufr if one of the following conditions is present:

1- If the ruler considers such action permissible, fulfilling the
condition of istik/al explained above.

2- If the ruler considers other laws equivalent to the rule of God.
Possible reason for the fulfilment of this condition, and that of the next
one is that such rulers deny the basic doctrine that the rule of God is

superior to all rules.

3- If the ruler considers other laws superior to the rule of shari‘ah

and more complete and comprehensive for the needs of people.

4- If the ruler denies or does not acknowledge the obligation to rule
according to shari‘ah, this being the condition of juhud.

Although the presence of any of these conditions would render the
application of manmade laws to be kufr, members of this Salafi group

maintain that it is almost impossible to know the intention of these rulers

® Al-Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 112.
107



or the reasons for their willingness to rule by manmade laws instead of
shart ‘ah. As another Loyalist scholar asserts, the only way to know the
intention behind people’s deeds is when they inform us either by saying
or writing.* Thus, if the person ruling by manmade laws does not plainly
declare what would indicate the presence of any of the mentioned
conditions in his heart, this person stays Muslim. This is because
according to legal maxim man thabata islamuhu bi yaqin fala yazilu bi
mujarrad al-shakk (certainty [of him being Muslim] cannot be repealed
or dispelled by doubt); the norm is that persons who are definitely
known to be Muslims cannot be removed from status quo (that is, being
Muslim) for mere doubt unless it is proven to have changed.

Position Two: Applying Manmade Laws is Kufr

At the other end of the disagreement, there is another opinion that
considers the application of manmade laws as practised in its modern
form to be kufr thus nullifying the perpetrator’s status as a Muslim
completely. The advocates of this view do not entirely reject the
arguments of the first group, that ruling by laws other than shari‘ah can
be considered kufr but also just a major sin, depending on the proven
beliefs of the perpetrators. In fact, this group even accepts that such is
the true opinion of the salaf. However, they argue that such distinctions
apply solely to those who perpetrate such acts occasionally, or even
frequently, so long as shari‘ah remains the main source for legislation
and adjudication. This infractions can happen when a judge or a ruler
who fails to judge or rule in a particular case according to shari‘ah, in
order to favour a friend or for some financial gain. This is indeed a
major sin without being kufr. But such benefit of doubt cannot be
extended to a ruler who replaces shari‘ah entirely or partly, with other
laws, as is the case with manmade laws in present-day Muslim World. In

such case, this group of scholars assert, there is no need for further

O Al-“Utaybi, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah, Mundqashah Ta’stliyyah ‘Ilmiyyah
Hadi’ah, 40.
L Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 317; al-Halabi,
al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 35.
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investigation into the motives behind the ruler’s action because such act
“does not come out from a person whose heart has disbelieved in raghiit.
Rather it arises from one who has held that manmade law is good and has
held judging by it also to be good.”* In other words, such scholars and
Activists believe that the act of abolishing shari‘ah and applying
manmade laws in its place constitutes in itself a clear manifestation of
the intention of the ruler. As such, there is no need for further
investigation. In this sense, the distinction offered by the holders of the
first opinion is confined to the ruler who only violates the rule of
shari‘ah occasionally, because such isolated acts do not suggest the
existence of istiklal, juhiud, or that the ruler prefers other laws to

shart ‘ah.

Thus, the main point of divergence in debates over the issue of whether
or not ruling by manmade laws constitutes kufr, is centred around the
identification of certain facts, specifically whether the whole body of
shari‘ah has been rescinded in favour of manmade laws that is, whether
what is known in intra-Salafi debates as the tabdil/istibdal (replacement)
or tashri® ‘amm (general legislation) has taken place. Of the two
positions that we have discussed, the second proposes that when
tabdil/istibdal (replacement) or tashri® ‘amm (general legislation)

happens, the ruler’s kufr is indisputable.

The proponents of this second view are further divided into two sub-
groups:

The first group consists mainly of the theologians of the so-called
Jihadi-Salaft current, such as al-Maqdis1 who as mentioned before, was
one of the first Salafi clerics to pronounce takfir on the Saudi rulers. The
Jihadi-Salafis consider all present day rulers in the Muslim World to be
apostates and hence do not hesitate to pronounce apostasy on a specific
individual ruler. Another example of the holders of this opinion is the
Syrian Jihadi Aba Basir al-Tartisi, whose statement summarises the view

of the Jihadis in this matter.

12 A1 al-Shaikh, Al-Tamhid li Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 430.
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Most of the rulers in the Muslim countries ...are kuffar murtaddin

(apostates) bi a ‘yanihim (each individual of them). This means you

can name them and label them as apostates.?®
The second sub-group hold the opinion that replacing shari‘ah by any
other system is an act that nullifies Islam but they stop short of
pronouncing apostasy on every individual ruler until further
investigation for the particular individual has been conducted. This
opinion is held by most senior Saudi scholars, as well as most activist
scholars, who underline the importance of the Salafi distinction between
labelling an action to be kufr and declaring an individual perpetrator to
be kafir. Hence, in principle, they agree with the Jihadis that replacing
the rules of shari‘ah with other systems as it is practiced in present days
constitutes an act of kufr but only as a general rule (kukm ‘amm). Yet,
they disagree with them on applying this injunction to a specific
individual ruler without the consideration of the Salafi criteria for
determining takfir. We will discuss these criteria in more detail in the
chapter of tman and kufr, but it is worth noting here that these criteria
stipulate the establishment of several conditions before one can
pronounce takfir on someone who has committed kufr.

Causes of the Disagreement

The Quranic Verse (5:44)

Although, generally speaking, they share a similar approach and method
of reasoning in order to form religious legal rulings, and accept and refer
to the works of the same classical scholars (such as al-Tabari, Ibn
Taymiyyah, and Ibn Kathir), contemporary Salafis differ at times over
the interpretation and application of these sources to current affairs. The
crux of the contention over the question of ruling by manmade laws has
always revolved around how to understand and apply the Quranic verse

“And whoever does not judge/rule by that which Allah has revealed (the

13See verdict number 58, available at: www.abubaseer.bizland.com/verdicts.htm
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law of God), such are al-kafirin (unbelievers)” * to the present-day
replacement of shari‘ah with manmade laws. The disagreement between
the Salafis regarding the exact meaning of the word “al-kafirian” in this
verse led them to take different stances vis-a-vis present-day rulers in
the Muslim World.

Broadly speaking, all Salafis deal with this and other similar Quranic
verses by relying explicitly on the classical scholars. Their works
include copious quotations from the same classical books of Quran
exegesis and statements of the same classical scholars. The main purpose
for such quotations is to claim the lineage of the salaf for themselves.
But the classical scholars were themselves divided; there are several
opinions among them about whether the ruling of these verses applies to
Muslims, Jews and Christians or it applies exclusively to ahl al-kitab
(people of the book, i.e. Jews and Christians), Muslims being exempt
from it.®® The cause for this disagreement goes back to the context for the
revelation (sabab al-nuzul) of these verses, which, according to the
classical sources, was concerning the Jews for changing the rule on

married adulterer.1s

As for the Salafis, they agree and accept the opinion of the vast majority
of classical scholars, that the former opinion (that people of all three
religions are included) is the correct one, due to the well accepted
principle of Quran exegesis amongst most Sunni scholars, al-‘ibrah bi
‘umum al-lafz la bi khusas al-sabab (texts have general application even
though they were revealed concerning a specific occasion). For instance,
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Mahmid, who holds position two regarding manmade
laws (that applying such laws consists of kufr by the ruler) discusses
several different opinions from classical scholars, including the view of
the Khawarij (which he disregards as incorrect of course). He then
argues in favour of general applicability, stating: “We should note that

stating that it (the verse) is more likely to be general in application does

¥ Quran, 5:44.
15 For these classical views see: al-Tabari, Jami‘ Al-Bayan, 8/456-468.
16 1bid.
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not contradict the fact that it was revealed concerning the People of the
Book, because the point here is the general applicability of the wording,
not the specific reason for revelation.”* Such conclusions, about the
general applicability of this verse, are also shared by people who are
otherwise opponents, such as al-‘Anbari in his book supporting the

Loyalists’ view.®

It is because of this similarity in the method of reasoning that one finds
Salafi proponents from all tendencies following their classical
counterparts and agreeing in principle that at times ruling by other than
shari‘ah takes one outside the fold of Islam, and at other times it is a
grave sin short of kufr.® Both the authors mentioned above (al-Mahmuad
and al-‘Anbari) quote numerous statements from classical scholars in
support of this principle. However, due to the fact that manmade laws is
a new phenomenon which has naturally not been directly addressed in
the classical sources, disagreements on when exactly such action
constitutes kufr and when it is just a major sin have emerged “as a result
of the inherently subjective nature of applying religion to new issues and

problems.”?

The Two Meanings of Kufr

Despite the disagreement among classical scholars on the matter of
applicability of the Quranic verse 5:44, this has not caused disputes
among the Salafis. The main reason for intra-Salafi disagreement over
this verse has in fact been over the word kufr itself, and its meaning. In
the texts of Quran and Prophetic Hadith, the word kufr is used to signify
two different meanings. One of which is kufr as opposed to Islam, and
thus kafir in this terminological use refers to the person who is outside
the fold of Islam. This type of kufr is known as al-kufr al-akbar (major
or greater kufr). The second usage of the term is to characterise what is

known as al-kufr al-asghar (minor or lesser kufr) that indicates an action

Y Al-Mahmiad, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuh wa Ahwalu, 141.
18 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 116.
¥ Al-Mahmiad, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuh wa Ahwaluh, 153.
2 Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 208.
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to be a grave sin but it does not expel the perpetrator from Islam.
Consequently, a person branded kdafir in the sense of al-kufr al-asghar is
only subjected to a metaphorical label implying a sinful Muslim, but not

one who is outside the fold of Islam.

Moreover, in order to determine the meaning of any verse or hadith,
Salafis insist on two points: first, that one must consider all texts related
to the matter and understand them in such a way that they do not
contradict each other. Second, that understanding those texts should be

based on the interpretations of early scholars.

A good example for the approach adopted by Salafis to determine the
meanings and objectives of the Quran and Prophetic texts, can be found
in their interpretation of the word kufr in the Prophetic hadith: “cursing
a Muslim is fusiig (an evil-doing), and killing him is kufr.”# Salafis, like
the vast majority of Muslims, unanimously agree that the usage of the
word kufr here signifies the gravity and the magnitude of such action
(the killing) but also that such action alone does not take the perpetrator
outside the fold of Islam. In short, a Muslim who kills another Muslim is
a sinful Muslim and not a non-Muslim. This understanding and
interpretation of this text is not based merely on reason or logic. Salafis
cite several verses from the Quran in support of this view, on the basis
of which they argue that there is a clear indication that killing a Muslim
Is a great sin and not an act of kufr. One such verse is: “O you who have
believed, prescribed for you is legal retribution for those murdered — the free
for the free, the slave for the slave, and the female for the female. But

whoever overlooks from his brother anything, then there should be a suitable

follow-up and payment to him with good conduct...”?

Salafis argue that this verse is clear evidence that the Muslim killer of
another Muslim is not kafir since he or she was described to be a brother
of the al-walif (the relative) of the victim, in a reference to their
brotherhood in faith. Based on this reasoning, they conclude that the

2L Translation of Sakhih Bukhari: Vol. 1, Chapter 2, Number 48
2 Quran, 2:178.
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meaning of the word kufr in the mentioned Hadith is the minor kufr not

the great one.

Though it might seem facile and straightforward, such Salafi reasoning,
when applied to current affairs that do not have a clear precedent, can
sometimes lead to very different opinions. Ruling by modern manmade
systems of law is a new phenomenon in Islamic history. Its novelty,
combined with the scale of the consequences of any doctrinal position,
magnifies the significance of classical debates regarding the exegesis of

Quranic verses, which are the staple of the Salaft doctrine.

The Impact of the Historical Debate over the Quranic Verse 5:44

The historical dispute over this verse — especially the debates that took
place between some Sunni scholars and the Khawarij - has played a
major role in shaping opinions in subsequent Islamic history. The
paradox is that all groups accept the facts about the historical contexts in
which these verses were revealed but then use these differently to
support their own views over each other. According to classical Sunni
sources, the Khawarij were the first “deviant” sect in Islamic history and
are always identified by two main traits, (i) rebellion against the ruler
and (ii) extremism in declaring takfir on fellow Muslims. Both traits are
said to be based on their misinterpretations of several verses in the
Quran. One of these is the aforementioned verse 5: 44 which the
Khawarij utilised at face value to declare the apostasy of the rulers of
their times in an absolute manner, without any further elaboration or
clarification. The Khawarij, in the view of classical scholars, made
assumptions based on the apparent meaning (zahir) of the verse - that
kufr here is the opposite of Islam without any restrictions or conditions -
and then applied it to anyone who commits a sin. This is because the
word “man” encompasses every single person and the word “ma”
includes every single rule in Islam. Thus, whoever commits a sin has
ruled or made decisions based on something other than the command of

God, and therefore is a kafir.

On the contrary, classical Sunni scholars contend that the verse should

not understood in the same manner as the Khawarij do because there are
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other texts that restrict the ‘umum of this verse. We have seen what these

are.

More relevant to the current study, classical scholars assert that ruling,
or making decisions in accordance with rules other than shari‘ah,
constitutes kufr at certain times and other times it is only a major sin. In
this connection, they unanimously agree that the Quranic verse 5:44 does
not serve the view of the Khawarij. Classical jurists frequently quote
some statements ascribed to Ibn ‘Abbas and some other famous
companions and their students regarding the interpretation of the verse,
in order to support their opinion. The most famous of such statements is
that of Ibn ‘Abbas when was asked by some Khawarij about the
transgressions amongst the rulers of the Omayyad Dynasty. Ibn "Abbas
said: “It is not the kufr you are going to (in your minds), it is not the
kufr that expels one from Islam, and it is kufr duna kufr (kufr lesser than
kufr).”# In a nutshell, the stand of classical scholars in relation to this
key Quranic verse, 5: 44 is that the meaning of kufr here depends on the
state and condition of the ruler committing this act. If the perpetrator
does it out of istiklal or juhiad then it is kufr akbar otherwise it is only a

grave sin.

Based on these classical texts, those Salafi scholars who take position
one, argue that the established interpretation of the verse is very clear
and that it requires the distinction related to the motivation and intention
of the ruler. Ruling by manmade laws is the same as ruling by something
other than what God has revealed, which, given Ibn Abbas’ explanation,
constitutes a grave sin unless accompanied with the necessary conditions
of istiklal and juhiad. In this matter, they see the ruler as just like all
other Muslims, and so the necessary conditions are also the same: those
who commit sins but without declaring them to be permissible or reject

what is known in Islam as necessary, commit a grave sin, not kufr.

Z Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 8/465-466; 1bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’an al- ‘Azim,
3/120-121.
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The statement of Ibn “Abbas: “kufr duna kufr” is perceived as clear and
decisive evidence that the correct Salafi interpretation of kufr in the
verse 5: 44 is the minor kufr and not the major one. Hence, utilising the
authority of this verse to declare takfir of the ruler is neither a Salafl
understanding nor a new phenomenon, rather it equals the position of the
Khawarij, whom Ibn ‘Abbas and early scholars denounced and refuted.
In support of this argument, Al-‘Anbari does concede that the apparent
(zahir) meaning of the verse is major kufr, but he provides several
statements of classical scholars, by which he attempts to prove that only
the Khawarij and their likes hold the literal meaning of the verse (‘ala
zahiriha). One such classical scholar who is frequently cited in this

connection is the great Maliki Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, who states:

A group of innovators from the Khawarij and Mu‘tazilah were

misguided in regard to this issue (major sins) and utilised these

narrations and their likes in order to justify takfir of sinners. They

also utilised verses from Allah’s Book which are not meant be taken

on their zahir such as (5:44).%
It has to be kept in mind that for the Salafis, the value of these
statements by classical scholars derives not only from their actual words,
but also from the status of the scholars themselves. For example, the
importance of the statement of Ibn "Abbas is based not only on its
content but also on the prestige that Ibn "Abbas enjoys in regard to
Quran exegesis in Salaft literature and in classical Sunni Islam in
general. He is considered to be one of most knowledgeable amongst
sahabah (the companions of the Prophet) and one of the greatest
interpreters of Quran. His statements on Quranic exegesis, when
considered authentic, are very weighty and authoritative in classical
Sunni sources. This may explain why the Loyalists firmly reject the call
of their opponents, the Jihadi-Salafis, or that of the activist-Salafis and
instead label them neo-Khawarij. The Loyalists charge the Jihadis and

Activists of deviation from the teaching of Salafism, by demonstrating

2 Al-Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 130.
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how they match the creed and the interpretation of the Khawarij with

respect to this verse.

Naturally, the Activists and the Jihadis fervently refuse such charges,
emphasising and stressing the differences between their own
understanding and what is conceived to be Khawarij misuse of the verse.
They insist that unlike the Khawarij who use the verse in order to
declare apostasy on anyone guilty of committing a grave sin, not only
the rulers while they themselves do not hold such extreme beliefs

regarding grave sins.

The Jihadis and Activists further assert that the Loyalists are
misinterpreting Ibn “Abbas’ statement. They argue that there is no reason
to think that Ibn ‘Abbas’ statement precludes the understanding of verse
5:44 as talking about major kufr. To clarify this point, al-Mahmud
retraces the debates that took place between Ibn ‘Abbas and the
Khawarij. He recalls the beginning of the statement of Ibn “Abbas “It is
not the kufr you are going to” to conclude that it is a clear indication
that Ibn ‘Abbas was merely correcting “the false usage of the verse”
made by the Khawarij against the unjust rulers of his time. Al-Mahmiud
argues: “Since the statement of Ibn “Abbas is directed to the Khawarij
who perform takfir based (merely) on every sin, then his comment “kufr
diina kufr” (certainly) refers to the one who judges unjustly, according to
something other than that which Allah revealed, in a specific case.”®
Thus, it is incorrect to deduce from it that Ibn “Abbas meant that the
word “kafirian” in the verse denotes always, minor Kkufr. This is he
insists, the understanding of the great scholars such as the late Grand
Muftt of Saudi Arabia Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim.%*

Al-Mahmiid continues his arguments insisting that the reason that
classical scholars pointed to verse 5:44 and Khawarij is because the
verse was one of the basic grounds on which the Khawarij denounced

those who committed grave sins, including unjust rulers, as kafir. lbn

B Al-Mahmiad, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuh wa Ahwaluh, 233.
% The views of Ibn Ibrahim will be discussed st length Ister in this chapter.
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‘Abbas and other scholars issued their verdicts “kufr lesser than kufr” on
the Omayyad and Abbasi rulers who did not abolish the rule of God.
These great scholars also wanted to prevent unnecessarily widespread
denunciations of takfir, hence their condemnation of the Khawarij and

the evidences they used.

The Question of Tabdil

It is clear, then, that the Activists and the Jihadis do not reject or ignore
the statements of early scholars, such as Ibn “Abbas, regarding the verse
5:44, but they insist that these classical interpretations should be
understood within their historical and political contexts. And for that
reason, such interpretations must be addressed to the form of ruling by
other laws that is similar to the one that existed in the times of these
scholars and not to the implementation of manmade laws in its modern
form. For this reason, Activists and Jihadis accept the detailed
conditions, given by the holders of position one, of when ruling by
something other than shari‘ah constitutes major kufr. But they apply
those restrictive conditions exclusively to isolated policy decisions or
judgments made by the rulers or judges, and not to the application of
manmade laws in general. Ironically, al-Mahmad supports this
distinction using the same passage from the great 14'" century Hanafi
text al- ‘Agidah al-Tahawiyyah used by the Loyalists to foster their view.
After explaining that ruling by something other than shari‘ah can be
evaluated differently depending on the status of the perpetrator, Ibn Abi

al-‘Izz, a major 14th-century commentator on al-Takawiyyah concludes:

If the judge believes that ruling according to what Allah has
revealed is not obligatory and is optional, or he thinks little of it
even though he is certain that this is the ruling of Allah, then this is
a major kufr. If he believes that ruling according to what Allah has
revealed is obligatory, and he knows the correct ruling in this
particular case, but he does not judge or rule by it, whilst
acknowledging that he deserves to be punished, then he is a sinner
and he is described as a kafir in a metaphorical sense, in the sense
of lesser kufr. If he is unaware of the ruling of Allah in a case, but
he does his best to reach the right conclusion, and suffers error,
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then he has made a mistake. He will be rewarded for his efforts and

his mistake will be forgiven.?
While the Loyalists deduce from this statement the different categories
of kufr mentioned earlier and see it as the only legitimate elaboration
(tafszl) of the salaf on this issue, Activists like al-Mahmud, along with
the Jihadis interpret it differently. They point at the expression “and he
knows the correct ruling in this particular case (wa ‘alimahu fi hathihi al-
wagqi ‘ah)” to argue that the commentator is talking about judging in
particular cases and not about the replacement of shari‘ah (qadaya
mu ‘ayyanah la al-tashri® al-‘amm.) In other words, this particular
elaboration (tafsi/) does not deal with one who eliminates shari‘ah and
systematically institutes non-Islamic laws. Thus they view the case of
manmade laws as a completely new form of ruling by something other
than shari‘ah, that is, a phenomenon that did not occur during the early
history of Islam, and as such it would be inaccurate to apply these

verdicts by the early Salafi scholars to this form of ruling.

Further, in support of their understanding, those that take position two
underline the distinction between merely not fulfilling a religious
obligation out of desire or laziness and the legislation of new laws. The
former action does not necessarily express any rejection or denial of the
religious obligation while the latter, in addition to not fulfilling an
obligation, implies that the perpetrators of such an act have put
themselves at a level equal to that of God, since in legislating for people
they are doing something that which God has not given permission for.
Even by itself, doing so constitutes a violation of the concept of tawhid
which, as explained before, demands a firm and definite belief that the
command is for none but God alone. As such, whoever decrees a rule
that contradicts that of God has usurped the legislative sovereignty (al-
hakimiyyah) that should be God’s alone, and thus, he or she has made

themselves partners with God.®

2'Ibn Ab1 al-‘lzz, Sharh al- ‘Aqidah al-Tahawiyyah, 323-324,
B Al-Mahmid, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuhu wa Ahwaluhu, 57-65.
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In addition, the supporters of this view do not regard this question of
tabdil (replacing shari‘ah with manmade laws) to be open to ijtihad,
since they claim that it is a settled matter, based on consensus amongst
the early scholars. In support of this historical argument they cite the

statement of Ibn Taymiyyah:

When a person makes permissible (kallala) something which is

agreed by consensus to be forbidden, or he regards forbidden

(harrama) something which is agreed by consensus to be permitted,

or he alters (baddala) the ruling of shari‘ah which is agreed upon

by consensus, then he is a kafir according to the consensus of the

jurists.?
However, the use of such distinctions by the activist and Jihadis -
between ruling by something other than shari‘ah in isolated cases, and
the replacement of shari‘ah, drew the Jihadis enormous criticism from
the Loyalists. Both Al-Halabi and al-‘Anbari challenge their opponents,
questioning the validity of their distinction. In principle, the Loyalists
agree that manmade laws violate the concept of tawhid but they assert
that the sin of legislating a new law can be exacerbated into major kufr

only when the perpetrator claims it to be the law of God.

According to the Loyalists, the word tabdil in the usage of Ibn
Taymiyyah does not mean the mere replacement or alteration of
shart ‘ah, as their opponents understand from it. It is only when such
legislation is undertaken out of “lying against Allah and His Messenger”
that tabdil is committed, as Ibn Taymiyyah himself illustrates in another

statement:

Al-shar® al-munazzal (the revealed legislation): And this is
whatever the Messenger came with. It is obligatory to follow this,
and it is obligatory to punish anyone who opposes it.

Al-Shar® al-mu’awwal (the interpolated legislation): This is the
opinions of the scholars, who perform ijtzihad in these matters, such
as the madhhab of Malik and what is like that. It is permissible to
follow this (iftiba ‘), but it is not obligatory and it is not haram.

2 1bn Taymiyyah, Majma ‘ al-Fatawa, 3/167-168.
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And it is not for anyone to make this binding upon the general
people, and nor should they be prevented from it.

And the third: al-shar‘ al-mubaddal: this is lying against Allah and

against His Messenger or upon the people with a false testimony

and its likes, and clear oppression. So whoever says: “Indeed, this

is from the shar of Allah, then he has disbelieved...®
Based on this, the Loyalists outline their view on tabdil, contending that
there are two separate ways of replacing shari ‘ah. The first type is tabdil
in which the perpetrator makes partial changes to shari‘ah. Such case is
kufr only if the perpetrator claims that these foreign laws are in fact part
of shari‘ah. The second type is the case of a total replacement of the
whole shari‘ah in every single aspect (istibdal tam). This case is kufr in
all case regardless whether or not the perpetrator claims them to be part
of shari‘ah. Thus, in itself, partial replacement of the shari‘ah is not
regarded as major kufr if the perpetrator does not claim it to be part of
shart ‘ah and hence, further investigation into the motives for such act is
required, just as it is needed in the case of ruling by something other
than shari‘ah occasionally. As such, such reasoning implies the
exclusion of nearly all present-day rulers from the ruling of Ibn
Taymiyyah on tabdil, since family laws in most Muslim-majority

countries are still based on shari ‘ah.

Thus, we see how, starting from the same Quranic verse (5:44) and based
on the same comments on the topic by classical scholars such as lbn
‘Abbas, Activists and Jihadis come to a very different conclusion from
the Loyalists regarding the role of manmade laws in determining the
status of present-day rulers in Muslim countries. While all groups agree
that ruling/judging by anything other than shari‘ah can cause kufr, and
hence a sufficient factor in itself to depose a ruler, they disagree on the
distinctions between different kinds of ruling/judging activities — and the
centrality of understanding motives when making these distinctions. For
Activists and Jihadis, while occasional policy decisions or judgments

may not be evidence of a ruler’s belief that she/he is equal to God,

% 1bn Taymiyyah, Majma “ al-Fatawa, 3/168.
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tabdil, the replacement of shari‘ah with new, manmade laws offers
sufficient proof, and is therefore sufficient for declaring takfir. The
Loyalists, on the other hand, make further distinctions — even within the
act of legislating — contending that these are of two kinds: tabdil (partial
change of shari‘ah) and istibdal (change of the whole body of shari‘ah).
While tabdil can be kufr (but impossible to prove, since no ruler makes
the necessary declarations about their own beliefs), istibdal can be
judged to be kufr only when all the laws are changed in their totality —
which rarely happens, since family laws, if nothing else are preserved

for shari ‘ah in most countries that the Salafis are concerned with.

Which Precedent is Equal to Modern Manmade Laws?

Applying precedent scholastic opinions issued by authoritative figures,
to new cases is a common method in Salafism. However, the struggle to
agree upon a previously decided case, where the facts are of satisfactory
resemblance to the case of manmade laws, has proved to be another main

reason for the dispute.

One of the most important precedents is the case of the Yasa, the Mongol
system of laws. From a Salafi perspective, the Yasa code is a legal
system created by the founder of the Mongol Empire Genghis Khan
(1162-1227). It is believed to be a combination of laws borrowed from
the legal traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam; in addition to
many other laws based on Genghis Khan’s own “thoughts and whim.”3!
The analogy between the Yasa and manmade laws is probably the most-
known invoked precedent for determining the takfir of present-day
rulers. On several occasions, Jihadis have used this analogy as the basis
of their justification for revolting against their rulers. Perhaps for this
reason, one finds most academic works focussing on the Jihadis’
interpretation of this precedent, while largely overlooking the

challenging interpretation offered by the Loyalists.

After seizing power in several areas in the Muslim World, it is reported

that the Mongols embraced Islam. This conversion raised many questions

31 1bn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’an al- ‘Azim, 3/131.
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about the legitimacy of waging jihad against them. These questions were
particularly critical during the lifetime of Ibn Taymiyyah, that is,
towards the end of the thirteenth century, when the Mongols made
various attempts to control the Levant region. “The Mongol conversion
had produced such an impact upon Ibn Taymiyyah’s surroundings that
many of his contemporaries appeared to have considered the conflict as a
modern replica of the battle of the camel and the Battle of Siffin.”% In
response to the question of whether or not it was legitimate to wage
jihad against the Mongols, Ibn Taymiyyah issued several verdicts in
which he concluded that the Mongols were in fact non-Muslims, despite
professing Islam outwardly. Ibn Taymiyyah listed several reasons for his
conclusion, the most important of which, for our purpose here, is their
continuance to rule by the Yasa. The great fourteenth-century Levantine
scholar of hadith, tafsir and history, Ibn Kathir, repeated a similar

argument, stating:

He who abandons (taraka) the clear laws revealed to Muhammad

Ibn ‘Abd-Allah, the seal of the Prophets, and refers judgment

(tahakama) to other among abrogated laws, then he is a kafir. Let

alone the one who refers judgment to the Yasa and gives precedence

to it over them (wa gaddamaha ‘alayh). Whoever does such is a

kafir according to the consensus of Muslims.®
These kinds of statements by Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathir on the
Mongol rulers are given great prominence in the writings of Jihadis and
Activists. And although these two scholars did not direct their verdicts
against the political authorities of their own time, the holders of the pro-
takfir opinion here consider them perfectly applicable to the case of
present-day rulers. According to al-Mahmiad, throughout the history of
Islam up to the time of Ibn Taymiyyah, Muslims had never witnessed or
ruled by any rule other than shari‘ah.®* The case of ruling by the Yasa is
the first incident in which shari‘ah was replaced by manmade laws and

thus, is a perfect match for the modern case of manmade laws. This

%2 Raff, Remarks on an Anti-Mongol Fatwa by lbn Taimiya, 40.

¥ Tbn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa al-Nihayah, 13/119.

% Al-Mahmid, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuhu wa Ahwaluhu, 250.
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analogy means that the Activists and Jihadis do not just deem ruling by
manmade laws to be a major kufr, but also classify this injunction within
the category upon which there is consensus among the scholars. This is
particularly important because where there is such consensus, it is not
permissible for any scholar, regardless of their status, to take a different
position. For this reason, when the senior Saudi scholar al-Hawali was
asked about his opinion about the view of al-Albani and Ibn Baz who
allegedly stipulate the necessity of istik/al for declaring kufr in the case
of tabdil, he described their stance as a stumble (zallat ‘@lim).® This is
an expression that is commonly used to convey total rejection of a stance
taken by another highly respected scholar. Al-Hawali then, proceeded to
explain that the views of these scholars should be rejected as it goes

against the consensus of early scholars on the matter.

The Rejection of the Yasa Analogy

However, the Loyalists fervently refuse the analogy between manmade
laws and the Yasa. Instead, they offer a very different and a rather
interesting reading of the case of the Yasa and consequently, of the
statements of Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathir. To refute the analogy
proposed by their opponents, the Loyalists turn to several accounts
provided by these two classical scholars, which, in their opinion,
collectively offer a clearer understanding of the case of the Mongol
rulers in regard to ruling by the Yasa. Based on these accounts, they
reject the proposition that Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Kathir and other scholars
declared takfrr on the Mongols rulers simply due to their ruling by the
Yasa. An example of these accounts is the statement of Ibn Taymiyyah in

one of his fatawas:

And that is because the belief of these Tatars in Genghis Khan is
immense; as they believe that he is the son of God, similar to what
the Christians believe in Jesus, and they state that the sun got his
mother pregnant while she was in a tent. And that the sun then
descended through a hole in the tent to impregnate her...despite

% Al-Hawali, Haqiqat al-Khilaf fi Mas alat al-Hukm bi Ghay ma Anzal Allah,
available at:www.alhawali.com (accessed 04/05/2016)
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this, they deem him to be the greatest messenger in the eyes of God

in the way they venerate what he instituted and legislated for them

based on his conjecture and whim...%
For the Loyalists, such statements shed light on how scholars who lived
through the Mongol invasions conceived the religious status of the
Mongols. They contend that such scholars declared the Mongols to be
non-Muslims based on their prior knowledge of the Mongols’ religious
beliefs. In other words, the cause of kufr was the belief they held

regarding this code, and not the mere act. Al-Halab1 concludes:

This is Genghis Khan and his status. This is his kufr and shirk, this
is his Yasa, his book and his shari‘ah, this is the belief of his
followers (the Mongols) in him and their claim that he was a
Prophet, and this is the injunction on the one who does not accept
the testimony of faith or other components of Islam. Therefore,
whoever was like him has the same ruling.®
Al-‘Anbari made similar arguments, insisting that the consensus
mentioned by Ibn Kathir is a specific case for the kings of the Mongols,
“for their ruling by the Yasa involved giving it precedence over the
legislation of Allah and because they preferred it over the legislation of

Allah.”® Thus, these verdicts against the Mongols can be extended only

to those who share similar beliefs.

The history of the Mongols, medieval Central Asian rulers who
eventually embraced Islam, and the opinions of classical scholars
regarding their religious status, centres on the Yasa, or the Mongol tribal
code. Jihadis and Activists among the Salafis see this code, and
decisions of legal scholars about it, as the earliest examples of the
promulgation of non- shari‘ah laws by Muslim kings. All Salafis refer
respectfully to the decisions of the fourteenth-century scholar, lbn
Taymiyyah and his students, who declared kufr on the Mongols, but they
remain divided over the applicability of this historical decision as a

precedent to evaluate the status of rulers in the present-day world. This

% Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 71-72.

3 1bid, 74.

8 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 162.
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is because the Loyalists do not believe that Mongols had been accused of
kufr by classical scholars merely for ruling according to Yasa code, but
really for the belief behind the imposition of that code—that Genghis

Khan was a Prophet.
The Loyalists’ alternative Precedents

The basis for the Loyalists’ rejection of the analogy between the Yasa
and manmade laws can also be attributed to another factor: their
rejection of their opponents’ assumption that the case of Yasa was the
first precedent for manmade laws in Islamic history. The Loyalists
highlight certain precedents that they deem to form a better equivalent to

the case of manmade laws than the Yasa.

The first precedent is the example of the innovator (mubtadi-), that is,
people who invented or added new aspects to religious practice.
According to the Loyalist scholar al-*Anbari there is no difference at all
between the one who legislates manmade laws and the mubtadi‘ because
both have invented what God has not given permission for, and hence,
both have transgressed the right of God to legislate.* To prove this
similarity between manmade laws and bid ‘ah, al-‘Anbari cites several
statements by the 14'™ century Maliki scholar al-Shatibi, in which the
Andalusian scholar argues that innovating new matters in religion entails
rivalry with God. For if the innovator believed that the religion (Islam)
is complete and comprehensive, he/she would not try to modify it. %
Based on this comparison, al-‘Anbari argues that since al-Shatibl and
others did not apply takfir to the mubtadi‘, and mubtadi is no different
from making new laws to replace the shari‘ah, this means that the
classical scholars did not judge the mere act of transgressing the right of
God to legislate to be kufr. As such, he declares that his opponents have
fallen in contradictory stances by applying takfir to the ruler who rules

by manmade laws but not to the innovator.

¥ 1bid, 123.
40 1bid, 125.
126



It has to be noted here, his comparison of manmade laws to bid ‘ah does
not mean that al-‘Anbari believes that bid ‘ah can never amount to kufr.
He accepts that classical scholars categorised innovations into two types,
one which constitutes kufr and another one that does not. However, he
maintains that the criteria set by the classical scholars for distinguishing
between the two types are based on whether the innovation involves a
rejection of one of the followings: (i) a matter upon which there is a
consensus amongst the scholars, (ii) a matter of mutawatir,* (iii) what is
known in religion (Islam) to be a necessity.”* Only when a religious

innovation involves such rejection, is it considered to be kufr.

Al-‘Anbari’s opinions add an interesting twist to the comparison between
manmade laws and the innovator. Studying such opinions allow us to
understand why the Loyalists among the Salafis prioritise combatting
those they consider innovators over the rulers. This prioritisation cannot
be explained merely with reference to political conservatism; it has a

clear doctrinal basis.

The other precedent which al-"Anbari regards as clear support for his
view is the story of al-Najashi, the king of al-Habashah (nowadays
Eritrea and northern Ethiopia). Islamic sources reveal that in the early
days of Islam, before the famous immigration of Muslims from Makkah
to al-Madinah, Muslims fled the persecution they faced in Makkah at the
hands of Quraysh and sought refuge in al-Habashah. This encounter led
al-Najashi to secretly convert to Islam but despite his conversion he was
unable to apply the rule of Islam upon his people. It is also reported that
when al-Najasht died the Prophet said to his companions: “A brother of
yours has died; get up and offer the funeral prayer for him.”* Based on
these reports, al-"AnbarT builds his argument as follows; since al-Najashi
was a king who did not apply shari‘ah upon his subjects, and yet the

Prophet and the Sahabah prayed the funeral prayer upon him, then it is

4 Mutawatir refers to a report that is widespread with multiple and uninterrupted
chains of transmission
4 1bid, 128.
% Muslim, English Translation of Sakikz Muslim, N. 2210.
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necessary to conclude that ruling by something other than shari‘ah is not
a major kufr. Muslims are not permitted to offer such prayers to non-
Muslims, therefore al-Najashi was clearly not considered to be outside
the realm of Islam, as he would have been if the Prophet and

Companions had judged him to have committed a major kufr.*

Debating the Opinion of Senior Scholars

In the intra-Salafi debates on manmade laws, some of the senior scholars
who enjoy great respect and acknowledgment amongst all Salafi factions
are quoted frequently as a support for or against takfir. It is safe to say
that the authority of some of these scholars is very high in the eyes of all
Salafis, to the point that their verdicts are taken face value to support
one’s position even when no scriptural evidence is given along with the
verdict. However, the lack of explicit and detailed studies on this
question by those highly-quoted scholars has left the doors wide open for
different interpretations and speculations over their actual positions
concerning manmade laws. In the following section, we will look at the
intra-Salafi debates over the views of some of these scholars on that
matter of manmade laws, and how each faction tries to consolidate its

view by ascribing it to these scholars.

These authoritative scholars can be divided into two categories. The first
category includes those scholars who witnessed the phenomenon of the
application of manmade laws in the Muslim world but passed away
before the start of these debates in the 1990°’s. As examples for this
category, | have chosen two scholars, the former Grand Mufti of Saudi
Arabia Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim Al al-Shaykh (1893-1969), and the
Egyptian scholar Ahmad Shakir (1892-1958). The significance of Ibn
Ibrahim stems from the fact that he is, to my knowledge, the only scholar
in this category who has produced a written work, fully dedicated to the
question of manmade laws. His work is widely quoted in the debates and

the disagreement over his actual position on the matter takes up a great

4 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 89-90.
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part of every book dealing with manmade laws. Additionally, Ibn
Ibrahim’s authority is recognised not only by the young Salafi generation
but also by the senior scholars, since most of them have studied directly

under him or at least, attended some of his lectures.

As for the Egyptian scholar Shakir, although he did not write a specific
work elaborating on manmade laws, his significance stems from his very
important statement regarding the similarities between manmade laws
and the Yasa, the Mongol code of law in his book ‘Umdat al-Tafsir. As
we know the disputed parallel between the Yasa and modern manmade
laws has been the cause of persistent disagreements between the
Activists and Jihadis on the one hand, and Loyalists on the other; a
significant part of these arguments rely on Ahmad Shakir’s crucial

statement.

The second category of scholars whom we are going to discuss in this
section are those who were alive when the debates were taking place, the
most important of whom are al-Albani, Ibn al-'Uthaymin, and Ibn Baz.
The views of these scholars on the matter is scattered in a number of
their lectures. They generally deal with the question in lesser depth than
in the polemical writings of the younger generation.

Ibn Ibrahim

The position of Ibn Ibrahim (1893-1969), the former grand mufti of
Saudi Arabia is probably the clearest amongst modern senior scholars.
To my knowledge, his booklet Takhkim al-Qawanin® is the most detailed
work written by a senior scholar on this matter, albeit consisting of only
several pages. The booklet is frequently quoted by the Jihadis and
Activists in order to promote the pro-takfir view.

From the outset, Ibn Ibrahim’s takes a trenchant tone against manmade
laws, affirming that the replacement of the Quran as source of legislation
by “the cursed manmade laws”“ constitutes a great and clear kufr. Based

on several verses from Quran, Ibn Ibrahim builds his argument that

4 Published in the thirteen volumes collection of his works
% 1bn Ibrahim, Fatawa wa Rasa’il Shaykh Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim, 12/284.
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referring back in disputes to anything other than shari‘ah constitutes an
absolute contradiction to one’s iman (faith) and hence, it is impossible to
have both in one heart, since: “one of them will totally dispel the

other.”¥

It does not take one very long to read the whole booklet but it takes even
less to understand why the Activists and Jihadis quote Ibn Ibrahim more
frequently than the Loyalists do. Explaining the meaning of jahiliyyah in
the Quranic verse (5:50), Ibn Ibrahim echoes the understanding of
Sayyid Qutb for whom jahiliyyah is “a condition of any time and place
where Allah is not held to be the highest governmental and legal
authority.”* Ibn Ibrahim similarly insists that there are only two types of
rule, the rule of God and everything besides that is, the rule of
jahiliyyah.

Ibn Ibrahim approaches the verse (5:44) stating that it is impossible for
God to “call he who judges by [anything] other than that which Allah has
revealed a kafir and for such a person not to be a kafir.”* However, he
also refers to the statement of Ibn "Abbas explaining, in the manner of
all Salafis, that the kufr mentioned in the verse can sometimes be major
and at other times only minor, depending on the state of mind of the

perpetrator.

Up until this part of the booklet, although Ibn Ibrahim’s tone sounds
similar to that of the Jihadis in deprecating manmade laws, it is still
general and indistinct in terms of determining when exactly he considers
ruling by anything other than skari‘ah to be a major kufr. The latter part
of the booklet however, is more precise and detailed. It is this latter part
that the Jihadis and Activists quote regularly to support their view. lbn
Ibrahim provides six cases in which ruling by anything other than
shart ‘ah constitutes major kufr. The most important of these is the fifth

case, which he describes thus:

47 1bid, 12/286.

4% Khatab, The Political Thought of Sayyid Qutb The Theory of Jahiliyyah, 3.

4 1bn Ibrahim, Fatawa wa Rasa’il Shaykh Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim, 12/286.
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This is the greater, more comprehensive and obvious form of
stubborn rejection of the shari‘ah and haughty rejection of its
rulings and showing dissent towards Allah and His Messenger, and
challenging the courts of Islamic Law, in its setting-up,
maintenance, provisions, foundations and its branches, forms,
types, its judgement and compulsion, references and sources. So,
just as the shari‘ah courts have references upon which they depend,
all depending upon Allah’s Book and the Sunnah of His Messenger,
in the same way the law-courts of the manmade laws have their
sources: laws patched together from many different law-systems,
like French laws, American laws, British laws, etc. and from the
systems of innovators who claim allegiance to the shari‘ah, etc. So
these law-courts are now present in many Muslim lands, complete
and established, with open doors and the people flock thereto in
throngs; their judges give judgements going against the judgements
of the Book and sunnah, according to their own laws and making
these pronouncements binding and agreeing thereto and making
them unalterable, so what Kufr is greater than this, and what can be
a greater contradiction to the testimony that Muhammad is the
Messenger of Allah.%°

The Objection of the Loyalists

Although, this statement appears in support of the holders of the pro-
takfir view in this case, the Loyalists are reluctant to accept this
perception and instead, offer a different reading to it. They contend that
their opponents misunderstood Ibn Ibrahim’s position because of
overlooking his other statements on the matter. For instance, al-Halabi
cites other statements by Ibn Ibrahim, which he asserts, are proof that
the shaykh “unlike what was understood from his booklet”* holds the
same position as the Loyalists. The main statement used to foster this
contention is found in the first volume of the fatawa (verdicts) of Ibn
Ibrahim in answer to some questions sent to the shaykh from India.
Although the questions are about various fighi issues, the shaykh
however, seems to have found in them an opportunity to begin his
answer with an overview statement on the meaning of the declaration of
faith, a topic that is central in the teachings of the vast majority of Salaft

scholars especially in Saudi Arabia. Ibn Ibrahim states that the

0 1bid, 12/289.
SL Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 23; al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar
al-Takfir, 96.
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actualisation of the meaning of the second part of the shahadah
(Muhammad is the Messenger of God) implies not only to judge in
accordance with his shari‘ah, but also, to confine oneself to that while
rejecting whatever oppose it. Amongst what Muslims have to reject are

the laws (gawanin) that he concludes

He who judges according to them or refers to them for judgment
believing (mu ‘tagidan) in the correctness (sikzkah) or the
permissibility (jawaz) of such judgment is kafir the [type of] kufr
that takes one out of the religion. However, if he performs that
[judgment] without believing in their correctness or the
permissibility to judge by them, then he is a kafir with the kufr of
action, which does not take out of religion.®
For the loyalist scholar al-Halabi, statements such as these are more
precise and offer a better clarification of the position of Ibn Ibrahim on
the question of manmade laws than his booklet Takkim al-Qawanin. On
this basis, al-Halabi builds his argument against his opponents,
highlighting that the shaykh here stipulates the necessity of i ‘tigad
(inner belief) in the correctness or in the permissibility for the act to be
major kufr. As such, in order to determine the position of Ibn Ibrahim on
this matter one must choose one of three options. (i) The possibility that
the shaykh contradicts himself (ii) that this statement is not as specific
as the booklet, (iii) or that the booklet has to be understood in light of
the elaboration given in statements of this kind. From al-Halabi’s
perspective, only the last option is conceivable, since the first possibility
entails a great vilification of a scholar of the standing of Ibn Ibrahim,
which no Salaft would dare to undertake. As for the second option, it is
not plausible because in the view of al-Halabi, it goes against the Salafi
method of determining the opinion of a scholar. That is to say, in order
to determine the position of a scholar regarding an issue, one must
investigate all of his statements on the matter then interpret them
compatibly. In the case of the existence of conflicting statements by the
same scholar, one must determine which statement bears more than one

meaning (mujmal) and which one carries only one meaning (mufassal).

2 Ibn Ibrahim, Fatawa wa Rasa’il Shaykh Mukammad lon lbrahim, 1/79-80.
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Then, the former should be interpreted in light of the latter. In our case
here, al-Halab1 considers the statement of Ibn Ibrahim he provides to be
mufassal and the booklet to be mujmal. Hence, the categorisation of the
fifth case as major kufr in the booklet must be interpreted to mean that
this is true only when it [ruling by manmade laws] is done out of
“istiklal, juhad, or i ‘tigad, and not the mere action.”% Based on this, al-
Halab1 concludes that Ibn Ibrahim supports the view of the Loyalists,
that the mere act of applying manmade laws is not major kufr unless the

aforementioned conditions are present.

This approach in dealing with Ibn Ibrahim’s booklet is very common
amongst the Loyalists. The Loyalists seem to be interested more in citing
any other statement by the shaykh where there is mention of words like
juhiud and i ‘tigad rather than explaining how the booklet is less specific,
especially given the fact that juhad and i ‘tigad were already included in
the first four cases of major kufr. The first four cases include the one
who (i) “denies the precedence of the judgement of Allah and His
Messenger.” (ii) “Believes that the judgement of someone other than the
Messenger is better than His judgement and more complete and
comprehensive for the needs of the people.” (iii) “Does not regard it as
being better... but believes it to be equivalent,” and “believes that it is
permissible.”* The Loyalists tend to ignore completely the details given
in these cases and seem rather anxious to switch the reasoning behind
Ibn Ibrahim’s ruling in the fifth case to juhud, i ‘tigad or istiklal by
referring to his other statements® rather than simply concede that the

view of Ibn Ibrahim in this matter is wrong.

However, despite the persistence of the Loyalists that the booklet does
not support the pro-takfir view, one can also sense from the tone of the
Loyalists, that they are uncomfortable with it, which raises the question
about the genuineness of their contention. For instance, Al-"Anbari

shows this discomfort indirectly when he narrates his story with ‘Abd-

3 Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 98.
% Ibn Ibrahim, Fatawa wa Rasa’il Shaykh Mukammad Ibn Ibrahim, 12/288-289.
% Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 97-98.
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Allah Ibn Jibrin (1933-2009), one of the prominent students of Ibn
Ibrahim and one of the senior scholars that time.% The story is about a
discussion over the question of manmade laws that al-*AnbarT held with
Ibn Jibrin. When the shaykh apparently agreed with his view, al-"Anbarit
asked him about the dubious position of Ibn Ibrahim in his booklet
“istashkaltuhu fatwa skeikh...in tahkim al-Qawanin.”® Ibn Jibrin then,
told him that Ibn Ibrahim has also other statements, in which he
stipulates istik/al and juhuad for major kufr. The use of the word
istashkaltuhu (which in the Arabic language means to ask about
something that is troublesome) is an explicit indication of the Loyalists’

discomfort with the booklet.

Additionally, the Loyalists use another approach to contend that the
booklet does not champion the pro-takfir view. This approach consists of
stressing that the statements in which Ibn Ibrahim stipulates istik/al and
juhid for major kufr are issued some years after his booklet. Although,
the Loyalists do not explicitly declare that the shaykh had changed his
opinion, their constant interest in highlighting this fact entails an
inclination towards this declaration, which constitutes an implicit

recognition that the booklet does in fact support the pro-takfir view.

Responses to the Loyalists

The contention by the Loyalists that Ibn Ibrahim did not consider the
application of manmade laws to be major kufr unless accompanied by
istirlal or juhid drew a lot of criticism from the Jihadis and the
Activists. However, it is the criticism levelled by the senior scholars in
Saudi Arabia against the Loyalists’ interpretation of the position of lbn
Ibrahim that is more significant in order to determine his actual position
on this matter, given that most of these scholars were his students. In
their verdicts against the books of al-"Anbari and al-Halab1, the members
of the Permanent Committee for Research and Verdicts (PCRV)% make

% Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 211-212.
S 1bid.
% The Permanent Committee for Research and Verdicts is the highest institution for
issuing religious verdicts in Saudi Arabia.
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their rejection of the authors’ interpretation to the position of Ibn
Ibrahim obvious. The senior scholars charge both authors with
dishonesty and the distortion of the words of Ibn Ibrahim, especially
because of their claim that the shaykh had stipulated istiZ/al in the heart
as a condition for major kufr. For the PCRYV the booklet of the shaykh is
not only “as clear as the sun” in terms of considering the act of applying
manmade laws to be major kufr but it is also “upon the path of ahl al-

sunnah wa al-jama ‘ah.”®®

The rejection of the Loyalists’ interpretation of the words of Ibn Ibrahim
iIs not confined to the members of the PCRV but it also includes other
former students of the shaykh such as Hmmid Ibn ‘Ugla’ al-Shu‘aybi
(1928-2001)% and Ibn Jibrin to whom al-'Anbari and al-Halabi refer in
their books as support for their interpretation. According to Ibn Jibrin,
the words of Ibn Ibrahim in his booklet are amongst his “mildest” ©
statements against the application of manmade laws. Indeed, it seems to
be a well-known fact amongst all those scholars who have close links to
him, that Ibn Ibrahim considered the replacement of shari‘ah with
manmade laws to be major kufr, without the need for further
investigation into the person’s i ‘tigad. This is also confirmed by Ibn
Ibrahim’s grandson, Salih Al Shaykh, the former Saudi minister of

religious affairs.®

The Loyalists’ reluctance to accept that the booklet supports the pro-
takfir view shows the struggle in the Loyalists’ ideas and thoughts about
how to reconcile the words of a great scholar for whom they have a great
respect and the question of manmade laws about which they have very
strong views. In addition, the determination to deny that Ibn Ibrahim

held the view that applying manmade laws constituted major kufr also

% Al-Lajnah al-Da’mah, al-Tahthir min al-Irja’ wa Ba ‘d al-Kutub al-Da ‘iyah Ilayh,
28.
8 See his article on al-‘Anbari’s book: al-Radd ‘ala Iftirda’at al- ‘Anbari, available
at: www.al-oglaa.com (accessed 04/05/2016)
61 See verdict number 10641 available at: www.ibn-jebreen.com (accessed
04/05/2016)
2 Al al-Shaykh, al-Tamhid Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 430.
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highlights the high status enjoyed by Ibn Ibrahim amongst the salafi
proponents; it also brings to lights how the Loyalists perceive the matter.
For the Loyalists, the opinion that ruling by anything other than shari‘ah
constitutes major kufr only when accompanied by the mentioned
conditions is beyond the domain of ijtihad. It is one of those questions,
upon which all the scholars in the past have agreed and thus, no one has
the right to adopt a different position.® Consequently, conceding that
someone of the calibre of Ibn Ibrahim held opinions similar to those they
accuse of deviancy in this crucial matter would not only damage their
claim about the consensus on this subject but it would also force them to
drop the charges of deviancy against their opponents. This is because
matters of ijtihad cannot be grounds for deviancy. In addition, pardoning
Ibn Ibrahim without pardoning their opponents would be a clear double

standard in their judgement.

Nowadays it is not possible to know exactly the extent of the damage
caused by the verdicts of PCRV and other senior scholars to the
credibility of the Loyalists. However, one can sense a great confusion in
their responses to the PCRV that only adds to the uncertainty concerning
the aforementioned question about whether they really believe that lbn

Ibrahim held views similar to theirs.

Ahmad Shakir

Ahmad Shakir (1892/1958) is one of the most prominent Salafi scholars
in the first half of the 20'" century Egypt. Shakir first received his
religious education under his father, a well-known Azhari scholar, and
later obtained his doctorate from al-Azhar in 1917. Nowadays, Shakir
enjoys a high status amongst the Salafi proponents and he is seen as the
leading scholar of hadith science in his era, and is even designated imam
al-Hadith ft ‘asrih.®

8 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 112; al-Halabfi,
al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 27.
8 Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 100.
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Shakir lived in Egypt where manmade laws were openly adopted by the
state in the legal system. More importantly, Shakir worked as a judge for
more than thirty years in shari‘ah courts operating at that time, which
put him in a direct confrontation with many of those who favoured the
application of manmade laws in Egypt.® This confrontation resulted in
numerous statements against the legitimacy of such application, which
the Activists and Jihadis quote frequently in support of their views
regarding present day rulers. However, unlike Ibn Ibrahim, Shakir does
not have a particular book articulating his religious opinion on the
matter but instead his statements and verdicts are spread out in his
various works on tafsir, hadith as well as a number of articles. In 1992,
his son Usamah compiled these statements and published them in one
book under the title Hukm al-Jahiliyyah. Nevertheless, the main
statements that reveal the stance of Shakir towards the application of
manmade laws are found in the footnotes of his famous book ‘Umdat al-
Tafsir, an abridged version of the well-known Quranic exegesis Tafsir
Ibn Kathir.

One of these statements comes after Ibn Kathir’s aforementioned ruling
on the Mongols and their code of law called Yasa. In a manner very
similar to the Activists and the Jihadis, Shakir draws an analogy between
the Yasa and manmade laws, asserting that the modern case of manmade
laws in the Muslim world does not only fit the description given by Ibn
Kathir to the Yasa, but that it is worse. The only difference according to
Shakir is that only the ruling elite of the Mongols adopted the Yasa
during the time of Ibn Kathir, whereas in present-day most Muslim
nations have virtually been affected by manmade laws. Shakir does not
actually elaborate on when exactly ruling by anything other than
shart ‘ah is major kufr or touch upon the conditions of istik/al or juhud.
In fact, the style of Shakir’s writing is very different to the traditional
approach employed by Ibn Ibrahim in his booklet and by contemporary

Salafis in their debates. However, it is evident that he views a

8 Shakir affirms that he had many debates with those in favour of manmade laws.
See: Shakir, ‘Umdat al-Tafsir, 1/678.
137



resemblance between the Yasa and manmade laws. For him, manmade
laws represent Yasa ‘asri (contemporary Yasa), on which, the ruling “is
clear as the clarity of the sun, they constitute blatant unbelief (kufr

bawah)...”%

In addition to his different style of writing, most of Shakir’s discontent
and arguments are directed towards Muslims studying these laws and
accepting them rather than the rulers themselves.

These laws are legislated by people who endorse Islam. They teach
them to the children of the Muslims, and fathers and children feel
proud of that. They entrust their affairs to the followers of this
modern Yasir, and they ridicule those who oppose them. They
describe those calling them to adhere to their religion and shari‘ah
as backward and rigid...%
The reason for this stems from Shakir’s concern about what he sees as an
inherent threat posed by manmade laws to the religion of Muslims. For
Shakir, the case of manmade laws is not simply replacing a system by
another, rather, it is a conversion to a new religion.%® For that reason, he

contends, “there is no excuse for anyone who considers himself Muslim,

regardless of who he is, to apply it, submit to it, or consent to it.”®

The other important statement for our purpose is Shakir’s footnote on
Ibn Kathir’s commentary on the Quranic verse (5:44). The lengthy
footnote is approximately three times of Ibn Kathir’s concise
commentary in which the latter refers to the abovementioned statement
of Tbn "Abbas “kufr lesser than kufr” to assert that ruling by anything
other than shari‘ah is sometimes major kufr and other times minor kufr.
Shakir attacks those he labels “the misleading people of the era who
ascribe themselves to knowledge” ™ for invoking the statement of Ibn
‘Abbas in order to provide excuses for the application of the “idolatrous”

manmade laws. Shakir quotes his younger brother Mahmud (1909-1997),

% Shakir, ‘Umdat al-Tafsir, 697.
5 1bid.
% |pid, 535; ibid, 697.
8 Shakir, ‘Umdat al-Tafsir, 697.
0 1bid, 684.
138



another scholar recognised by all Salafis, who seems to condemn the
same people for invoking a similar statement by a renown ta@bi ‘T named
Abu Mijlaz. According to Mahmud, these statements of “kufr lesser than
kufr” are never intended to be used for justifying “the passing/issuing of
judgements in money, personal affairs, and blood by laws incompatible
with the shari‘ah of Muslims, or the production of laws that oblige the
people of Islam to seek judgment from other than the judgment of
Allah.”™ He argues that such acts are is a major kufr because they clearly
signify giving preference to manmade laws over shari‘ah. Similar to the
Activists and the Jihadis, Mahmud distinguishes between ruling in one
particular incident by something other than shari‘ah and the broader
application of manmade laws. He argues that the latter case simply did
not exist at the times when the statements of “kufr lesser than kufr” were
issued, therefore it is not acceptable to invoke such statements in this

case.”

When reading the statements of the Shakir brothers, one can easily
understand why the Jihadis and Activists quote them frequently as
support for their own position. Firstly, the Shakir brothers’ framing of
manmade laws as modern-day Yasa serves as a precedent for the Jihadis
and Activists to stand on in order to apply the verdicts issued by lbn
Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathir on the Mongols to present-day rulers.
Secondly, the Shakir brothers clearly do not consider the statements of
“kufr lesser than kufr” to be applicable to the case of modern day
implementation of manmade laws. In fact, they label the use of these
statements as misguidance and innovation. For the Jihadis and Activists,
this presents the basis for both countering the Loyalists’ strongest proof-
text for their position on the matter, and for charging them of

misguidance.

The Loyalists do not dispute what the Shakir brothers have said, but they

tend to discuss their views mainly to refute the argument of their

" 1bid, 685.
2 1bid.
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opponents, rather than support their own stance. In the loyalist
interpretation, the charges of deviancy levelled by the Shakirs are not
against the use the statements of “kufr lesser than kufr” in order to
understand the Quranic verse (5:44) as such, but only against those that
use these statements as an excuse for ruling by manmade laws. Since the
Loyalists do not really make such use themselves, they do not see
themselves as indicted by the Shakirs.” Again, similar to the manner in
which they deal with the statements of Ibn Ibrahim, the Loyalists do not
address the distinction made by Shakir between the incidental ruling by
something other than shari‘ah and the replacement of shari‘ah by
another system of law. Nor do they respond to Shakir’s argument that the
act of replacing shari‘ah by another system is major kufr because it
constitutes “a break away from the rule of God, aversion to His religion,
and giving preference to the rule kufr over the rule of God.”™ Instead,
they shift the focus to the last part of Mahmud Shakir’s comment where
he asserts that the opinion of the classical scholar al-Tabari represents
the “decisive words”™ in this matter. Al-Tabari, the 9'"-century tafsir
scholar from present-day Iran, stated that “everyone who does not rule
according to what God has revealed out of jukid (jakidan bih) is kafir.”™
Here it is interesting to see how Loyalists re-frame Shakir’s argument:
although Shakir uses al- Tabari to dispute the applicability of the “kufr
lesser than kufr” classification to the act of replacing the shari‘ah with
manmade laws, the Loyalists interpret the same statement differently.
For them, it is important that Shakir himself pronounces such acts as
unprecedented in Islamic history, and also that Shakir’s source, al-Tabarl
appears to stipulate the necessity of jukid for the verdict of kufr in such
cases. Such a mode of argumentation shows the Loyalists’ unwillingness
to accept that an authoritative scholar, such as Shakir, would consider

the act of replacing the shari‘ah with manmade laws to be major kufr

8 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 20-21; Al-‘Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr
ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 155.
"4 Shakir, ‘Umdat al-Tafsir, 685.
> Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 349.
8 |bid, 358.
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without the need for further investigation into the perpetrator’s i ‘tigad.
The Loyalists appear to be capable of retaining this belief despite the
existence of many examples proving the contrary. In my opinion, the
main reason for this reluctance to accept the facts is that most of these
Loyalists belong to the circle of the great hadith scholar Muhammad
Nasir al-Din al-Albani, formed in Jordan in the 1980s and 1990s. Al-
Albani, as we will see in the next section, held a different position
regarding manmade laws from that of the category of scholars just

discussed.

Al-Albani

Al-Albani is one of three most authoritative scholars who were alive
during the intra-Salafi disputes of the nineties. He is also the only one
whose position on manmade laws has not been disputed in intra-Salafi
polemics. There is a consensus amongst all the Salafis that al-Albani saw
no difference between the incidental ruling by manmade laws and the
wholesale or partial implementation of manmade laws instead of
shari‘ah. Both actions are minor kufr unless accompanied by one of the
necessary conditions related to the mental state of the perpetrator. The
reason behind this consensus lies mainly in the consistency of his
statements. In all occasions where he discusses the question of manmade
laws, al-Albani’s approach is very meticulous and detailed. The other
two authoritative scholars, on the other hand, despite producing some
detailed statements on this question, also made other statements, which
are either very general, not addressing the issue in detail or even

contrary to their own statements.

The other reason that has also helped in making the position of al-Albani
unequivocal amongst all Salafis owes to the fact that al-Albani spent the
last part of his life in Jordan. Unlike the case of Saudi Arabia, Salafism
in Jordan shared the religious sphere with other more politicised
movements. According to Lacroix, at the time when al-Albani settled in

Jordan and established himself as one of the most senior Salafi scholar
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worldwide, the Muslim Brotherhood was at the height of its power.” In
this mixed religious arena, it was natural for questions related to politics
and manmade laws to become salient topics of discussion amongst all
different types of Islamists. These face-to-face discussions and
confrontations with other Salafis and Islamists who differ with him on a
number of topics related to current affairs, allowed al-Albani to clarify
his opinions on these topics. These discussions were usually recorded
and then distributed worldwide. In addition, living in Jordan made al-
Albani relatively easy to reach, which turned him into an attraction for

many young Salafis seeking religious clarifications about current affairs.

One of the most famous discussions in which al-Albani expressed his
view on mad-made laws very clearly was with a young Salafi named
Sami, who held that the application of manmade laws constituted major
kufr. The discussion is reported as part of a famous lecture by al-Albani
on the issue of takfir known as al-Kufr Kufran (Kufr is of Two Types).”
In the lecture, al-Albani divides kufr into two different types: kufr
‘amali (kufr relating to actions) and i ‘tigadi (kufr relating to belief).
Only the latter, he says, takes one out of Islam. He then clarifies that the
kufr of actions refers to a situation where a Muslim commits actions of
kufr that the texts of Quran and Sunnah commonly relate to non-
Muslims. This type of kufr does not deprive the culprit of his or her
status as a Muslim unless there is a clear indication that he or she has
carried it out of conviction in the heart. From al-Albani’s perspective,
major kufr must relate to one’s heart and since the kufr of actions
pertains to the mere action and not the heart then it is only minor kufr.
Hence, a Muslim committing kufr ‘amali may well resemble to non-
Muslims in terms of his or her action but differs from them in terms of

conviction.

" Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 87.
8 The audiotape of this discussion is available at : www.alalbany.me (last accessed
10/05/2016)
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Based on this typology, al-Albani builds his opposition to the idea that
the Qur’anic verse (5:44) applies to Muslim rulers. His argument invokes
the reason behind the revelation (sabab al-nuzil) of the Quranic verse
5:44, which, he explains, was about the Jews who rejected the rulings of
the Prophet Muhammad when these were not in their favour. Then, al-
Albani proceeds to explain that the verse declares the Jews kdafirian not
merely due to their action but because their action is based on rejecting
the rule of God in their hearts “hum yarfudinahu qalban wa qaliban
(they reject it from the inside and outside)” As such, he concludes that
applying this verse to the rulers of Muslim countries merely because of
their failure to rule by shari‘ah is erroneous. In other words, al-Albani
concedes that there is a resemblance between those rulers and the Jews,
but he argued that this resemblance is only in terms of actions. Thus, for
al-Albani, the verse applies to Muslim rulers only when the act of ruling
by manmade laws is accompanied with a rejection of the rule of God in
their heart as it is the case for those Jews about whom the verse was

revealed.

Further, on several occasions when dealing with the question of ruling
by manmade laws, al-AlbanT makes it evident that he does not consider
incidental judgement by non-Islamic laws to be different to the exchange
of the whole body of shari‘ah for manmade laws.” Both cases are major
sins similar to usury, adultery, and drinking alcohol and as such, a
person guilty of them is not kafir unless there is an indication that the
motive behind the act is i ‘tigad. Unlike the view of Ibn Ibrahim and most
of the Saudi scholars, for al-Albani, the application of manmade laws
does not automatically reveal any considered preference for these laws

over shari‘ah.

However, there is one particular point that distinguishes al-Albani from
the Loyalists in this matter. This pertains to al-Albani’s implicit

recognition of the subjective nature surrounding the assessment of

" See for instance: al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 67-68; al-Tayb1,
Fatawa al-Shaykh al-4lbani wa Mugaranatuha bi Fatawa al- 'Ulama’, 580-581.
143



whether the act of replacing shari‘ah with manmade system of laws can
be an indicative for kufr of the heart. For al-Albani, kufr of the heart can
be identified in two ways: (i) explicitly by one’s utterance: lisan al-
magqal, or (ii) implicitly by his or her action /isan al-hal. Unlike the first
way, the latter is open to dispute. Based on this, al-Albani holds that the
one who deduces rakfir in this case based on the reasoning that the act of
replacing shari‘ah implicitly indicates kufr in the heart, is not
blameworthy. Hence, while al-Albani was concerned about those
advocating rakfir based on mere actions, without any consideration to
what is in the perpetrator’s heart, he did not foreclose the possibility of
making such judgments and was prepared to accept the promulgation of
manmade laws as sufficient evidence of the state of heart requisite for
declaring takfir. This is not the case for the Loyalists, who insist that the
case is closed on the basis that the agreement of al-Albani, al-"Uthaymin

and Ibn Baz on such vital case is binding.? For example, al-Halabi says:

It would not be far from the truth if one claims a consensus
[amongst the scholars] regarding a ruling, upon which the like of

these great scholars agree...this is because they are the scholars of

the time ‘a’immat al-zaman wa ‘ulama’ al- ‘asr wa al-awan.®

Despite the lack of perfect concordance between their own views and
that of al-Albani’s, the clarity of the latter’s position concerning the
stipulation of i ‘tigad in the case of manmade laws has prompted the
Loyalists to not only adopt his view but also, assume that all other senior
scholars shared it.® In their polemics against the Loyalists, the Activists
and the Jihadis admit that al-Albani considers the application of
manmade laws to be minor kufr. And while they, too, hold al-Albani in
great respect, some Jihadis and Activists were not deterred by his status
as a great Salafi scholar from directly targeting him with their criticism

and even accusations of deviancy, as we shall see in the last chapter.

8 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 40.
8 1bid.
8 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 112-128; al-
Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 40.
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Ibn al-‘Uthaymin

In the nineties, the Saudi scholar Muhammad b. Salih al-"Uthaymin was
considered the second most senior scholar in the Saudi religious
establishment after Ibn Baz % and the third major Salafi scholar
worldwide. Unlike al-Albani, al-‘Uthaymin was not a prolific writer;
rather, his entire life was dedicated to religious education. During his
lifetime, al-"Uthaymin taught an ample number of fundamental books in
the study of religion from a Salafi point of view. This, along with his
unique style of teaching, earned him an elevated status amongst the
Salafi youth, not only within the Kingdom, but also outside.
Additionally, the wide distribution at no cost-thanks to the generous
donations of his wealthy followers—of the transcription of his lectures,
has not only helped his views to reach a wider audience, but also created
a sense of student-teacher relationship between him and his audience.
This type of relationship has enhanced al-‘Uthaymin’s authority amongst
the Salaft youth worldwide; hence, it is no surprise that his view on the
application of manmade laws would be very significant amongst Salafi

youth.

Similar to the majority of Saudi senior scholars, al-*Uthaymin’s position
Is in harmony with that of Ibn Ibrahim’s. In many occasions, al-
‘Uthaymin has opined that the replacement of the Islamic system of laws
constitutes major kufr.8 Such an act, in his view, reveals hatred of and
sneering at the rule of God as well as a preference for manmade laws
over the shari‘ah. To prove this point, al-‘Uthaymin applies a rational
argument that rests on the contention that common sense dictates that
one does not depart from one system to another unless he or she believes
in the superiority of the latter over the former.® Similar to Ibn Ibrahim,

the Activists and the Jihadis, al-"Uthaymin makes a clear distinction

8 Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 78.
8 Al-‘Uthaymin, Shark Riyad al- Salikhin, 1/411; al-‘Uthaymin, Fatawa al-
‘Uthaymin, 2/143; al-"Uthaymin, al-Qawl al-Mufid ft Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 2/268—
269.
8 Al-‘Uthaymin, Al-Qawl Al-Mufid fi Sharh Kitab Al-Tawhid, 2/268. al- ‘Uthaymin,
Fatawa al- "Uthaymin, 2/143.
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between the one who incidentally fails to rule by the shari‘ah and the
systematic application of non-shari‘ah laws. He asserts that the latter
case constitutes kufr “even if they (the rulers) perform the prayer, fast

Ramadan, give charity, and accomplish the pilgrimage.”%

Further, the disagreement of al-'Uthaymin with the position of al-Albani
on this matter is best highlighted in a commentary by the former on a
famous lecture by the latter under the title al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-
Takfir (Warning against the Mayhem of Takfir). The comment is related
to al-Albani’s argument against the Jihadis that the rulers should not be
fought and should be considered Muslims except when they believe that
ruling by manmade laws is permissible. Al-"Uthaymin tactfully starts his
disagreement by praising al-Albani’s argument that declaring kufr on
present-day rulers can only lead to fitnah. He then, expresses his

disagreement with making istikzlal a condition for rakfir in this case.

These words of shaykh al-Albani are very good. However, we might
disagree with him regarding the issue of not declaring them kafir
unless they consider it to be permissible. This is because, we say
that whoever rules by the rule of God while believing that the rule
of other than God is more suited, is kafir even if he rules by the
rule of God, and his kufr is kufr of ‘aqidah (i.e. major kufr).
However, our question [here] relates to actions. In my opinion, it is
not possible for anyone to apply laws that oppose the shari‘ah, and
rule the people by them, unless he considers them permissible, and
believes that they are better than the shari‘ah. Therefore, he is
kafir. This is what it is apparent, otherwise what has driven him to
do s0?%

This passage identifies the point of divergence between the two main
opinions on the question of manmade laws. That is whether or not the

implementation of manmade laws as a system of laws can be considered

sufficient proof of what is in the heart of the perpetrator.

However, despite his agreement with the Jihadis that the implementation

of manmade laws is major kufr, it is evident that al-‘Uthaymin is not

86 Al-‘Uthaymin, Sharh Riyad al-Salihin, 1/411, al-‘Uthaymin, Fatawa al-
‘Uthaymin, 2/144-145.
8 Al-Halab1, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 72-73.
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comfortable with their idea that this alone is sufficient to pronounce
takfrr on individual rulers.® Al-‘Uthaymin’s statements on takfir in this
matter in particular, are often accompanied by words of caution against
hastening in pronouncing takfir on a specific ruler.® This is a clear
indication of al-‘Uthaymin’s cautionary approach in matters of takfir. He
often insists on the seriousness and the graveness of the application of
takfir on individuals who might be unaware, misinformed, or simply
ignorant in matters of religion. ® In fact, despite acknowledging the
magnitude of the matter in present times, al-‘Uthaymin is not interested
at all in the practical application of this injunction to individual rulers.®
This is because, similar to al-Albani, al-‘Uthaymin believed that
preoccupying oneself with the topic of the rulers is fruitless, given that
there is nothing that can be done about it. Even if the rulers were
apostates, he argues, Muslims still should not fight them because, quite
simply, this would certainly lead to fitnah and bloodshed.®

However, while most Activists adopt al-‘Uthaymin’s view on manmade
laws and accept his differentiation between labelling the act to be kufr
and the judgment that a particular ruler is kafir,*® the Jihadis cling only
to the first part of al-‘Uthaymin’s argument, namely that the application
of manmade laws expels the perpetrator from Islam. At the same time,
they firmly reject his justifications for not declaring takfir on present-
day rulers. The reason for this lies in the fact that the Jihadis do not
consider ignorance to be a valid excuse in the case of the implementation
of manmade laws. The Syrian scholar Al-Tartas1 for instance, argues that
there is a difference between those whose ignorance is caused by an
unavoidable inability to seek knowledge and those who willingly chose
not to inquire about what is permissible and what is not in their religion.

Only the former’s ignorance of an act of kufr is a valid excuse (‘udhr)

8 Al-‘Uthaymin, al-Qawl al-Mufid fi Sharh Kitab al-Tawhid, 2/268-269.
8 |bid, 2/271.
% |bid, 2/268-269.
%1 Al-Halabt, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 72-74.
%2 1bid, 72.
% Al-Mahmid, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah, Ahkamuhu wa Ahwaluhu, 375—
376.
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for committing it and, subsequently, is an objection (mani‘) to others
applying takfrr to that particular sinner.* The Jihadis believe that the
rulers cannot claim to be ignorant about the impermissibility of ruling
according to something other than the shari‘ah. This is because if they
are not aware of the message of Islam, it is because they chose to ignore

it.®

On their part, the Loyalists have various ways of dealing with the
apparent contradiction between the statements of al- Uthaymin and their
own view on this issue. Essentially, they have two main approaches. The
first approach tends to evade this apparent contradiction insisting that
the shaykh has agreed with Al-Albani’s lecture and the comment of Ibn
Baz on it when it was read to him. % As a support, they focus on
highlighting the difference between the shaykh’s cautiousness and
warning against applying takfir to individual rulers and the rashness of
those using his verdicts.” The Loyalists also underline the conditions al-
‘Uthaymin provides in another statement, for applying takfir on
individual rulers, in order to claim that this explains his abovementioned
commentary. In other words, the Loyalists overlook the difference
between their view and al-‘Uthaymin’s and focus instead on latter’s

arguments against applying takfir to individual rulers.

Later, Loyalists changed their strategy for dealing with Ibn Ibrahim’s
opinions on the matter. Now, the Loyalists refer to another statement by
al-‘Uthaymin from 1999, that is, from two years before his death, to
argue that the shaykh had changed his view towards the end of his life.®
The origin of the statement is a recorded answer to a question sent to
him by a young loyalist scholar asking for his view on the question of

manmade laws. Al-‘Uthaymin’s answer states that the ruler who

% Al-Tartiis1, Ta ‘lig ‘ald Fatwa [i Shaykh lbn al- ‘Uthaymin,
www.abubaseer.bizland.com (accessed 18/11/2015)
% Wagemakers, “An Inquiry into Ignorance: A Jihadi-Salafi Debate on Jahl as an
Obstacle to Takfir,” 321.
% Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usiil al-Takfir, 104.
% Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 73.
% Al-Shatrat, Tabsir al- ‘Uqgala’ bi Iftira’ Warathat al-Khawarij ‘ala Warathat al-
Anbiya’, 18.
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legislates by manmade laws and turns them into a constitution is Muslim
as long as he acknowledges that it is an offence and admits that what is
in “Quran and Sunnah is the truth.”® For the Loyalists, this answer is
seen as a clear indication that al-‘Uthaymin abandoned his earlier
position on the matter in favour of a view that conforms to their
position. For that reason, it is deemed to be his most valid opinion,
especially given that it is his last statement on the matter and that it is in
harmony with the views of Al-Albani and Ibn Baz.!® Of course, this
assumption is rejected by the Activists and Jihadis on the basis that the
shaykh’s many pro-takfir statements in various lectures cannot be
overlooked simply because of one answer over the phone.®

In sum, if one is to ignore his last statement, al-‘Uthaymin’s position on
the question of manmade laws is as well-defined as al-Albani’s and also
that the two are mutually contradictory. Barring the last “phone-call”
statement that the Loyalists choose to focus on, the clarity of al-
‘Uthaymin’s position provides the Activists and Jihadis with a great deal

of support, while challenging the view of the Loyalists.

Ibn Baz

Unlike al-Albani, whose criticism of Islamic political activity gained
him many enemies, Ibn Baz was known to have good relations with all
Islamic movements in the field.'® In the nineties, “all participants in the
Saudi religious field called [him] al-Walid (our father).”!® This “papal
position” as Lacroix calls it, was not limited to the Kingdom but it

transcended it to most of the Islamic World.* Consequently, it is not a

9 1bid; al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzala Allah wa Usil 1-Takfir, 314.

10 Al-‘Utaybi, al-Hukm bi-Ghayri ma Anzala Allah, Mundqashah Ta’siliyyah

‘Ilmiyyah Hadi’ah, 38.

1 Abli Ruhayyim, Hagqiqgat al-Khilaf Bayna al-Salafiyyah al-Shar ‘iyyah wa

Ad ‘iya’iha fi Masa'il al-Iman, 104-106.

192 acroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary

Saudi Arabia, 78.

103 1pid.

104 Perhaps it is worth noting here that this prestigious position enjoyed by Ibn Baz

was mainly within religious circles, otherwise Ibn Baz has been ridiculed outside

these circles due to some of his controversial religious verdicts. For instance, in

1960s Ibn Baz’s cosmological views were ridiculed in an Egyptian magazine as an
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surprise that his position and statements on manmade laws would be used
as a support to settle the dispute. However, similar to what we have seen
in the case of al-‘Uthaymin, Salafis engaging in these debates have also
disagreed on their interpretation of the position of Ibn Baz, although to a
lesser extent than [al-Albani and al-"Uthaymin]. The reason for this owes
to the existence of two conflicting opinions in his statements. On the one
hand, there are those statements that he issued earlier in his life, in
which he not only states, “he who does not rule according to the Islamic
shart ‘ah 1s kafir” but on the other, he also contends that the rulers have
applied manmade laws under duress and therefore can not be declared
kafir.

As an example of the first type of statements, he said:

As for those who have power over people in most Muslim countries
nowadays, could it be said about them that they are unable to rule
by shari‘ah? Or that they know that shari‘ah is the rule [they
should apply] and that they have erred and sinned by applying the
laws [made by man]? And they admit that they are wrong and
sinful, but they have deliberately done so due to certain reasons and
desires? So we can say regarding them in this scenario that they
have committed minor kufr...this [view] is questionable. What is
apparent from their conduct, state, their predilection for the laws
[made by man] and their contentment with them, what is apparent
from [all of] these conditions when one carefully studies them, is:
that they are pleased and satisfied with them and they consider them
superior to shari ‘ah.%

Such statements, issued before the nineties, indicate that Ibn Baz held

the same view as his teacher Ibn Ibrahim. However, there is enough

evidence of Saudi backwardness. Essentially, Ibn Baz argued against the belief that
the earth rotates and that the sun is static and does not move. Holding such belief he
argued takes one outside the fold of Islam because it is a clear denial of what is in
the Quran. His argument was interpreted by the magazine as a declaration of takfir
against whoever believes that the earth is spherical or that the earth orbits the sun.
However, a careful examination of Ibn Baz’s statements on this issue shows that the
controversy around his views was in fact part of the ongoing cold war at the time for
Muslim and Arab minds between Saudi Arabia and Egypt. See: Ibn Baz, al-Adillah
al-Naqliyyah wa al-Hissiyah ala Imkan al-Su ‘ud ila al-Kawakib, www.islamweb.net
(accessed 30/01/2017); Lauziére, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the
Twentieth Century, 207-208.
195 Ibn Baz, Wujiab al- ‘Amal bi al-Sunnah, www.islamweb.net (accessed 13/11/2015).
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evidence to believe that his view has changed towards the end of his life
as one finds other statements in which he clearly stipulates istik/al as a
condition for takfir. For instance, in a discussion he held in the nineties
with some pro-takfir scholars,'® Ibn Baz declares that he disagrees with
the view of Ibn Ibrahim that the implementation of manmade laws stands
as a sufficient indication that the perpetrator considers it permissible to
rule by them. Unlike the Loyalists, Ibn Baz admits that his teacher held
the position of pro-zakfir in this matter® but he opposes it on the basis
that “in my opinion” ! the mere application of manmade laws do not
offer enough evidence that the rulers are pleased and satisfied with these
laws. In other words, Ibn Baz employs the same argument that he himself

rejected in his earlier statement, excerpted above.

According to Lacroix, Ibn Baz’s opposition to his teacher on manmade
laws is an emblematic of the radical change that happened in the senior
scholars’ stance towards the state after the death of Ibn Ibrahim. Such
change, he asserts is the direct result of the “reorganisation of the
religious field, coupled with the sudden influx of resources.”!® However,
Lacroix fails to provide any adequate evidence for his assumption. Here,
we contend that since, as sources indicate, Ibn Baz’ changed his position
in this matter, , in the nineties, one must not ignore the bloody context,
which many Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia witnessed in this
period. In light of this, coupled with the fact that those armed revolts
were based on declaring takfir on those applying manmade laws, lbn
Baz’s change of position could be understood as an attempt to deter and
prevent these revolts. This argument is especially supported by the
interesting twist Ibn Baz adds to the stance towards the question of

manmade laws, which distinguishes him from the Loyalists. This pertains

106 This discussion is found at the end of a recorded lecture of Ibn Baz, it is known
as al-Dm ‘ah al-Baziyyah. Available at: http://ar.islamway.net/ (accessed 15/11/2015)
107 Ibn Baz states that he read Ibn Ibrahim’s booklet and that he understands that his
teacher view the application of man-made laws to be indication of the ruler’s
contentment with the laws and istiklal
18 Ibn Baz, al-Dm ‘ah al-Baziyyah.
19 Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary
Saudi Arabia, 76.

151



to his assertion that in the case of the existence of a powerful Muslim
state with sufficient means to deter those rulers from applying those
laws; it becomes incumbent on this state to fight them. If those rulers
resist and fight back then they are kafir because the fighting in support
of the laws constitutes a clear indication that their application is based

on istiklal.*®®

Ironically, Ibn Baz invokes the same ruling by Ibn Taymiyyah against
the Mongols, which the Jihadis use as a precedent for rakfir of the rulers.
However, Ibn Baz reading of Ibn Taymiyyah’s ruling differs from the
Jihadis’ in two points. Firstly, his contention is that only an Islamic state
is to fight the ruler who does not rule by shari‘ah so if there was no such
state then those rulers should not be fought, rather they “should be left
to God [to decide their fate].” Secondly, for Ibn Baz, the basis of kufr
here is the ruler’s fighting against and resistance to the application of
shari‘ah, whereas the Jihadis and the pro-takfir holders in general, view
the mere application of manmade laws to be sufficient cause for
declaring kufr. Hence, for them, the ruler is kafir even without being

fought and without his fighting back.

Further, the other parting of ways between Ibn Baz and both the
Loyalists and the Jihadis is the idea of whether or not the question in
hand should be considered amongst matters of ijtihad. From a Salafi
perspective, considering any religious question to be a matter of ijtihad
entails that the opposing parties can discuss and dispute the question but
no side has the right to accuse the other of deviancy. Seeing that all
factions are engaged in war of accusations and counter accusations of
deviancy, it is evident that each faction claims to hold the only “correct
Salafi” view that represents the consensus of the Salafi scholars. The
case of Ibn Baz seems to be different as in both types of statements he
choses a very soft manner to dispute the view that he does not agree

with. The use of expressions such as “this needs further investigation,”!

110 Tbn Baz, al-Dm ‘ah al-Baziyyah.
11 Ibn Baz, Wujiab al- ‘Amal bi al-Sunnah.
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“in my opinion” 2 is a clear indication that Ibn Baz considers the
question of manmade laws to be a matter of ijtihad. His position is
perhaps clearer when he states, “everyone needs to make effort and
endeavour in order to achieve presumption regarding this question so he
or she finds contentment in his or her heart, because these are dangerous
questions and they are not easy.”!® It is perhaps the view that the matter

IS open to ijtihad that facilitated his change of mind in this question.

Nevertheless, despite his conflicting statements on manmade laws, there
is an agreement amongst the Salafis that Ibn Baz did not hold his
teacher’s view. Apart from few exceptions,™ Activists and Jihadis also
concede that he came to agree with al-AlbanT on this question before his
demise. From the Loyalists’ perspective, this agreement represents a
confirmation that the senior scholars unanimously held their view.
Whereas for the pro-takfir proponents, it is considered as zallat ‘alim (a
blunder of a scholar) that not only contradicts the consensus of the early
Salafi scholars including his own earlier view but also his earlier

position.t®

In light of this section, we can say that the pro-takfir view was the
predominant position amongst the early Salafi scholars especially in
Saudi Arabia. Nevertheless, the bloody events of the nineties in Algeria,
Egypt, and Saudi Arabia led some senior scholars to soften their tone
against the application of manmade laws, which in return caused a great

confusion amongst the younger generation.

Y2 1bn Baz, al-Dm ‘ah al-Baziyyah.
13 1pid.
114 The exceptions are found mainly on discussions online by unknown SalafTs
115 See for example:al-Hawali, Haqiqat al-Khilaf fT Mas’alat al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma
Anzala Allah, available at: www.alhawali.com (accessed 15/11/2015)
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Summary

This chapter has discussed in the detail the role of one specific line of
doctrinal disputes among the Salafis — the implications of applying
manmade laws on the legitimacy of Muslim rulers. We have seen how,
since a ruler’s apostasy from Islam is universally accepted as a sufficient
condition for deposing him, the evaluation of whether or not the
application of manmade laws denotes such apostasy has been of crucial
importance in the political thought of the Salafis. In a typical Salaft
mode, the intense and deeply divided debates have centred around the
interpretation of a common corpus of texts — starting from verse 5:44 of
the Quran, to exegetical statements by classical scholars such as lbn
Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathir, to the lectures and responses of the most
highly respected present-day Salafi scholars, such as Ibn Ibrahim, the
Shakir brothers, al-Albani, al- Uthaymin and Ibn Baz. All sides in these
debates accept the necessity of restrictive conditions before making the
momentous decision of declaring takfir on anyone, but especially the
rulers — but they disagree as to the applicability and implications of
those conditions, which relate to the state of the ruler’s beliefs,
specifically, whether they believe their actions to be valid. While the
Loyalists contend, based on the interpretation of the same body of texts,
that the mere application of manmade laws —whether occasional or
systematic — is not sufficient evidence of those crucial beliefs, the
Jihadis and the Activists disagree. Each side, as we have seen, choose to
rely on partial and particular readings of the texts and arguments of their

sources in order to come to their conclusions.

It is very evident that when the Loyalists first published their works,
they believed that they were simply representing and defending the view
of the senior scholars in this matter and therefore defending Salafism
against the “innovations” of the Muslim Brotherhood and the thought of
the takfiris. This assumption can be attributed to the fact that most of
them belong to the circle of al-Albani whose opinion that applying
manmade laws constitutes minor kufr was always very clear due to the
various debates he carried out against the Jihadis. The Loyalists were not
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fully aware that the other senior scholars held a different position, which
left them in a state of surprise and disbelief to see the verdicts of the
PCRYV issued against them and not their opponents.

Additionally, the scholars of PCRV seem to be aware of the position of
al-Albani on manmade laws, for this reason their criticisms against the
books of the Loyalists were not about the opinion that the application of
manmade laws constitutes minor kufr. Rather, their criticism was about
the method employed by the Loyalists to reach this verdict. The PCRV
did not explicitly declare the opinion of the Loyalists to be wrong but
they condemned other issues in the books such as “twisting” the words
of the scholars cited, and the claim that there is a consensus amongst the
scholars that the replacement of shari‘ah is major kufr only when it is

accompanied with istik/al one’s the heart.

This chapter has also, illustrated that the pro-takfir position can be
traced to the teaching of many early authoritative salaft scholars.
However, while most of the Activists have observed the senior scholars’
warning against the haste in applying this injunction to individual rulers,
the Jihadis surpass this warning on the basis that there is no valid excuse
for anyone to apply manmade laws. The persistence of the Loyalists in
denying that some authoritative scholars held the pro-zakfir position
reflects their determination to cut off any link between Salafism and the
armed rebellions that were taking place in some parts of the world in the
nineties. Hence, the view of the Loyalists on manmade laws can be
explained as a reaction to the bloodshed caused by the Jihadis at the time

rather than a pure theological conviction alone.

Finally, the fault line between those who believe that the replacement of
shari ‘ah by a manmade laws system constitutes major kufr and those
opposing them is, to a large degree, the difference between those who
consider this act of replacement a sufficient indication to the kufr in the
heart and those who do not. Our next chapter will examine how the
disagreement over takfir based on such replacement have shifted the
intra-Salafi debates into an even deeper disagreement namely, what

really constitutes iman and what acts can and cannot cause kufr.
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Chapter Five: Iman and Kufr

Introduction

As we have seen, there has been serious disagreement among Salafis
over the status of the ruler who applies manmade laws. In this chapter,
we shall delve deeper into the doctrinal aspects of that debate, showing
especially how it relates to two fundamental issues: (i) what constitutes
iman (faith), and (ii) what acts can take a Muslim out of the fold of
Islam into kufr. In general, disagreements related to Islamic
jurisprudence are common amongst the Salafis and rarely provoke
adversarial responses. Even when such disagreements do occur, the tone
of the responses amongst the debating parties is usually very
harmonious. On the contrary, with regards the disagreements over
matters of ‘aqgidah (creed), one finds stricter and punitive responses
amongst the opposing views. This is especially true when it comes to
fundamental questions such as what exactly constitutes iman; when a
Muslim becomes kafir (non-Muslim); and which types of beliefs,
sayings, or acts would nullify one’s status as a Muslim. Towards the end
of the 1990s, disagreements over this type of questions became the main
topic of intra-Salafi polemics and a great cause for divisions and

accusations of deviation from the teachings of Salafism.

The purpose of the present chapter is to investigate the intra-Salafi
polemics over this type of questions or what is known in the Salafi
literature as masa’il al-iman wa al-kufr wa al-takfir (the issues of faith,
unbelief and declaring someone to be non-Muslim). This chapter will reveal
certain intricate details that underlay the disputes between major Salafi scholars in a
way that has not been examined before. For example, the major work by Daniel Lav,
Radical Islam, claims that al-Albani has the same views on iman as al-Halabi in that he
does not consider actions to be part of iman; however, he does not address the dramatic
changes in al-Halab1’s views on iman outlined here. This is, in part due to his use of the
later editions of al-Takdir. My analysis here has found that an analysis of the first

edition — which instigated the entire controversy — reveals that al-Halabi implicitly
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conceded to the criticisms against his book by adopting the views of his critics in the
later editions, without admitting or acknowledging his errors. The chapter begins by
highlighting the importance of ‘agidah in Salafism.

The Importance of ‘Agidah in Salafism

Essentially, all protagonists of Salafism dedicate a great part of their
lives to religious education. This is true even in the case of the Jihadis,
who, as Wiktorowicz accurately notes, “devote most of their time to
education and the acquisition of religious knowledge: they spend more
time with the Quran than a Kalashnikov.”?! Salafi religious education
includes a wide range of disciplines such as Islamic jurisprudence (figh),
Arabic language, and the sciences of hadith, but the study of ‘aqidah
(creed) enjoys the greatest importance within their educational system.
‘Agidah is given such importance because of their belief that there is
only one correct interpretation in the vast majority of matters related to
this discipline.? According to the teachings of Salafism, Muslims must
endeavour to understand matters of ‘agidah in the same way that the
salaf understood them and should not subject them to later

interpretations.

The great importance given by the Salafis to ‘aqidah can be seen clearly
by looking at Saudi universities in the 1960°’s. Just before and during the
reign of King Faysal (1906-1975), Saudi Arabia adopted an open-door
policy towards non-Saudi Islamists as part of its ideological cold war
against the “progressive” bloc led by Egypt’s Nasser.® This policy
allowed many non-Salafi scholars to not only seek refuge in the kingdom
but also to teach in its educational institutions. Indeed, many non-Salafi
scholars were permitted to teach different subjects across a number of

universities. Examples of such émigrés include the Syrian scholar ‘Abd

!Wiktorowicz, “Anatomy of the Salafi Movement,” 212.
2 Al-Fawzan, Al-Khilaf fi al- ‘Aqidah 1a Yugbal, video recording available at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eyNrQDVefTA (accessed 03/01/2016)
3Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 40-41.
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al-Fattah Aba Ghuddah (1917-1997)% who taught the hadith sciences at
the Imam University in Riyadh and Muhammad ‘Al7 al-Sabuni (b. 1930)°
who was a scholar of Quran exegesis in Mecca. However, despite this
open-door policy towards non-Salafi scholars, teaching the subject of
‘agidah remained “the exclusive prerogative of the Wahhabi ‘u/ama’ and
under no circumstances would they delegate its teaching” as Lacroix
correctly notes.® The exceptions to this rule were those who shared the
same interpretation of ‘agidah, such as the members of the Egyptian

association Ansar al-Sunnah al-Mukammadiyyah.’

This policy adopted by Saudi Arabia reflects the general stance amongst
the kingdom’s scholars in regard to the existing disagreements over
religious matters amongst Muslim scholars. Their approach is relaxed
and tolerant in most religious disciplines except the field of ‘agidah.
This is because, in the Salafi view, there is no room for interpretive
differences or religious pluralism in ‘agidah, since they believe that
early Muslim community (their absolute social and religious model)
shared one single view in relation to most ‘agidah matters. Salafis point
out that only by the end of the reign of the third Caliph ‘Uthman b.
‘Affaan (d. 656) did newly invented interpretations in matters of ‘aqidah
start to appear amongst Muslims, with the Khawarij being the first
“heretical” sect to emerge in Islamic history. According to the
Permanent Committee for Research and Legal Verdicts:
There was no difference or disagreement among the

Companions [of the Prophet] or those following them from
among ahl al-sunnah wa al-jama ‘ah (adherents to the Prophet’s

4 Abii Ghuddah was a prominent Syrian scholar and one of the supreme leaders of the
Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. He was accused by a number of Salafi
scholars such as al-Albani and Bakr Abl Zayd of numerous deviations in creed.
5 Al-Sabiini is a renowned Syrian scholar. He moved to Saudi Arabia in 1962 where
he taught at its universities and mosques. Al-Sabini stirred some controversies in
the kingdom after the publication of his famous book on Quran exegesis Safwat al-
Tafasir. A book that is according to the Salafis champions the ash ‘ari position on
divine attributes.
®Lacroix, Awakening Islam the Politics of Religious Dissent in Contemporary Saudi
Arabia, 47.
T1bid.
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traditions and Muslim community) with regard to Islamic
‘agidah. This is because they all believed in what is mentioned
in the Qur'an and the Prophetic Traditions. Moreover, they
never introduced new practices into the religion. This was the
reason for their unity and agreement on the same beliefs and
the same method...8

On the other hand, disagreements over issues related to other disciplines
such as Islamic jurisprudence, or figh, exist and even amongst the Salafl
scholars, and are well-tolerated. Take for instance the jurisprudential
disagreement over the ruling on covering the face for Muslim women. In
his book Jilbab al-Mar’ah al-Muslimah, al-Albani openly opposes the
traditional view held by the vast majority of Saudi scholars including lbn
Baz and Ibn al-‘Uthaymin, who believe that Muslim women have to
cover their faces. For al-Albani, such view has no solid basis in the
scripture. Although al-Albani’s opinion drew numerous responses from
Salafi scholars who opposed him,? the dispute remained amicable and
neither side claimed to represent at the single truth or portrayed the
opponents as deviants from Salafism. Neither were such legal
disagreements confined to the opposition between non-madhhab
affiliated scholars, such as al-Albani and Saudi scholars, who are trained
as hanbalis. Rather, such disagreements also exist amongst the Saudi
scholars themselves. For example, Ibn Baz and Ibn al-‘Uthaymin
disagree over many legal issues, such as the length of time for which one

is allowed to shorten the prayer while one remains a traveller.?

Given the high status accorded to the subject of ‘agidah in Salafi
thought, disagreements over issues related to this area of religion
inevitably lead to more acrimonious debates. Such can sometimes
escalate to the point of mutual accusations of deviation from the

teachings of Salafism altogether.

8See verdict number 21008 at: www.alifta.net (accessed 03/01/2016)
°See for example: Al-Tuwijri, al-Sarim al-Mashhiir ‘ala Ahl al-Tbarruj wa al-Sufiir.
©For an account of the disagreements between al-Albani, Ibn Baz and Ibn al-
‘Uthaymin see al-Brayk, al-Ijaz fT Ba‘d ma Ikhtalaf fth al-Albani wa Ibn al-
‘Uthaymin wa Ibn Baz.
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Iman, Khawarij and Murji’ah in Salafism

Before examining the intra-Salafi disputes over the concept of iman
(faith) and the mutual accusations of kharijism and murjism (following
the notions of the Khawarij and Murji 'ah respectively), it is important to
provide an overview on the basic Salafi terminology and ideas in this
matter: their definition of 7man, their account of the Khawarij and the

Murji’ah perceptions of this concept.

Linguistically, iman derives from the Arabic verb "amana, which carries
two meanings. The first meaning is to provide security to someone as in
the Quranic verse “wa amanahum min khawf” (Who provides them with
security against fear.) The second meaning is to believe in someone or
something as in the Quranic verse “amana al-rasilu bima unzila ilayhi
min rabbih...”%? (The Messenger believeth in what hath been revealed to
him from his Lord...) Moreover, the active participle derived from the
verb amana in the latter meaning is mu’'min, which is translated as
“believer” in English. The infinitive of the verb is iman, which translates

as “belief.”

Despite (or perhaps due to) the fact that the concept of iman constitutes
a central question in Islamic theology, iman has various definitions due
to the disagreements within the Muslim community over its nature. Since
the early Islamic days, disputes over the nature of this concept have even
divided the stability and the unity of the nascent Muslim state.

According to the teachings of Salafism, the dispute over the nature of
iman was the cause of one of the first civil wars during the reign of the
fourth caliph, ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib (35-40/656-61). The dispute started soon
after the battle of Siffin (657), which took place between two Muslim
armies; one led by the fourth Caliph “Al1 b. Ab1 Talib and the other one
by Mu‘awiyah b. Ab1 Sufyan. A zealous section from "Ali’s camp, who
later became known as the Khawarij, expressed their discontent with the
decision taken by their leaders to accept the arbitration of two

" Quran, 106:4.
2 Quran, 2:285.
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Companions in order to settle the dispute between the two camps. The
Khawarij considered the arbitration to be a violation of the teachings of
Islam and withdrew from the camp of ‘Ali to a nearby village, where
they appointed a new leader. It is due to this exodus and secession
(khuraj) from the army of the fourth Caliph that this group gained their
name. The Khawarij considered themselves to be the only true Muslims
and declared both the camps of “Alt and Mu‘'awiyah, in addition to the
vast majority of the companions of the Prophet, to be apostates, for
accepting the ruling of men over the rule of God. For the Khawarij,
appointing arbitrators was a violation of the injunctions of the Quran
that “The Command rests with none but Allah,”* which they interpreted
to mean that only God has the authority to arbitrate, not human beings.
This secession led to another bloody war (the battle of al-Nahrawan in
658) between the Khawarij and the camp of "Ali before the former
assassinated him in 661. It is at these bloody times that questions
concerning the nature of iman, and its opposite, kufr, became disputed
and a great cause of fraction amongst Muslims. Questions over which
sinful acts can nullify one’s iman and take him or her out of the realm of
Islam formed the core of these debates. The Khawarij evolved to become
the most radical group amongst Muslims concerning these questions and
as a response to their radical views, another group later became known

as the Murji’ah emerged in opposition.

Based on certain proof-texts which indicate that sinful Muslims may be
punished for their sins but will eventually receive salvation from
hellfire, the Murji’ah argued that sinful acts can not be considered to be
a cause for kufr since salvation is only for Muslims. As such, they took a
lenient position in relation to sinful acts by excluding outwardly acts
(for example, praying or fasting) altogether from the essence of iman.
The Murji’ah argued that failure or errors in such matters cannot be a
cause for declaring takfir on Muslims. It was because of their exclusion

of the category of acts from the definition of iman that the Murji’ah

3 Quran, 6:57.
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earned their name, which is derived from the Arabic verb arja’a (to

delay or postpone): the Murji’ah make outwardly acts fall behind iman.

On the other hand, the position of Khawarij is entirely the opposite. The
Khawarij considered all outwardly acts to be an integral part of iman and
consequently argued that it is not possible for anyone to have iman
without the proper performance of these acts. On this basis, the Khawarij
held that a Muslim guilty of major sins, either by committing what is

forbidden or failing to fulfil an obligation, is out of the realm of Islam.

Salafism as Holder of the Moderate Position

Following the teachings of Ibn Taymiyyah in his widely circulated
treatise al- ‘Agidah al-Wasitiyyah (The Creed of the Wasit), the Salafis
portray themselves as the holders of the moderate and middle position
with regards to these questions and the concept of iman in general. In
their view, their position is between “the excessiveness” of the Khawarij
and the “negligence” of Murji’ah.* In fact, the self-perception of Salafi
as the holders of the moderate position is not confined to the concept of
iman but it also includes several matters of ‘agidah upon which there are

disputes amongst Muslims.

According to lbn Taymiyyah, the basis of the deviation of both the
Murji’ah and the Khawarij in regards to the above questions stems from
their erroneous perception of iman: considering it to be a constant and
indivisible entity (la yataba ‘ad). He thought that this perception led
both groups to assume that iman must be either present or absent as a
whole and as such, it cannot increase or decrease.® Consequently, the
Murji’ah and Khawarij adopted completely opposite views in relation to
the components of iman. Following Ibn Taymiyyah, the Salafis disagree
with both groups, insisting that iman is divisible and as such it increases
with good deeds and decreases with sinning. Hence, the Salafis agree

with the Khawarij on considering the actions of the limbs (external or

14 Al-‘Uthaymin, Sharh al- ‘agidah al-Wasitiyyah, 71.
% 1bn Taymiyyah, Kitab al-Iman, 176.
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outwardly actions) to be an integral component of iman but maintain that
committing major sins only decreases one’s iman and does not
completely nullify it. They also reject the completely permissive
position of the Murji’ah - that the commitment of major sins does not
affect one’s iman at all. The Salafi perception of iman can be summed up
in the following chart:

speech (belief) of the

heart (eg. belief in God,

belief that God forbade
alcohol...)

speech of the tongue
(uttering the testimony
of faith)

acts of the heart (eg.
intention, acceptance of
what God has forbidden

)

acts of the limbs (e.g.
praying, fasting ...)

The “speech of the heart” implies inner conviction; it refers to
knowledge, and “factual belief” (tasdiqg galbi) in God, the messenger and
the commandments of Islam. The “action of the heart” includes a number
of actions such as intention, sincerity, and fear of God as well as the
commitment to abide by the tenets of Islam. These two components,
according to the teachings of Salafism, represent the basis (asl) of iman.
The Salafis also maintain that one cannot have these two components
(asl al-iman) without the other two (the utterances of the testimony of
faith and the performance of some duties). Following to Ibn Taymiyyah,
they believe that it is not conceivable for a person to believe in the
testimony of the Islamic faith and wilfully abstain from uttering it.
Likewise, having the acts of the hearts necessitates the presence of the

acts of the limbs.
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It is not conceivable for a person to have a firm zman in the heart that God
Has commanded upon him the prayer, almsgiving, fasting and the
pilgrimage yet remain all his life without prostrating once before Him,
fasting [a day] of Ramadan, giving zakat for His sake, and visiting His house
(i.e. ka ‘bah). This is unconceivable, and it only occurs with the presence of
hypocrisy and heresy (zandagah) in the heart not with correct iman.*

However, this complex definition of iman does not mean that all of these
components are equal in terms of their ability to cause kufr, as the next
section elucidates.

Takfir in Salafism

Takfir is the declaration that an individual (or a group of people) who
self- subscribes to Islam is in fact non-Muslim. The basis or the cause
for such declaration depends on the definition of iman adopted by the
person practicing takfir. For instance, the Murji’ah’s exclusion of

external acts from the essence of iman is the reason behind their
restriction of the application of takfir to matters of belief of the heart
only. Conversely, the Salafis’ inclusion of actions in iman implies that
the cause of kufr can be in the form of a belief, speech or an act.
However, this is not to say that any transgression (major or minor) in
itself is kufr. Unlike the case of the Khawarij, major sins such as
drinking alcohol or adultery are not considered to be causes for kufr in
Salafism.
We do not consider any of the people of our giblah (i.e. Muslims) to

be unbelievers because of any wrong action they have done, as long as
they do not consider that action permissible.*’

In terms of actions of the limbs, Salafism can be distinguished from both
the Murji’ah and the Khawarij by two points Firstly, they divide the
actions of the limbs into two categories. The first category includes
actions that do not in themselves cause kufr unless accompanied by
further evidence of the presence of kufr in the heart, as in the case of
major sins. The second category refers to what they term as actions of

(kufr a ‘mal kufriyyah, sing, ‘amal kufri.) These actions cause Kkufr

% Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmi ‘ al-Fatawa, 372.
"Ibn Abt al-‘Izz, Sharh al-‘aqgidah al-Tahawiyyah, 295.
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without the need to further investigate what is in the heart of the
perpetrator. To give an example of this category, Salafis often refer to
acts such as contempt of the Quran by kicking it or putting it in a filthy
place, the practice of magic and the prostration before tombs. Secondly,
they distinguish between the actions of the limbs as a category (jins al-
‘amal) and as single acts (akad al- ‘amal). This is to say that there is a
difference between a person abandoning the actions of the limbs
altogether, so he or she does not perform any of the commandments of
Islam, and a person who omits a single duty or more. The former is not a
Muslim even if he or she utters the testimony of faith and self-ascribes
to Islam while the latter’s status as a Muslim depends on which of the

two mentioned categories the abandoned act belongs.

Accusations against Salafism

It is this expansive perception of iman, kufr and consequently, the causes
of takfrr that has driven and still drives many non-Salafi scholars,
especially the Ash‘aris and Maturidis, whom the Salafis consider to be
Murji’ah, to accuse Salafism of intolerance towards fellow Muslims.
They accuse them “of being latter-day kharijis, who are intolerant and
extremist heretics seeking to sow dissent and division (fitnah) among
Muslims by engaging in the reprehensible practice of anathematisation or
excommunication of fellow Muslims.”!® Such charges can be traced back
to the time of Ibn °“Abd al-Wahhab himself, who, along with his
followers came under severe criticism from some of their contemporary
scholars for what was deemed to be a revitalisation of the creed of the

Khawarij.®

These accusations are simply the natural result of the conflicting
perceptions of iman between the Salafis on one hand and the Ash‘aris
and Maturidis on the other. Unlike the Salafis, both the Ash‘aris and
Maturidis consider the actions of the limbs to be only a condition for the

perfection of iman and not an integral part of it. Such a conception

18 Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 41.

¥ Amongst those scholars is allegedly Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s brother Sulayman b.

‘Abd al-Wahhab,. See: Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 22-23.
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entails that the minimum threshold of iman required for one to be
considered a Muslim is lower than that in Salafism. Accordingly, the
Salafis are, in theory, inclined to declaring takfir on a person or group of
people (which is the ground for all accusations of kharijism and

murji’ism) more easily than the Ash‘aris and Maturidis.

Takfir between Theory and Practice

However, the fact that Salafis, in theory, include more grounds for takfir
than the Ash‘ari and Maturidi scholars does not mean that they do make
such declarations randomly or even casually. The Salafis distinguish
between declaring an act, statement, or belief to be kufr (takfir
naw ‘Imutlaq) and the declaration that a particular individual perpetrator
iIs kafir (takfrr ‘ayn). Essentially, not everyone who commits Kkufr
automatically becomes a kafir, because a person guilty of kufr may have
an excuse that prevents him or her from falling out of the fold of Islam.

According to the senior scholar Bakr Abiu Zayd:

Muslims must distinguish between declaring rakfir as a general rule
(takftr mutlaq) on those who commit one of the nullifiers of Islam and
declaring a specific individual as kafir. For if the belief, speech, acts,
doubt or abandonment was kufr then Muslims must declare that
whoever did or said this kufr is kafir but without specifying an
individual [to be kafir]®

In theory, this distinction is accepted by all Salafis and is a subject that
is extensively present and discussed in their literature when dealing with
the concept of rakfir. Even the Jihadis, who are often branded as takfiris
for their excessive use of takfir, adopt this distinction, as Wagemakers
observes.? Although this distinction does not eradicate the notion of
takfir altogether, it is effective in terms of restricting its practice.

The reasoning behind this distinction is that a person may commit a
major kufr out of ignorance, compulsion, mistake, or misconception.
These four conditions are known as the impediments or obstacles
(mawani ‘) of takfir. The Salafis stipulate that an individual who commits

2 Abh Zayd, Dar’ al-Fitnah ‘an Ahl al-Sunnah, 48.
2l Wagemakers, “An Inquiry into Ignorance: A Jihadi-Salafi Debate on Jahl as an
Obstacle to Takfir,” 301-304.
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kufr does not become a kafir “except after the proof has been established
against him.”?? Establishing the proof refers to ensuring the absence of
all these impediments. As such, to declare an individual to be kafir, the
scholar engaging in such practice must make sure that (i) the perpetrator
is not ignorant of the sinfulness of that act or belief of kufr (ii) the kufr
was not committed under coercion and duress such as torture or real
threats of death (iii) the intent of the individual must also be
investigated because one may say or do something without intent. For
instance, one may step on the Quran or throw it in a dirty place by
mistake. Although the action is kufr, such a person is excused for having
no intention of committing such an act. (iiii) The fourth impediment
relates to committing kufr based on false interpretations (za 'wil). This
impediment for instance, is the main reason restraining the Salafis from
declaring takfir on individual Mu ‘tazilts who hold that Quran is created,
although their belief is considered outright kufr.?

Although all Salafis agree in theory on this distinction (between
committing kufr and being a kafir), occasionally scholars can disagree
over particular cases due to the inherently subjective process of
assessing the presence/absence of these impediments. There is no doubt
that for all Salafis, Ibn Taymiyyah represents the most authoritative
source in matters of creed and in particular the issue of iman. His
definitions and elaborations are widely quoted and his theorising is
accepted in all debates. For this reason, one finds all debating Salafis
trying to demonstrate that his views on iman and kufr correspond with
their own. However, despite sharing the above perception of iman and
agreeing on the same authoritative sources upon which this perception is
based, several questions related to the concept of iman and kufr have

been subject to debates within contemporary proponents of Salafism.

2 Ibn Ibrahim, Fatawa wa Rasa’il Shaykh Mukammad Ibn Ibrahim 12/190- 191; Ibn
Tymiyyah, Majmi * al-Fatawa 12/260-268
Z1bn baz, Hukm al-Intisab ila Mathhab Yu 'min bi-anna al-Qur’an Makhliq,
available at:www.binbaz.org (accessed 05/05/2016); Ibn Tymiyyah, Majmia " al-
Fatawa 12/272
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Most of these debates revolve around how to understand the relationship

between one’s outwardly deeds and iman and kufr.

The Loyalists’ Anti-Takfir

A detailed look into the Loyalists’ anti-takfir writings shows that al-
Halab1 and al-"AnbarT were not the first authors to write in this genre as
other earlier pamphlets and authors are also indirectly mentioned in the
debates. For instance, the book of the Jordanian scholar Murad Shukri
Vhkam al-Taqrir li Ahkam al-Takfrr (Scrutinising the Specifications of
Takfir) is referred to a number of times as being the first book
supporting the views of the Loyalists in regard to the questions of iman,
kufr and rakfir. Nowadays, however, most of these writings have
disappeared. This is perhaps because their authors were not as well
known as al-Halabi or maybe simply because the books of al-Halabi and
al-*Anbari have expanded on the opinion of anti-takfir sufficiently to
become the main sources for the holders of this opinion. What is clear
however is that most of these writings belong to the same circle of
quietists in Jordan, a circle that was close to al-Albani, who has always
encouraged staying away from politics entirely.

The Loyalists elsewhere did not engage in the debates over iman and
kufr until later stages, which indicates that Jordan is the birthplace of
this genre. One can also notice in these debates that the anti-takfir
writings came about as a response to the growth of the Jihadi trend in
Jordan. This growth reached its peak with the arrival en masse of
Palestinians who had been expelled from Kuwait in 1991 as a result of
“Yasir ‘Arafat’s decision to back Iraqi dictator Saddam Husayn against
the international coalition amassing against him.” ?* Joas Wagemakers
divides these Palestinians into two main groups, one of which is the

“Salafi-oriented Palestinians, some of whom had spent time in

% \Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi, 41.
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Afghanistan and Pakistan.”?® Amongst this group was al-Maqdisi, whose

writings began to spread and reach a wide number of Salafis in Jordan.

The main concern of al-Maqdisi in his writings, as Lav notes, was the
question of takfir of the rulers.?® The reason for this is because until al-
Maqdisi’s arrival, Salafism in Jordan was predominantly a quietist
movement. Al-Maqdisi, showing his discontent with the Salafi setting,
stated: “I found that the views of Murji’ah have become widespread in
this country these days.”? These Murji’ah, from his point of view, were
those scholars who did not pronounce takfir on modern rulers that

abandoned shari‘ah in favour of manmade laws.

Thus, when al-Halabl published his first book al-Takdhir in 1996, his
main purpose was to denounce those who “hasten in declaring kufr on
modern-day rulers because of their failure to rule by shari‘ah.”® The
question of declaring kufr on the rulers, he argues, is one of the most
controversial questions in present times and thus should be left to the
senior scholars to settle and not to those who “cast doubts over the
‘ulama’, and slander them in order to weaken their credibility amongst
the masses and [in turn] to replace them as authorities.”? Al-Halabi’s
reference is to the Activists and Jihadis who were at the time beginning
to question some verdicts of the senior scholars on certain political
issues. Some senior and many loyalist scholars in Saudi Arabia also
shared this concern at the time. Such concern is perfectly understandable
given the horrific events perpetrated by the Jihadis in the 1990s in
Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere.

However, any stance that opposes the takfir of the rulers who are seen as
authoritarian could always be interpreted as a pro-regime position.
Therefore, the Loyalists were also keen to clarify that their position was

not merely political or intended to defend the governments; rather it is

5 1bid., 41-42.
% Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 136.
2T Al-Maqdisi, Imta “ al-Nazar, 2.
8 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 6.
2 1bid.
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induced by their compassion, and their keenness to serve the interest of
the nation. Al-‘Anbari, for instance, asserts this motivation in his
introduction to the fifth edition (2005) of his book, which was amongst
the first books by the Loyalists to elucidate their position regarding
present-day rulers. He affirms that his willingness to expound on the
matter is “for the good of people in order to avoid turmoil, bloodshed,

setbacks...that usually follow declaring takfir on the rulers unjustly...”*

Nevertheless, had al-Halab1 published the transcription of al-Albani with
the comments made by Ibn Baz and Ibn al-"Uthaymin without adding his
own comments and preface, perhaps the whole debate over iman and kufr
would not have occurred or at least, would not have generated the same
degree of controversy. In fact, the transcription of al-Albani’s verdict as
well as the comments of Ibn Baz were already published in 1995, a few
months before al-Halabi published his book, in two magazines: al-
Majallah as-Salaftyyah and Majallat al-Musliman. Later on, another
Salafi called Abu Luz, in a book that also bears the same name - Fitnat
al-Takfrr - published them together with the comments of Ibn al-
‘Uthaymin, along with a compilation of verdicts by other senior scholars
on the question of takfrr in general. However, none of these works was
criticised by the Jihadis or Activists. This is because unlike al-Halab1’s,
the main work of Abt Ltz in his book was merely a collection and
edition; Abu Luz did not offer much by way of interpretation. The
different level of reaction to the two works indicate that the controversy
is not over the position taken by senior scholars against the takfir of the
ruler, as their opinions were already well known, but rather that the
disagreement is regarding the reasoning and religious foundation upon
which they oppose declaring takfir in such cases. For this reason the
disagreement shifted from the takfir of the ruler who rules according to

manmade laws to more profound debates on the nature of iman and kufr.

% Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 18.
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The Loyalists’ Two Criteria of Takfir

Moreover, believing that their opponents have drifted away from the

Salafi position on manmade laws, the Loyalists sought to refute their

opponents’ view by providing detailed accounts of what constitutes kufr

and when one ceases to be a Muslim. Al-"Anbari for instance, devoted

half of his book to this purpose. Similarly, al-Halabi spent considerable

time on this issue in his introduction to Fitnat al-Takfir and in his

Sayhat Nathir, before publishing further books to defend his position on

the concept of iman.

To explain when one ceases to be a Muslim; both authors cite Ibn al-

Qayyim’s typology of major kufr, which includes six categories:

1-

Kufr of takdhib (outright rejection): this case occurs when one is
completely unconvinced by Islam in his heart and expresses this
conviction clearly with his tongue. Examples of this are atheists
and those who profess other religions (while rejecting the
prophesy of the Prophet Muhammad).

Kufr of juhad (denial): This is the case when one is certain in his
heart that Islam is the truth, yet denies this conviction with his
tongue. This jukid can either be in terms of the religion of Islam
as a whole or at the level of denying one of its obligations.
Examples of this are those Jews at the time of the Prophet who
admitted that he is a Prophet but refused to submit to Islam; also a
person who accepts Islam and yet denies that Islam commands
Muslims to fast the month of Ramadan.

Kufr of ‘inad (stubbornness or abstinence): this applies to those
who deep down in their hearts are convinced by the message of
Islam and that Muhammad is a messenger sent by God and who
also affirm this conviction by the tongue (i.e. they do not deny or
reject anything). Yet, they refuse to submit and surrender to its
commandments. The examples given for this type are the examples
of Iblis and Abu Talib, the uncle of the Prophet Muhammad, as

explained in the following statement by Ibn Taymiyyah:
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When Iblis refrained from the prostration (to Adam) as he was
commanded to do, he did not deny that this command was an
obligation as he was addressed directly by Allah, but he turned
away out of arrogance and became amongst kafirun. Likewise, the
case of Abu Talib; he believed (kana musaddigan) what the
messenger told him but he did not follow him out of fanaticism
towards his own religion, fear of ignominy if he submitted, and out
of arrogance.™
This type is also referred to as kufr of istikbar (arrogance) or iba’

(refusal).

4- Kufr of i‘rad (avoidance): this case pertains to the persons who
turn away from Islam completely neither accepting its message nor
rejecting it.

5- Kufr of nifaqg (hypocrisy): a hypocrite is the one who is not
convinced by Islam in his heart, but exhibits Islam outwardly by
declaring the Islamic testimony of faith and acting as a Muslim in
order to either avoid getting harmed or to benefit from such status.

6- Kufr of shakk (doubt): this case relates to those who have doubts
about Islam or some of its teachings or who are hesitant to accept
it.

Both authors then go on to expound on how ruling by manmade laws
does not fit in any of these types of major kufr. Interestingly, despite the
fact that both authors arrive at the same conclusion—that ruling by
manmade laws does not cause major kufr without the aforementioned
conditions—they seem to have different views on when a Muslim

becomes an apostate.

As for al-Halabi, he tends to hold a much tighter criterion in this matter.
He restricts the causes of apostasy to two matters. (i) i ‘tigad, which he
further divides into two types: takdhib or juhid; and (ii) istiklal, which
is to consider an impermissible act to be permissible and vice versa.* He
brings a number of quotes to support this contention. One of these is a
statement by the famous hanafr scholar Abia Ja‘far al-Tahawi: “one does

L 1bn Taymiyyah, Majma “ al-Fatawa, 20/57.
32 Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 39.
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not become kafir ...and since he became Muslim by accepting Islam

likewise his apostasy does not occur unless he denies Islam.”®

Although, this view seems to be in contradiction with Ibn al-Qayyim’s
typology of major kufr mentioned above, since it only includes the first
two types, al-Halabi, however, denies any contradiction. Instead, he
builds on al-Tahawi’s statement to distinguish between the first two
categories and the other four, contending that the remaining categories
are not related to the causes of apostasy in the case of Muslims, but they
in fact, pertain to types of kufr in the case of those who are originally

non-Muslims (kafir aslr). He states:

The one who is confirmed to be a Muslim, he becomes external
to the fold of Islam only by denying it (i.e. Islam) or rejecting
it. As for the doubter, the obstinate, the one who turns away,

or the hypocrite, such a person is inherently not Muslim.3

Essentially, this criterion rejects the declaration of takfir on Muslims
based on acts alone unless accompanied by either the condition of juhud
or takdhib. The position of al-Halabt is even clearer when he lays down
his principle regarding what he brands as “the ruling on abandoning
acts” (al-hukm ‘ala al-matrikat). He firmly proclaims that pronouncing
takfir should not be based on the mere abandonment of an act, as this is
the very view of Khawarij rather that it must be according to inner
abandonment (al-tark al-i‘tigadr). By al-tark al-i‘tigadi he means the
abandonment that is out of “jukud and renunciation (takdhib or
istiklal).”®

Based on this perception of takfir, al-Halabi starts building his
arguments against his opponents on the question of manmade laws. In
one of these arguments that are related directly to the question of ruling

by anything other than shari‘ah law, al-Halabi cites the following

3 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 8.
% 1bid, 9.
% 1bid, 27.
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statement of Ibn Taymiyyah as a confirmation for his view. The

statement reads:

Many people embrace Islam yet despite that they only rule
according to the traditional customs that are put by their
leaders. If such people know that it is not permissible to rule
except by what Allah has revealed, yet they do not abide by it
(lam yaltazimu dhalik), rather they have made it permissible
(istakalla) to rule according to what opposes the revelation of

Allah, then they are kuffar. Otherwise they are ignorants.3®

Al-Halabi puts the same words in bold as a proof that Ibn Taymiyyah’s
words are in accordance with his own criterion of zakfir. He then argues
that Ibn Taymiyyah made it clear that the bases for declaring takfir on
the ruler who does not rule according to Islamic principles are these
three conditions: ma ‘rifah (knowledge), i‘tigad (inner belief) and
istiklal, in the absence of these conditions, such an act does not imply
kufr but rather that the perpetrator is merely ignorant.*

Unlike this strict and narrow criterion for deciding when a Muslim
ceases from being a Muslim and becomes kafir, al-*Anbari’s view on the
causes of apostasy is fairly broader. The difference between the two men
can be narrowed down to two points. First, al-*Anbari does not restrict
the causes of apostasy to juhid, istiklal and takdhib but he also adds the
cases of obstinacy, avoidance and doubt.® In fact, al-*Anbari considers

this point to be the first of three important religious principles:

A Muslim does not become kafir except by committing one type of
major kufr...meaning by rejecting something that is known by
necessity in Islam, or not complying by it out of obstinacy, aversion
or arrogance, even if such a person is musaddiq (has factual belief).
Or by turning away, neither believing it or denying it, or by
remaining in doubt and uncertainty about it.%

% |bid., 16; lbn Taymiyyah, Minhdj al-Sunnah al-Nabawiyyah, 5/130.
ST Al-Halab1, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 16.
8 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 88.
% Ibid.
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The second point of divergence is related to whether outwardly acts can
be indicative of what is in one’s heart. In other words, is it possible to
determine whether an action has been done out of jukid for instance,

without the need for verbal or written confession by the perpetrator?

For al-‘Anbari, although he concedes that those types of kufr signify
various conditions in one’s heart, he holds that they can also be
demonstrated by one’s outwardly acts.* His view entirely contradicts al-
Halab1’s affirmation in Saykat Nadhir that inner kufr be it together with
juhiid or any other condition cannot be demonstrated by outwardly acts
alone. In fact, al-Halabl considers the view that outwardly acts
demonstrate what is in the heart, to be “the wide-open door for the
thought of Khawarij.”*

However, despite their distinct criteria of takfir, al-Halabi and al-
‘Anbari do not seem to have had any conflict against each other. On the
contrary, al-Halab1 praises the latter’s book and states that he benefited
from it but without any mention of this dissimilarity that we have
discussed here. This is a clear indication that the question of what
constitutes zman and kufr is not the central aim for the Loyalists’ anti-
takfir writings but rather that it is the question of manmade laws that

they are concerned with.

Outwardly Acts Can Cause kufr

That said, one may think that since the two criteria lead to the same
conclusion, then the difference between them should not matter.
However, when this difference is put and understood within the context
of the debates and how it affects the arguments of their opponents in
regard to the question of manmade laws, this difference becomes very
important. This is to say that as explained in the previous chapter, the
protagonists of the takfir view differentiate between the systematic
application of manmade laws, as in the form of secular constitutions that

replace the laws of Islam, and any incidental ruling by something other

4 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 88.
41 Al-Halabi, Sayhat Nathir bi Khatar al-Takfir, 64.
175



than shari‘ah. The former form is regarded to be a major kufr based on
the argument that such act is an indication that the perpetrator prefers
such laws to shari‘ah. The criterion of al-Halabi does not allow room for

such argument while al-"Anbari’s does.

Broadly speaking, in spite of their agreement on the question of
manmade laws, the elaborations by al-*Anbari on the concept of kufr and
takfir are closer to the views of his opponents than they are to al-
Halab1’s. This can be attributed to al-"Anbari’s religious training, which
unlike al-Halab1, he received in Saudi institutions. As mentioned earlier,
Saudi educational institutions give the study of ‘agidah much greater
importance compared to other religious disciplines such as figh and
hadith. Additionally, the elaborations of Ibn Taymiyyah on the question
of tman and takfir are deeply taught and widely adopted in Saudi
academia. The same cannot be said about the Jordanian Salafi milieu—in
which al-Halabi and his fellow Salafis are based—that is known to focus
on studying the field of hadith. The impress of al-Albani on the
epistemological framework of Jordanian Salafism as distinct from the
theological emphasis of the Saudis plays a significant role in the
alternate conclusions that both parties draw in this dispute.

Moreover, instead of taking the same short path as al-Halabi, of
completely rejecting the possibility of kufr based on acts alone, al-
‘Anbari takes a different line of argumentation against their common
opponents. The bottom line of his argument is to prove that the
application of manmade laws (as an act) does not belong to the category
of acts of major kufr. In order to do so, he first reiterates that the
teachings of Salafism divide outwardly sinful acts into two types; a type
that takes one out from Islam completely and that applies to those acts
that indicate the presence of denial, rejection, arrogance, or any of the
other kufr in the heart. The second type of sinful acts does not take one
out of the religion unless accompanied with denial or rejection. He then
moves on to prove that the action of replacing shari‘ah by manmade laws
belongs to the second type and not the first. And so, he provides

numerous quotes from classical and modern scholars proclaiming the
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existence of a consensus amongst them that ruling by something other
than shari‘ah does not cause kufr unless accompanied by the necessary
conditions of juhad and istiklal.

Choosing this path of argument means that al-*Anbari does not entirely
reject the idea that certain outwardly acts can nullify one’s iman, as al-
Halab1 does. Rather, he rejects the argument of their opponents that the
act of applying manmade laws instead of shari‘ah falls under the first
type of sinful acts. And this is the very point that separates him from

these opponents.

The root of this divergence rests in the opponents’ contention that
abstaining from implementing shari ‘ah implies several types of kufr, and
the contention of al-"Anbari that this view is “extremism.” This
extremism, from his point of view, reveals misunderstanding of the
established typology of kufr, based on the teachings of the salaf. As an
example of this misunderstanding he focuses on kufr of ‘inad, which his
opponents as he claims, deem to be the “mere abstaining from a religious
duty” and this misapprehension of the doctrine of kufr is what makes
them view the omission of a shari‘ah rule to be kufr of ‘inad. He argues

in contrast:

kufr of ‘inad does not pertain to the case of mere abstaining (laysa
mujarrad al-imtina“) from a religious duty while affirming its
obligation (ma ‘a al-igrar biha). Rather, it must be accompanied by
hatred for the truth, aversion and arrogance.*

The Opposing View

After the publication of the anti-rakfir books, and the involvement of al-
Halab1 in most of them, it is not a surprise to find him turning into the
main target for the subscribers of the opposite views. Al-HalabT himself
anticipated some responses as he clearly alludes to this in his
introduction® but he did not expect these responses to come from people

who until that time were still considered to be on the same side. In the

42 Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 39 and 165.
4 Al-Halab1i, al-Takthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 37.
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early editions of al-Tahdhir, it is obvious that al-Halabi’s quarrels and
arguments are directed primarily against the Jihadis including al-TartisT,
al-Maqdisi and Abt Qatadah, whom he mentioned by name.* Only, in the
later editions, al-Halabi started directing his arguments against a wider

range of opponents that includes even the PCRV scholars.

One of those people from whom al-Halabi was not expecting any
criticism is AblG Ruhayyim who was at that time considered to be part of
the same circle of “Jordanian quietist Salafi scholars” as opposed to the
circle of al-Maqdisi and the Jihadis.”® Aba Ruhayyim and al-Halabi who
were still on talking terms at the time agreed to meet and debate the
critiques levelled by the former against some theological stances
addressed in al-Halabi’s book al-Tahdhir. The debate, which would later
become the cornerstone in the schism within “Jordanian quietist Salafis”,
took place in 1997 in the house of Muhammad Ibrahim Abu Shagqrah,
another Salafi scholar from the same circle. At the time, Abu Shaqrah as
Wagemakers and Lav note “was widely seen as the most senior Salafi
shaykh in Jordan after al-Albani.”* And hence, both agreed on him to be
the arbitrator and the moderator of the debate. The debate which lasted a
couple of hours ended up with Abu Shaqrah siding with AblG Ruhayyim
against al-Halabi as a result of what he later described as Abu
Ruhayyim’s “superior proof, his eloquence and the exactness of his

knowledge.”*

Nonetheless, this debate that was intended to rectify the emerging rift in
this circle of “quietist Salafis” resulted in the exact opposite. Just few
months later, Abi Ruhayyim published his criticism in a book under the
title Tahdhir al-Ummah min Ta ‘ligat al-Halabi ‘ala aqwal al-A’immah
(Warning the Muslim Community against the comments of al-Halabi on
the Statements of the Scholars) to which, Al-Halabi replied by authoring

Sayhat Nadhir. 1t is not known whether the two authors have met or

“1bid, 32-33.
% Wagemakers, Contesting Religious Authority among Jordanian Salafis, 114.
4 Ibid., 115.
47 Abu Ruhayyim, Hagiqat Al-Iman ‘ind al-Shaykh al-4lbanit, 7.
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spoken to each other after the debate but what is certain is that both
continued to refute each other’s views and exchange accusations and
later were joined by others. At this point, it became very clear that the
differences over iman and kufr are not merely a contention between
Jihadis and non-Jihadis over revolting against the ruler, but there was

clearly something else going on.

The existing secondary sources dealing with these disputes within the
quietist Jordanian Salafis propose two different motives behind this
schism. The first account confines it to the different theological stances
on the question of iman, kufr without any mention to any other motives.“*
The second disagrees, contending that the causes of the conflict
“originate less in theological and doctrinal differences than in conflicts
over religious authority.”* The contention of this second view is based
on the assumption that the theological stances taken by Abt Ruhayyim
and later adopted by Abu Shaqrah are not completely alien to the
teaching of Salafism. This is to say that these stances do not represent
the views of the Jihadis alone—whom Al-Halabi and co. regard as
fallacious and not Salafis— but are also the views of the senior scholars
in Saudi Arabia who are, along with al-Albani, revered by quietist
Salafis in Jordan. As such, this account argues, since Abii Ruhayyim and
Abu Shaqrah advocate a view on kufr that is approved by some senior
scholars then that should be enough evidence for their opponents that
they are not upon a deviant creed as the Jihadis. Hence, their
discontentment with them that is the basis of the rift is not driven by

theological differences but by something else.*

Although, there is no doubt that “Salafis are quite human” who can be
driven and motivated by “ambition, leadership and perhaps even plain
and simple vanity”, as this account concludes, it is not clear why this
should be the case for all contestants in these debates. Take for instance

the case of Abli Shaqrah. If we suppose that he had leadership ambitions

% Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology
“Wagemakers, Contesting Religious Authority among Jordanian Salafts, 112.
% 1bid, 116.

179



then why would he change his position since he was already regarded as
the second most important scholar after al-Albani? Would it not be more
sensible from his side to continue with the same views, especially given
that most Jordanian Salafis—upon whom Shaqrah was seeking
leadership—Dbelong to the quietist branch that focuses on al-tasfiyah wa
al-tarbiyah (purification and education)? Surely leadership cannot be
the motive for such a change of heart especially with the potential
dangerous political implications of his new views on iman and kufr that

could possibly cost him the freedom he had always enjoyed.

Nevertheless, the question that arises here is why Ab@ Shaqrah “did not
start distancing himself explicitly from al-Albani’s views on faith (and
certainly not by labelling such views as “murji ') until after the latter’s
death?”® To answer this question we need to look at the chronological
context of all of these disputes. As mentioned earlier, the dispute over
iman started with the publication of Shukri’s lhkam al-Tagrir in 1993,
which was directed against the Jihadis. However, apart from one
response by a relatively unknown Saudi Salafi author,* the book did not
really generate as great disputes as the later publications. This is maybe
due to the fact that ShukrT himself was an unknown scholar at the time or
maybe because he “repented” soon after the publication of his book if we
are to believe the aforementioned accounts about the discussions he held
in Saudi Arabia.>

It is only after the publication of al-Halabi’s al-Tahdhir that the
responses started flowing from different angles, from the Jihadis and
non-Jihadis, which finally led to his debate with AbG Ruhayyim in 1997,
two years before the death of al-Albani. Thus, we are talking about a

1 This slogan was first used by al-Albani to argue that bringing about the rule of
God begins with puriftying Islam of everything that is foreign to it and educating
Muslims about the true teachings of Islam. See: al-Albani, al-Tasfiyah wa al-
Tarbiyah wa Hajat al-Muslimin ilayhima.
2 |bid, 117.
% In a book called Bara "at Ahl al-Sunnah min Ishtirat al-Takthib li al-Khuriij min
al-Millah by Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sabi‘1
5 A letter ascribed to ShukrT available at: www.saaid.net/Doat/ehsan/120.htm,
(accessed on 14/03/2015)
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period of two years for someone like AbhG Shaqrah in his mid-sixties to
change major theological stances, which he spent decades teaching and
defending.® Such change would naturally going to need some time to be
established, especially when we take into consideration the fact that this
change was on a vital issue such as ‘agidah, and his new opinion would
go against the view of a highly venerated senior scholar like al-Albani.
After all, even if AbGi Shaqrah was convinced by the arguments levelled
by Abu Ruhayyim against al-Halabl during the debate, the former is

hardly a match for al-Albani in terms of knowledge and status.

Hence, it is almost certain that Aba Shaqrah in that two years period
before the death of al-Albani has been in a state of intellectual
revisionism. He was pondering and mulling over his views, which he had
always believed to be the Salafi creed on iman and kufr, and the
objections levelled by Aba Ruhayyim. These revisions became
convictions only when the other venerated senior scholars expressed
their opinions in a series of verdicts® against several books in support of
his old views, including the two books of al-Halabi and the book of al-
‘Anbari. The language used in these verdicts was direct and very precise,
not only accusing these books of supporting the creed of Murji’ah but
also stating that the authors and publishers of these books must “repent
to Allah” and “thrive to learn religious knowledge at the hands of
trustworthy scholars.”® Only one of these verdicts however, was issued
before the death of al-Albani and that is the verdict against the book of
ShukrT in June 1998.%8

The weight of these verdicts within the Salaft circles should not be
overlooked as can be demonstrated by the reaction of al-Halabi himself

to the first verdict against the book of Shukri, a book whose publication

% Abii Shaqrah wrote many works against the Jihadis, which made him one of the
most hated amongst them.
% The verdicts were later published together in a book called al-Tahthir min al-1rja’
wa Ba ‘d al-Kutub al-Da ‘iyah ilayh
" Al-Lajnah al-Da’mah, al-Tahthir min al-Irja’ wa Ba‘d al-Kutub al-Da‘iyah Ilayh,
22
8 Verdict number 20212 available at: www.alifta.net (accessed 17/01/2016)
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he himself had been involved with. Soon after the verdict, al-Halabi
distanced himself from the book stating that it represented the views of
its author and not his. This, despite the fact that it was written on the
front of the book that it was “read, revised and published by al-Halab1”
according to various reports.*® This reaction by al-Halabl shows the
supremacy and power enjoyed by the Saudi senior scholars within the
Salafl circles inside and outside Saudi Arabia. This involvement of the
PCRV, whose members are themselves politically quietists and non-
militants, indicates that these charges of irja’ do not just denote political

quietism only but also to doctrinal differences.

% Although the authoer of this study was not able to read the book, there are so many
reports online confirming that it was published with that statement.
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Why Neo-Murji’ah?

In September 2000, the PCRV issued its verdict banning the two books
of al-Halabi and deeming the views “he added to the sayings of scholars
in the introduction and commentaries”® to be based on the creed of the
Murji'ah. This is remarkable, “given that much of the book actually
consists of the statements of al-Albani, Ibn Baz and Ibn al-"Uthaymin,”
as Lav rightly notes. ¢ Although the verdict is very concise, the
criticisms levelled against al-Halabi are very similar to those put
forward by the Jihadis like al-Maqdisi and non-Jihadis like Abu
Ruhayyim. They all revolve around al-Halabi’s criterion for takfir,
which they believe represents a restriction of apostasy to the kufr in the
heart at the exclusion of outwardly acts. The only difference between
these critics is the tone in which they were expressed. Whereas the
PCRV chose to address their objections as advice, albeit rather severe,
the others are highly polemical and have no hesitation to say outright
that al-Halabi is a murji’t. The two main points in most of the debates
that followed these between al-Halabi, his supporters and detractors,
were about the relation between outwardly acts and iman. The first point
related to the Loyalists’ criteria of takfir and the second pertained to
whether outwardly acts were a condition for the wvalidity or the

perfection of iman.

8 Al-Lajnah al-Da’mah, al-Tahthir min al-Irja’ wa Ba‘d al-Kutub al-Da‘iyah Ilayh,
26
1 Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 165.
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The Criteria of Takfir

The first point of criticism pertains to the criteria of takfir adopted by
the Loyalists which, according to their critics, ® are based on the
teachings of the Murji’ah for the Loyalists fail to address the
interrelation between outwardly acts and iman of the heart. As mentioned
before in this chapter, the Loyalists have two criteria of takfir; (i) a
restrictive one adopted by al-Halabi, which rejects the idea that inner
kufr, be it juhad or any other condition, can be demonstrated by
outwardly acts alone and (ii) al-"Anbari’s less restrictive criterion that
is closer to their critics’ than to al-Halab1’s. For this reason, it is no
surprise then to find that the harshest critiques over iman and kufr are
directed more towards al-Halabi than al-‘Anbari. For instance, the
verdict of the PCRV against the book of al-"Anbari does not mention the
question of irja’ at all. In reality, its main condemnation is over
“twisting” text proofs and the statements of the scholars on the matter of
manmade laws, while in the case of al-Halabi, their verdict is explicit,
describing his books as “based on the invalid and innovated madhhab of

Murji’ah.”®

Essentially, unlike the criterion of al-‘Anbari, the criterion of al-Halabi
did not receive much support even within the loyalist ranks and as such,
it did not survive for long. This is especially true after the verdicts of
the PCRV were issued. In fact, there is enough evidence to support the
idea that even al-Halabi gradually changed his position to adopt the
criterion of al-“Anbari. His numerous writings published after the
verdicts of the PCRV, although aimed at refuting the accusations of irja’
levelled against him, also contain a very different criterion to the one he
set out in his previous books. For instance, the third edition of al-
Halabi’s book al-Takthir, which was published in mid 2002, two years
after the PCRYV verdict, contained significant amendments. The sections

62 Critics here, refer to those opposing the views of the Loyalists on the questions of
tman and kufr. This includes the Jihadrs, Activists and senior scholars in Saudi
Arabia.
8 Al-Lajnah al-Da’imah, al-Takthir min al-Irja’ wa Ba ‘d al-Kutub al-Da ‘iyah Ilayh,
26-27
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in which his restricted criterion of takfir was clearly defined were either
omitted completely or amended to expand the causes of kufr to include
outwardly acts. For example, al-Tahawi’s statement, upon which he built
his contention that only two of Ibn al-Qayyim’s categories of major kufr
can cause apostasy, was omitted completely.® Instead, al-Halabi added
clear statements that apostasy is not restricted to jukid and takdhib, as
unequivocally expressed in the following quote: “An apostate is he who

left the religion of Islam into kufr by an act, word, belief or doubt.”®

Likewise, his principle regarding the declaration of rakfir, based on acts
of omission which restricted to jukid, renunciation, takdhib and istiklal,
was expanded by appending the following expression to his existing

statement: “or other types of major kufr.”

Although al-Halabi rejects the importance of these changes, ¢ they
nevertheless represent an implicit recognition of the non-Salafi nature of
his former criterion. Indeed, it seems that al-Halabi’s eagerness to find
religious justifications for the Loyalists’ subservient stance towards the
state in his previous books led him to overlook the salient feature of Ibn
Taymiyyah’s argument against the Murji’ah, that is, his assertion that
the Murji’ah exclude outwardly acts from the essence of iman. In other
words, they reject the idea that outwardly acts can cause kufr. In point of
fact, this change in al-Halabi’s criterion of takfir perfectly supports
Lav’s observation that the vigorous quietism of the Loyalists “is more a
construct of this period of ferment than a smooth continuation of

classical Wahhabism.”®

Nonetheless, the criterion of al-‘Anbari which was later adopted by al-
Halab1 and most of the Loyalists did also receive its share of criticism,

although to a lesser degree. This is despite the fact that it is based on a

% Al-Halab1, al-Tahthir min al-Ghuluw fi Fitnat al-Takfir, 16-17.
8 1bid, 16 and 17.
% 1hid, 33.
 In his introduction to the third edition of his book, al-Halabt sketchily alludes to
these changes insisting that they do not affect the essence of his book and that the
points raised by the PCRV are debatable.
8 Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 126.
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more demanding threshold for iman and an expansive standard for the
causes of kufr. These criticisms, as well as the Loyalists’ counter
criticisms, stem mainly from different understandings of Ibn
Taymiyyah’s theory of the interrelationship between outwardly acts and
iman of the heart. The basis of this theory is that each religious duty
implies three fundamental principles: (i) igrar or tasdiq (affirmation or
belief) (ii) iltizam (adherence or commitment) and (iii) ‘amal al-zahir
(outwardly acts).® The first principle implies that one must have the
belief and affirmation in the heart that the duty is binding. That is the
belief that a certain act is permissible or forbidden. The second principle
refers to the adherence of the heart to this duty, which involves the
acceptance of the duty and abidance with it. The locus of these two
principles is the heart unlike the third principle which refers to
performing the duty outwardly. For instance, the religious duty regarding
the consumption of alcohol implies: firstly, the necessity of the belief
and the affirmation that drinking alcohol is forbidden, secondly, that
Muslims must adhere to this religious injunction and commit to it.
Thirdly, Muslims must actually abstain from drinking alcohol in their

daily lives.

As such, there are three ways in which Muslims can fall short of
fulfilling a religious duty. The Salafis agree on their evaluation of two
of these ways/cases and disagree over the third. They agree that the
failure to fulfil the first principle causes kufr. Hence, denying that
drinking alcohol is forbidden in Islam takes the perpetrator out of the
fold of Islam. Also, they agree that the mere failure to fulfil the third
principle does not cause kufr as long as the first two principles are met.
Hence, a Muslim who consumes alcohol while having igrar and iltizam
in the heart is a sinful Muslim, not kafir. The second principle, namely

the absence of iltizam of the heart is where the disagreement rests.

However, the disagreement is not whether the absence of iltizam of the
heart can cause kufr or not as they all follow Ibn Taymiyyah view that it

8 Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmi ‘ al-Fatawa, 20/57.
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does. The disagreement is over how the presence or absence of iltizam
can be determined. In other words, since i/tizam is a state of the heart,
what type of outwardly manifestation can be recognised as an expression
of this state? This case of the absence of iltizam in one’s heart is also
known as imtina ‘ (abstention) and all Salafis consider it as falling under
the category of kufr of ‘inad; nonetheless they have two distinct views
on how it can be recognised and determined.

The Loyalists again are more restrictive, as they believe that the mere
outwardly abstention from performing a religious duty can never be
considered as a manifestation of the case of imtina‘'. ™ Instead, they
stipulate that the abstention must be out of arrogance or hatred for the
truth or the Prophet.

kufr of ‘inad does not apply to the one who merely abstain from

performing commandments as long as he affirms [belief in] them,

rather that must be accompanied by despise and hatred for the truth

and must be done out of arrogance.”
Thus, although in theory the Loyalists’ criteria of takfir acknowledge
and adopt the idea that outwardly acts can cause kufr and can be an
indication of kufr in the heart, they do in fact stipulate the presence of
other inner conditions with these acts. In other words, outwardly acts can
be an indication of the absence of i/tizam but only when the motive
behind these acts is arrogance and hatred for the religion or part of it. As
such, this view takes the cause of kufr back to one’s heart which raises
the question again: how it can be determined that an outwardly act is
performed out of arrogance or hatred? This is precisely the reason why
the critics of the Loyalists believe that the understanding of the
Loyalists is based on the Murji’ah’s perception of iman and kufr and not

Salafism.

For the critics, the absence of iltizam in one’s heart can be simply
determined by certain outwardly acts of omission regardless of the inner

motives behind them. This is not to say that all outwardly acts of

O Al-“Anbari, Hazimat al-Fikr al-Takfirt, 191-194.
L Al-“Anbari, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah wa Usil al-Takfir, 39 and 165
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omission establish or prove the absence of iltizam. Rather, there are
certain types of outwardly acts that can not be performed by a person
who has iltizam in the heart even if this person claims otherwise. The
critics distinguish between occasional or even frequent failure to fulfil a
religious duty (muzlaq al-tark) and total abstention or abandonment of
performing that duty (al-tark al-murlaq). The first type does not indicate
that the culprit has no commitment in the heart unlike the second type

that cannot emerge from a person who has il/tizam in his/her heart.”

This view is the main basis for the distinction the critics of the Loyalists
make between the case of incidental failure to rule by shari‘ah and the
implementation of a manmade system of laws. The first act, though a
violation of the religious duty to rule by shari ‘ah, it does not necessarily
imply that the perpetrator has no adherence or commitment to rule by
shart ‘ah in the heart. As such, it can not be regarded as kufr without
further investigation of the motives. On the other hand, the abolition of
shart ‘ah as source for decrees represents a decisive indication that such
person has no adherence or commitment in the heart to rule by it. That is
because, if the ruler has the commitment and the will in the heart to rule
by shari‘ah, he would never implement manmade laws or if he was
appointed after the implementation of manmade laws, he would at least,
strive to re-establish the rule of shari‘ah. Without this, the systematic
implementation of manmade laws indicates that the ruler is content with

them.?

The Loyalists’ rejection of this distinction is based on their perception
of the systematic implementation of manmade laws to be similar to the
case of a judge who repeatedly fails to rule in accordance with
shart ‘ah.™ In other words, the Loyalists believe that since incidental
failure to rule by shari‘ah does not cause kufr, then it does not matter

how often this failure reoccurs. Thus, for the Loyalists, the act itself has

2 Al-Mahmid, al-Hukm bi Ghayr ma Anzal Allah, Ahkamuhu wa Ahwaluhu, 157,351—
355.
 Al-Hasm, al-Radd ‘ald al- ‘Anbari.
4 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 67-68.
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no real effect on one’s status as a Muslim without certain conditions in
the heart such as istiklal, juhid, arrogance and hatred. For this reason,
they believe that declaring rakfir based on the mere act of implementing

manmade laws is the view of Khawarij and not Salafism.”™

On the other hand, the critics believe that although the Loyalists
champion the correct Salafi definitions of iman, kufr and takfir, they do
in practice adopt the views of the Ash'aris who do not consider any
outwardly act to be kufr unless accompanied by the conditions of the
heart.” This belief is further fostered by the Loyalists’ contention that
the category of outwardly acts (jins al-‘amal) is a condition for the
perfection of iman (shart kamal) and not for its validity (shary sikhah.)

Acts between the Validity and Perfection of Iman

The dispute over the question of jins al-‘amal became a great point of
contention in the intra-Salafi debates after the publication of al-Hawali’s
book Zahirat al-Irja’ in 1996. Essentially, the view of al-Hawali

regarding this point can be summarised in the following statement:

Abandoning the four pillars and all outwardly acts is kufr outwardly
and inwardly. Since it is an abandonment of the category of actions
(li’annahu tarkun li jinsi al- ‘amal) which constitutes a pillar of the
composite reality of rman, and without which this reality does not
exist.”
He further argues that only the Murji’ah believed that iman of the heart
(speech and acts of the heart) is enough for a person to be a Muslim
without having the category of outwardly acts. This view basically, is

shared by most Salafis including a number of the Loyalists especially in

Saudi Arabia.™ The holders of this view also believe that there is a

® 1bid, 57.
™ Abu Ruhayyim, Haqgiqat al-Khilaf bayna al-Salafiyyah al-Shar ‘iyyah wa
Ad ‘iya’iha fi Masa’il al-Iman, 20,27.
" Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-"irja’ i al-Fikr al-Islami, 656.
8 Discussions on this question on the websites run by Saudi Loyalists indicate great
disagreements and confusion amongst them. Some of them supported the PCRV and
opposed the views of al-Halab1 from the start and others supported him initially, and
then turned against him after mid-2000s. Nowadays, it seems that only a few Saudi
Loyalists are still supporting the views of al-HalabT on the questions of iman.
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consensus amongst the salaf on this question and thus, whoever
disagrees with this view has (whether he is aware of it or not) fallen in
the misconception of Murji’ah.”

However, al-Halabi and his close circle do not seem to agree with this
view, insisting instead that there is no consensus amongst the salaf on
this matter and that the salaf in fact, had different views in regards to
the abandonment of the four pillars of Islam and outwardly acts. Some of
the salaf held that the abandonment of any of the four pillars is kufr and
some of them considered only the abandonment of prayer to be kufr.
However, there are also amongst the salaf who believed that only the
abandonment of the testimony of Islam is cause for kufr.® As such, the
view that iman of the heart with the testimony of Islam is enough for a
person to be a Muslim without having the category of outwardly acts is
in fact one of the views of the salaf and not the view of the Murji’ah.®
In other words, al-Halabi and his circle believe that iman consists of (i)
a foundation (asl) which includes the iman of the heart (speech and acts
of the heart) and (ii) a branch (far ‘) which refers to outwardly acts. To
be considered Muslim, it is enough to have the asl because outwardly
acts are not a condition for the validity of iman, but only a condition for
its perfection (shart kamal).® Thus, for the holders of this view, the

absence of outwardly acts may decrease iman but it does not nullify it.

In spite of the fact that al-HalabT and his supporters quote a number of
statements by Ibn Taymiyyah in order to support their view, their critics
believe that their view is just another proof that al-Halabi and his
supporters are not able to distinguish the teachings of Salafism on iman
and kufr from that of the Ash‘aris.® As a matter of fact, the view of al-

Halab1 and his supporters seems to be inconsistent with Ibn Taymiyyah’s

" Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-’irja’ i al-Fikr al-Islami, 656.
8 Al-Halabi, al-Ajwibah al-Mutala’imah, 5-6.
8. Al Tahir, Nasb al-Rayah, available at: www.kulalSalafiyeen.com, (accessed
21/01/2016)
8 |bid.
8 Abil Ruhayyim, Haqiqat al-Khilaf Bayna al-Salafiyyah al-Shar ‘iyyah wa
Ad ‘iya’iha fi Masa’ilaAl-Iman, 19.
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argument on the impossibility of the presence of valid iman in one’s

heart without outwardly acts.

It has been clarified that the religion (din) comprises of speech and

acts. And it is unconceivable for a person to be a believer in God

and His messenger with his/her heart and tongue without having

performed an outwardly duty, no prayer, no almsgiving, no fasting

or any of the other duties.®
In fact, Ibn Taymiyyah asserts that the view of the possibility of the
presence of iman in one’s heart without outwardly acts (acting upon it)
is “the innovation of irja’.”® This raises the question of the true reasons
behind the reluctance of al-Halabi and his supporters to accept the view
of senior scholars especially given that a great number of Loyalists in

Saudi Arabia rejected al-Halabi’s view.

According to Abt Ruhayyim, the reason that led al-Halabi and his
supporters to this confusion is their reliance on certain late hadith
scholars who “usually do not expound on matters of creed according to
the methodology of the pious salaf. Their discourse on these issues lacks
accuracy.”® One of these scholars for instance is the fifteenth-century
scholar Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (1372- 1449) whom the Salafis criticise
for holding a number of non-Salafi theological stances (mukhalafat
‘aqga’idiyyah).® The most famous of these alleged non-Salafi theological
stances is his stance towards the question of God’s attributes which all

Salafis believe it to be an Ash‘ar1 position.

However, what is important for our purposes here is al-*Asqalani’s view
on iman to which AbxG Ruhayyim refers in his critiques against al-Halabf.
This pertains to certain passages in al-‘Asqgalani’s prominent book Fath
al-Barr in which he affirms that the salaf considered acts to be part of

rman. However, similar to al-Halabl he maintained that the salaf did not

8 |bn Taymiyyah, Majmi ‘ al-Fatawa, 7/1278.
& 1hid.
8 Ab@ Ruhayyim, Haqgiqat al-Khilaf Bayna al-Salafiyyah al-Shar ‘iyyah wa
Ad ‘iya’iha fi Masa’il al-Iman, 20.
8 For for examples: ‘ali al-Shibl, Al-Tanbih ‘ala al- Mukhalafat al-‘aqa’idiyyah f1
Fath al-Bari, and Fath al-BarT with the comments of Ibn Baz.
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mean that outwardly acts are a condition for the validity of tman, but

only a condition for its perfectness.

The difference between them (Mu‘tazilah) and the salaf is that they

considered acts to be a condition in its validity and the salaf

deemed them to be a condition in its perfectness.®
Although there is no direct mention of al-‘Asqalani in either of the
mentioned books of al-Halabi, Aba Ruhayyim may have a case in
believing that these scholars had adopted the views of al-‘Asqalani.
Indeed, in his commentary on one of al-Albani’s books, al-Halab1 refers
to this particular passage in Fath al-Bari as a support for al-Albani’s
assertion that “all good [outwardly] acts are a condition for the

perfection [of iman] in the view of ahl al-Sunnah contrary to the
Khawarij and Mu tazilah.”% Likewise, in a later book he published in
2000, al-HalabT cites this passage as evidence against his critics to prove
that the absence of outwardly acts does not nullify iman. For him, since
Ibn Baz, who edited the book, did not underline any observation against

it therefore that means that lbn Baz agrees that outwardly acts are only a

condition for the perfectness of iman.®

This is rather odd, given that in a number of other occasions, Ibn Baz
clearly rejects al-"Asqalani’s statement, asserting that outwardly acts are
“not a condition for the perfection of iman but a part of it.”% Also, al-
‘Asqalani’s position on iman has been criticised by a number of
influential Wahhabi scholars. In fact, the critique of al-"Asqalani’s
position on iman goes back as early as Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab himself.
According to his grandson ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Hasan (1779-1868), when
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab visited the city of al-Ahsa in Saudi Arabia, he held

a discussion with its scholars in which:

8 Al-“Asqalani, Fath al-Bari, 1/46.
89 See al-Halabi’s comment in al-Albani, Hukm Tarik Al-Salat, 42.
% Al-Halabi, al-Ta ‘rif wa al-Tanbi’ah, 116.
%1 See for example some of his statements at: http://www.dorar.net/enc/aqadia/3671
(accessed 05/05/2016)
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He asked [the host] to bring the first volume of fath al-Bari to show

him the error of al-kafiz (i.e. al-*Asqalani) on the question of iman.

He [then] explained to him how the Ash‘aris contradicted the

textual traditions which al-Bukhart put as titles in his book.%
Nevertheless, it is almost certain that the dispute over this question
stems from the dissimilar intellectual background that al-Halabi and his
foes belong to. As mentioned before, al-Halabi’s intellectual
preoccupation is chiefly in the field of hadith and prior to writing al-
Tahthir he is not known to have written any works related to ‘aqidah. In
addition, before the 1990s, details on matters of iman and kufr and the
differences between Salafism and Ash‘aris and Maturidis on them were
not household topics within the Salafi circles outside Saudi Arabia. This
Is especially true with respect to the circle of al-AlbanT in Jordan whose
main concern, in addition to their preoccupation with the science of
hadith and manuscript editing, had always been the question of the raqglid
of the four legal schools. This is not to say that they did not consider the
field of ‘agidah to be important, but their interest in ‘agidah at the time
focused on the main points of divergences that distinguish them from
their classical foes namely the Ash‘aris, Maturidis and the Safis. This
pertains to the question of God’s attributes and the veneration of saints.
After all, Salafism in Jordan was not a dominant teaching force in the
religious circles. Therefore, its proponents were engaged in defending
the very idea of Salafism first before dwelling deeper into the details of

‘agidah.

On the other hand, in Saudi Arabia where Abi Ruhayyim undertook his
postgraduate studies, and where Salafism was dominant and its teachings
were flourishing, the case was different. As such, it is not hard to
believe that al-Halab1 made a mistake; missing the fact that it was not
only al-“Asqalani’s position on God’s attributes that had been criticised
by authoritative Salafi scholars, but also his views on iman and his very

statement which al-Halab1 quoted to support al-Albani.

%21bn Qasim, al-Durar al-Saniyya fT al-Ajwibah al-Najdiyyah, 12/8.
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Further, it is worth mentioning here that al-Albani’s statement and his
books were also under scrutiny by a number of Activists and Jihadis in
this period, as will be discussed in the next chapter. Therefore, it is
likely that al-Halabi, in his attempt to defend his teacher’s (al-Albani)
statement relied on al-*Asqalani’s statements without knowing that it has
been criticised by other authoritative Salafi scholars. The critiques by
senior scholars put him in a difficult position as admitting that he was
wrong in regard to this question of jins al-‘amal would harm his
credibility as a scholar given the sensitivity and importance of creed in
the teachings of Salafism. We can speculate therefore, that when al-
Halab1 did eventually realise his mistake, it was too late for him to
openly admit it, but his subsequent writings, in which he tried to move
past his controversial statements, shows the seriousness with which

Salafis conduct their doctrinal debates.

Summary

Based on the discussion above, this chapter has shown that intra-Salafi
dispute over what acts can/cannot take a Muslim out of the fold of Islam
into kufr has led to two main views: a restrictive view championed by a
number of Loyalists close to al-Albani’s student al-Halabi, and a less
restrictive view held by senior scholars in Saudi Arabia, together with
the Activists, the Jihadis as well as a number of Saudi Loyalists. The
latters’ view relies entirely on the ideas of Ibn Taymiyyah, whereas the
former combines Ibn Taymiyyah’s ideas with the ideas of a number of
hadith scholars such as al-‘Asqalani and al-Tahawi, on the basis of the
somewhat mistaken belief that these sources are in concurrence with

each other.

The senior scholars’ rejection of the Loyalists’ restrictive criteria of
takfir highlights the highly doctrinal process, by which takfir is defined
in Salafism. This is to say that although rakfir can be at times employed
as a political weapon, it is not always the case. The practice of takfir in
Salafism represents first and foremost as an integral aspect of their

creed. Had takfir been a mere political weapon, one would expect these
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Senior Scholars, who are known for their political quietism and
opposition to the Jihadis, to champion the views of the Loyalists or at
least condone them. The fact that the senior scholars issued numerous
verdicts against the books of the Loyalists, which in turn were directed
against the Jihadis and their violent acts against the state, is a clear
indication that the dispute over the question of rakfir is not merely
political but primarily theological. The dissatisfaction of senior scholars
with the Loyalists’ views on takfir is so deep to the extent of criticising
even the Loyalists’ use of labels such turmoil or ideology to describe the
practice of takfir in their books. The senior scholars insist that takfir is
an Islamic injunction that can not be labelled as such or simply ejected

from the teachings of Islam.

This chapter has also revealed that the views of the Loyalists on the
questions of iman and kufr are characterised by inconsistency and
vacillation, which suggests that they are more a construct of their desire
to prove their stance on manmade laws than a conviction. Another
plausible explanation for the Loyalists’ inconsistency and vacillation is
certain statements of al-Albani on these matters. Al-Albani, as the
previous chapter has shown, was very clear in his arguments against the
Jihadis that the implementation of manmade laws is not major kufr. In
his arguments, al-Albani uses the dichotomy of kufr i‘tigadr and kufr
‘amali to refer to major and minor kufr respectively and he also states
that outwardly acts are a condition for the perfectness of iman. This led
to the belief that he restricted major kufr to the conditions of the heart to
the exclusion of outwardly acts, which in turn led his students to adopt
this position and defend it. Consequently, al-Albani himself became a
target for the critiques and accusations of irja’ as examined in the next

chapter.
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Chapter Six: Al-Albani and Irja’

Introduction

It has been mentioned earlier in this study that al-Albani, along Ibn Baz
and al-"Uthaymin were the most prominent Salafi scholars in the 1990s.
All Salafis including the Jihadis ! acknowledge their highly status as
knowledgeable scholars and appreciate their contributions to the growth
of Salafism in present days. However, due to their different intellectual
roots, the three scholars had different religious preoccupations. Ibn Baz
and al-‘Uthaymin grew up in an environment in which the study of
‘agidah and the writings of Ibn Taymiyyah represented the core of the
curriculum. This environment influenced their religious preoccupation,
focussing it on matters of ‘aqgidah. On the other hand, al-Albani “at the
age of twenty, adhered to the Reformist tradition that was so fashionable
among the “peripheral ‘ulama’ of Damascus.” 2 The focus of this
tradition was the rejection of taqlid and the call for a renewal of ijtihad.?
This intellectual tradition led al-Albani to focus on the science of
hadith, which eventually earned him the title of muhaddith al- ‘asr (the
greatest scholar of hadith of the era). This is not to say that al-Albani
had no interest in ‘aqidah or in the writings of Ibn Taymiyyah. Al-
Albani has edited and published a number of manuscripts on ‘aqidah and
of Ibn Taymiyyah, 4 but his status and reputation within Salafism,
especially in Saudi Arabia, owes more to his knowledge of hadith and
figh than ‘agidah, especially when compared to Ibn Baz and al-
‘Uthaymin.

Based on the above premises, it appears that a number of al-Albani’s
views concerning matters of kufr and iman have become a significant
source of tension and dispute between the Salafis. In addition, given the

abovementioned difference in specialisation coupled with the fact that

! Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 109.
2 Lacroix, “Between Revolution and Apoliticism,” 64.
3 For more on this Reformist tradition in Syria see: Commins, Islamic Reform.
4 For a list of these books see: al-Shaybani, Hayat al-Albani wa Atharuh.
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most of the Loyalists who were accused of holding the views of irja’
were close to the circle of al-Albant in Jordan, it was only a matter of
time before al-Albani’s views on iman and kufr came under scrutiny.
This is especially true given that both al-Halabi and al-"Anbari, in
defence of their own views on iman and kufr, claim that al-Albani had
read their (criticised) books and agreed with them. Therefore, it is
essential to discuss his position and the accusations of irja’ levelled
against him. Hence, this chapter provides an account of the accusations
of irja’ levelled against al-Albani and examines the views of this
eminent scholar on the issues of iman and kufr, which, as we know, are
directly associated with the matter of legitimacy of rulers in Salafl
thought.

Al-Hawali’s Zahirat al-Irja’

It is believed that the Activist scholar al-Hawali was the first to start the
accusations of irja’ against al-Albani. This section offers an overview of
al-Hawali’s key work on the subject - Zahirat al-Irja’ - and the main

reasons behind these accusations.

Zahirat al-Irja’ was first published in Egypt in 1996, and republished in
1999. Originally, it was a doctoral thesis which al-Hawali submitted to
the university of Umm al-Qura in Saudi Arabia sometime around 1986.
Al-Hawali wrote both his MA and doctoral projects under the
supervision of the Egyptian scholar Muhammad Qutb, the younger
brother of Sayyid Qutb. Zahirat al-Irja’ is believed to be the first
written work by a prominent Salafi scholar wherein there is a direct
critique of al-Albani pointing to his similarities with the Murji’ah in
regards to the conception of iman and kufr. However, this book was not
necessarily the trigger behind “the birth of the intra-Salafi polemic.”®
This is because al-Hawali’s primary target in his book is the
understanding of iman and kufr by past and contemporary Ash‘ari and

Maturidi scholars who have dominated the theological discourse for

>Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 114.
197



centuries. Only a few comments in the last chapter address al-Albani. In
fact, what distinguishes al-Hawali’s book from other intra-Salafi
writings on the topic of iman and kufr is that it does not adopt a
polemical style and neither al-Albani nor the Loyalists were al-Hawali’s
focal targets, as they were to become for later Jihadi and Activist
authors. Thus, the assertion that “much of the last chapter of al-Hawali’s
book, which deals with the question of whether the abandoning of a
major religious obligation is apostasy, is directed against al-Albani”®is a
bit of an exaggeration. Had Lav had access to the original copy of the
dissertation of al-Hawali, he would have noticed that the last chapter in
the two published editions is identical to the original thesis with the
exception of the few added comments that level criticisms against al-
Albani’s position on iman. Had Lav also paid attention to the publication
date of al-Albani’s book Hukm tarik al-Salah (The Ruling on One who
Abandons the Prayer)—the book that al-Hawali singles out for criticism
in Zahirat al-Irja’— he would have noticed that al-Albani’s book was
first published in 1992, six years after al-Hawali submitted his doctoral
dissertation. This underscores the point that the initial research and
impetus behind al-Hawali’s dissertation was not the targeting of al-
Albani (as al-Albani’s views on the topic have not even surfaced at the

time.)

Zahirat al-Irja’ does not deal with irja’ and the Murji’ah as a “heretic”
group that should be refuted, as most of Salafi writers tend to do in their
writings against other sects. Rather, it looks at irja’ as an ideology that
has developed over centuries to become what he sees as an established
and accepted creed for the majority of Muslims throughout Islamic
history. According to al-Hawali, the phenomenon of irja’, which is a
heretic innovation in the view of all Salafis, should be understood as an
extreme reaction to particular historical events. The magnitude of the
turmoil brought by the Khawarij onto Muslim life throughout history has
led to the invention and shaping of the phenomenon of irja’.” He believes

®1bid, 114.
"Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 1/283-284.
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that irja’ should not be restricted to a distinct theological sect (firgah)
but rather as an intellectual persuasion (fikr) that is deeply rooted not
only in the thought of general Muslims but also found its way in the
teachings of many medieval, modern and present-day scholars. For this
reason he mindfully titled his work “The Phenomenon of irja’ in Islamic

Thought” and not “in Islamic History.”

Al-Hawali’s Views on Irja’

Broadly speaking, it is safe to say that al-Hawali’s readings of the notion
of irja’ are largely derived from Ibn Taymiyyah’s arguments against the
Murji’ah in his famous books kitab al-Iman and al-Sarim al-Maslil. In
fact, had al-Hawali published his thesis without his criticisms of al-
Albani, it could have served as a standard reference on the “orthodox”
Salaft view on tman and kufr rather than being part of the genre of intra-
Salaft disputes. This is especially true given the fact that al-Albani
himself, despite being criticised in the book, praised it sincerely, while
adding some reservations regarding what he labelled as “some

extremism”®in its tone.

[the book is] very beneficial in terms of refuting ‘wlama’ al-kalam

who oppose the ahl al-kadith’s understanding that iman increases

and decreases as well as actions being part of iman.®
According to al-Hawali, the main difference between the salaf and the
Murji’ah perceptions of iman is that the latter limit the nature of iman to
its literal meaning. He summarises the Murji’ah’s perception of iman as
similar to a philosophical theory. Upon being informed about it, a person
either believes in it (saddaga biha) or rejects it. If that person accepts it
in his heart, then the aim has been achieved, even if he does not verbally

declare it (igrar).?®

Zahirat al-Irja’ consists of five chapters, but only the last two chapters

are relevant to our subject here. These two chapters address the

8 Al-Albani, al-Silsilah al-Da ‘ifah, 14/949.

® 1bid.

1 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/531.
199



relationship between outwardly acts and iman of the heart and then
discuss the question of whether abandoning outwardly acts altogether
can be a cause for kufr. According to al-Hawali, the scholars of the salaf
believed that outwardly acts are always tied together with iman of the
heart, so it is not possible to conceive of iman without one or the other.
In order to elaborate the essence of the dispute between the position of
the salaf and that of the Murji’ah on how the actions of the limbs are
related to iman, al-Hawali asserts that there can only be four possible

scenarios:

1- Both iman of the heart and outwardly acts are present together.

2- Both are absent

3- Outwardly acts are present whilst iman of the heart is absent

4- Iman of the heart is present whilst outwardly acts are absent
As for the first three scenarios, al-Hawali states that there is no
disagreement between the salaf and the Murji’ah that in the first instance
such a person is Muslim; in the second a kafir; in the third a hypocrite.
The difference of opinion lies in the fourth scenario. The Murji'ah
equate the fourth scenario with the first. Not only do they class such an
individual as a Muslim but they also go as far as saying that the
perpetration of all sins and the abandonment of all commandments does
not reduce iman in the least.? Following the argument of lbn Taymiyyah
mentioned in the previous chapter, al-Hawali argues that the fourth
scenario is an impossibility in the view of the salaf because they believe
that the absence of a ‘mal al-jawarih (actions of the limbs) is a clear
indicator that rman al-qalb is absent. (iman of the heart) Or in other
words, the presence of iman al-galb necessitates the presence of a ‘mal

al-jawarih.

This position might sound similar to that of the Khawarij who declare
takfrr on the basis of committing sinful actions. However, al-Hawali

points out that there is a difference between abandoning a single action

1 1bid, 2/637.
2 1hid, 2/638.
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(@had al-a‘mal) and the category of outwardly acts. The Khawarij
declared takfir on the basis of isolated acts, while the cause of kufr in
the view of the salaf was the abandonment of good deeds altogether. The
exception to this is the abandonment of the four pillars of Islam after
proclaiming the testimony of faith. Al-Hawali insists that the five daily
prayers, almsgiving (zakah), fasting the month of Ramadan, and
performing the pilgrimage to Makah are different to all other actions.?®
Whoever does not commit himself to performing these pillars in his heart
(man lam vyaltazim fi‘laha bi galbih) cannot be a Muslim. This view
coincides with the position of Ibn Taymiyyah in his famous verdict on
the Mongols in which he labels them ¢a’ifah mumtani‘ah (lit. abstaining
group). Ibn Taymiyyah states that according to all Muslim scholars, it is
obligatory to fight every group of people that turn their back on
submitting to any commandment of the shari‘ah which are clear and
agreed upon, even if such people pronounce the declaration of faith. lbn
Taymiyyah extends his verdict to include those who abstain from
adhering to other commandments such as “the prohibition of shameful

deeds, adultery, gambling, alcohol drinking or other illegal deeds...”

The Ruling on Abandoning the Prayer

Al-Hawali then, shifts his attention to refute those who hold that
abandoning the prayer is not kufr. Salafis accept that while early
scholars unanimously viewed abstaining from performing prayer out of
juhud (denying its obligation) as apostasy, they (the early scholars)
differed regarding the one who does so merely out of laziness. In the
latter case, there are two main opinions. The first opinion, which is
believed to be the view of the majority of classical scholars (jumhir),
contends that such negligence of prayer does not amount to kufr. This
position is widely accepted and advocated by the scholars of the Hanafr,
Malikr and Shafi ‘Tt Schools. It is also believed to be one of two opinions
attributed to Ahmad b. Hanbal. The other opinion of Ibn Hanbal

represents the second view (albeit a minority) in classical Islam that the

18 |bid, 2/656
¥ 1bn Taymiyyah, al-Fatawa al-Kubra 3/557
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one who neglects prayer is kafir even when he does so without the
condition of juhkud. In present-day Saudi Arabia the vast majority of
scholars hold this latter opinion.

Al-Hawali follows the Saudi opinion in arguing that the sahabah
unanimously held the opinion that the person who does not pray is guilty
of major kufr and that the dispute arose only after the time of the
sahabah. However, al-Hawall gives the argument an interesting twist by
asserting that there are two types of abandonment (tark): (i) the one who
does not pray at all (la yusalli bi itlag) and (ii) the one who prays
sometimes and neglects it at other times (yusalli ahyanan wa yatruku
ahyanan). He states that with the exception of the Hanafis, the
disagreement between the other early jurists (Malik, Shafi‘i, Ahmad and
their peers) is over the ruling on the one who neglects the prayer
intermittently (i.e. the second type only). As for the first type, he argues
that there is no disagreement between these early scholars that such
abandonment is kufr. Al-Hawali insists that different opinions regarding
the first type of tark (not praying at all) only emerged amongst later
scholars, whose opinions should not be taken seriously because they
were affected by the creed of the Murji’ah, the inventors of this
position.® Al-Hawali writes several pages to explain the reasons why
some of the later fugaha’ wrongly attributed the opinions of the Murji’ah
to these early scholars. The most important of these reasons is the
“wrong belief” * that declaring the kufr of someone because of the
abandonment of prayer is the position of the Mu‘tazilah and Khawarij,
and the aim of these later fugaha’ was to distance their imams from these
deviant beliefs. At this point, Al-Hawali accuses al-Albani of making the
same alleged mistake as such fugaha’. Then he adds another accusation;
that in his short treatise Hukm Tarik al-Salah, al-Albani was advocating

what al-Hawali believes to be the position of the Murji’ah.

15 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/257.
% 1bid, 2/658.
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Al-Albant’s Hukm Tarik al-Salah

This book of al-Albani’s, which was first published in 1992 under the
supervision of al-Halabi, was originally a study and commentary by al-
Albani on the authenticity of a hadith known as hadith al-shafd‘ah
(intercession). It was part of his famous seven volume work on hadith,
titled al-Silsilah al-Sakihah. In the preface to the first separate edition
(1992), AIl-Albani states that due to the importance and the great
usefulness of this study, he opted to publish it as a separate book, so he
asked his student al-Halabt to write a preface and prepare it for
publication.* The hadith, which is the core of the study, reveals that in
the day of judgement, Muslims who have entered paradise would
intercede with God for the forgiveness of those sinner Muslims who have

entered hellfire saying:

O God, our brothers used to pray, fast, and perform pilgrimage and
Jihad with us, you put them in hellfire!” after several intercessions
however, a great number of sinner Muslims are taken out from
hellfire fayukhrijina khalgan kathiran. The last group are those
who have done an atom’s weight of good, then Muslims say to God:
“no one with any good has been left in hellfire.” At that point God
says: “angels have interceded, the Prophets have interceded, and
Muslims have interceded, only the most merciful remains (to
intercede), then He takes a handful from hellfire and extracts a
group of people who never performed any good deed, and who are
completely burnt.” After these people are brought back to life,
people of paradise say: “these are God’s freedmen ‘utaga’ al-
Rahman; He let them enter paradise without performing any action
or good deed.*®

After studying various narrations of the hadith confirming that the
hadith is actually authentic, al-Albani in his regular method used

throughout al-Silsilah, offers his own understanding and interpretation

Y Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salah, 25.
8 1pid, 27-29.
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of the hadith or what he calls figh al-hadith (the jurisprudence of the
tradition.)

Al-Albani deduction from this hadith is very basic; since sinful Muslims
who used to perform congregational prayers would be taken out of
hellfire among the first group then, the other retrieved groups certainly,
compromise of other sinful Muslims who may have fulfilled some good
deeds during their lifetime, but certainly they have not carried out the
congregational prayers. Based on this assumption, al-Albani stresses that
since this hadith is authentic, then it should be taken as decisive
evidence (nass gat ‘) against those who pronounce takfir on the one who
abandons the congregational prayers out of laziness without denying its
obligatory nature (tarik al-salah kasalan). He then urges that the dispute
over this question between those scholars “who are united by one creed,
part of which is refraining from pronouncing takfrr on people based on
their major sins...” ® should be put to bed. This statement can be
understood as an indirect reference to his fellow Salaft scholars in Saudi

Arabia where an opinion contrary to his own was widely adopted.

From a Salafl perspective, the dispute over this question is considered an
on-going jurisprudential disagreement that is traced back to the very
early classical scholars, and is less generally unlikely to be a reason for
accusations of deviancy. Yet, al-Albani was clearly not content to leave
the matter open to debate. He was seriously displeased with some of the
verdicts pronounced by those who declare kufr on people who abandon
prayer out of laziness; seeing such verdicts as signs of excessive
enthusiasm for declaring takfir. For this reason, after concluding that the
hadith is a decisive proof, he goes on to make a plea to the readers of his
book to revise their views and refrain from “declaring takfir on those
Muslims who do not pray but believe that it is an obligation...for

declaring takfir on Muslims is a great concern.”®

¥ 1bid, 37.
20 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salah, 62.
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More over, al-Albani does not merely support and favour one of the two-
mentioned opinions but instead asserts that the question should be
examined minutely: “Whoever chooses (the opinion of) takfir without
details is wrong and whoever chooses non-takfir is wrong, the correct
position is to elaborate (al-sawab al-tafsil).”? By tafsi/, he means two
points: (i) that mere negligence should not be considered enough proof
to pronounce kufr on a Muslim, (ii) if a person who has abandoned
prayer (tarik al-salah) is ordered by the authority to pray and warned
that he would be executed if he does not pray, yet chooses execution
over praying, then such a person cannot be a Muslim. The reason for kufr
here, in the view of al-Albani, is not the abandonment of prayer but
because this person’s persistence in not praying is a clear indication of

his juhid.?

Interestingly, al-AlbanT insists that this view is not only his own but that
of a host of Hanbali scholars, including Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn al-
Qayyim, the two classical scholars to whom Saudi scholars ascribe their
views. Al-Albani does not hide his exasperation with the predominant
opinion among the Saudi scholars on this matter. This becomes very
obvious when he asserts that unlike what “some of his later followers”
ascribe to Ibn Hanbal, the correct opinion of Ibn Hanbal is the same as
his own, i.e. in favour of tafsi/. Such a claim is very significant and it is

what prompted Lav to suggest:

Had al-Albani presented his view as solely his own conclusion based
[sic] the hadith-based methodology he champions, he may have aroused
somewhat less opposition on this issue. As it was his claim that he
represented the majority views of the hanbalis and neo-Hanbalis became
an additional source of contention because it prompted other Salafis to

defend their own claim to represent this tradition.?

Although Lav’s suggestion is correct to a certain extent, it is not an

adequate explanation al-Hawali’s intransigent dispute with al-Albani.

2l |bid, 53.

22 |bid, 47.

2 Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 113.
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This is because in truth, both al- Hawali and al-Albani hold very similar
views regarding the ruling on tarik al-salah. To be more precise, one can
extract two scenarios from al-Hawali’s book, where tarik al-salah is
deemed to be kafir. The first is when one abandons salah altogether or
what al-Hawali refers to as al-tark al-murflaq or al-tark al-kulli. The
opposite of this is murlag al-tark (mere abandonment/negligence), which
refers to the one who prays sometimes and does not at other times. The
second scenario is the one who is ordered by the authorities to pray yet
he choses to be executed over performing the prayer. Al-Hawali here
adopts the argument of Ibn Taymiyyah that such a person cannot be
Muslim. Ibn Taymiyyah’s argument is centred on human nature,
contending that it is impossible for any person who believes in their
heart in the obligation of the prayer to persist in the abandonment of
prayer up to the point of being killed. In his view, believing in its
obligation, along with knowing that they are to be killed if they do not
pray, is enough motivation for anyone who is able to perform the prayer
to do it.

When a person abstains from praying up to the point of being
killed, such a person [by necessity] does not believe in its
obligation in their heart and is not committed to its
performance. Such a person is kafir by the consensus of all

Muslims.?*

In Hukm Tarik al-Salah, al-Albani, comes to a conclusion very similar to al-
Hawali’s, with regard to the second scenario. Also using Ibn

Taymiyyah’s argument, he concludes that

whoever is summoned [by the Muslim authority] to pray and
threatened that he would be killed if he does not abide and then he
is killed [for not abiding], then he is definitely kafir (kafir yaqinan)
—his blood is permissible, he will not be prayed upon and not be
buried in a Muslim graveyard.®

2 |bn Taymiyyah, Majmi ‘ al-Fatawa, 22132.
5 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salah, 52-53; al-Albani, al-Silsilah al-Sakikhah, 1/177-
178.
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In examining al-Albani’s book, one cannot find any discussion on the
first scenario — that is, a person who abandons prayer altogether.
However, one can discover the view of al-Albani in a later book that was
published posthumously by al-Halabi titled al-Durar al-Mutala’li’ah bi
Naqd al-Imam al- ‘Allamah al-Albant Firyah Muwafaqatihi li al-Murji’ah
(Gleaming Pearls in the Destroying the False Claim that Imam al-4/bant
Agrees With the Murji'ah). In one of the comments, al-Albani appears to

agree with the two points of al-Hawali that:

1- Whoever abandons prayer altogether is from the category of the
non-Muslims. The one who abandons it most of the time is closer
to the non-Muslims [than the Muslims] and he resembles them
more in his state [of belief]. And whoever prays occasionally and
does not on other occasions then he is wavering [and] swaying
between kufr and irman, and the judgment [in this case] is based on
[his state] at the end of his life.

2- Neglecting to safeguard the prayer (tark al-mukdafazah) 2 is
different to neglecting the prayer altogether, which [in the latter
case] is kufr.?

Closer inspection of al-Hawali’s criticism of al-Albani reveals that the
dispute is not regarding the ruling on tarik al-salah from a purely fighi
perspective, but about more serious issues relating to ‘agidah. Likewise,
al-Albani’s exasperation with those who pronounce takfir on tarik al-
salah should not be understood as an objection to pronouncing takfir on
tarik al-salah altogether. Rather, his exasperation is directed toward the
verdicts of some Saudi scholars in which they rule that neglecting even
one single prayer without any valid excuse is kufr. Such verdicts are

what al-Albani considers extremism in takfir.

One such scholar with whom al-Albani was exasperated was Ibn Baz. In

one of his verdicts, Ibn Baz was asked about the ruling on the one who

% Safeguarding the prayer (as mentioned in the Qur’anic verse (70/34) refers to the
firm commitment to observe the five daily prayers and to maintain the due timings,
conditions and ritual constituents.
2'In his agreement, al-Albani states: “we believe this is a good elaboration.” See: al-
Halabi, al-Durar al-Mutala’li’ah, 127-128.
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neglects a single prayer. He responded: “one prayer or ten, if he
deliberately neglects it until its due time has passed, such as not praying
fajr prayer to the point of sunrise, then he has committed kufr.”?
Although, one cannot determine the exact percentage of scholars who
hold this view in Saudi Arabia, this ruling seems to be widespread across
the country. It is also the view adopted by the scholars of the Permanent
Committee for Research and Issuing Verdicts.?

Having said that, the question that arises here is since al-Albani holds
views that are similar views to those of al-Hawali on the ruling on tarik
al-salah, what then is the substance of al-Hawali’s criticism of al-
Albani’s book?

Al-Hawali’s Critique of Hukm Tarik al-Salah

To answer this question, one needs to look at the historical context in
which Zahirat al-Irja’ was published, especially given the fact that the
comments on al-Albani were not part of the original thesis. As
mentioned above, when al-Hawali first published his book in 1996, the
Salafis were already engaged in internal debates regarding several issues
related to politics, with every side trying to prove their stance. The most
important writings by the loyalists, which emerged as a result of these
debates, share two common factors. First, the authors were mainly
scholars who are considered to be close to al-Albani’s circle in Jordan,
such as al-Halabi, who is responsible for the publication of at least three
of these books. Second, in order to refute what they considered to be
excessiveness in takfir, these scholars engaged deeply in questions
related to the concept of iman and kufr, a field within Salafi religious
studies that has traditionally been a specialty of Saudi scholars.

Criticism of al-Halab1’s Preface
Although it is not known whether al-Hawali had access to al-Halabi’s

books (as he was under arrest during the period of publication of most of

2 1bn Baz, Fatawa Ibn Baz, 29/179.
® Fatawa al-Lajnah al-Da’imah, 6/39-40.
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these books), it would not be farfetched to surmise that by adding these
comments, al-Hawalt might be indirectly refuting these writers close to
al-Albani. This assumption seems plausible when we consider that al-

Halab1 was also behind the publication of the criticized book.

This suggestion is further supported by two other facts. First, it can be
observed from the apologetic tone of al-Hawali that he is eager to find
excuses for al-Albani. For instance, he casts doubts that the book was
written by al-Albani himself by referring to it as “a booklet attributed to
Shaykh al-Albani.”* In other instances, he simply assumes that al-Albani
did not intend to write a comprehensive piece of research on the question
of tarik al-salah. Instead, the book is merely a result of a commentary on
one hadith, to which he was rushed into publishing by “some of his

brothers.”%

Second, despite the fact that al-Hawali does not mention al-Halabi by
name; his frustration with the preface the latter wrote for Hukm Tarik al-
Salah is very obvious. A third of the comments against the book are
directed against the preface. The reason for this is what al-Hawali
believes to be a contradiction in the book, between the position of al-
Albant on the second scenario explained above (which is the same as Ibn
Taymiyyah’s view) on the one hand, and some statements found in the
preface written by al-Halabi on the other (that the one who continues to
abandon prayer up to the point of being killed dies Muslim). One of
these statements in the preface of Hukm Tarik al-Salah reads:

As for the one who neglects the prayer without an excuse but out

of laziness, whilst believing in its obligation, the correct stance is

what the jumhuar have affirmed, that he is not kafir. Also, in regard

to the one who leaves a single prayer until its due time has passed,

such as one who leaves zuhr (noon prayer) until the sun sets, or

[leaves] maghrib (sunset prayer) until fajr (dawn prayer). [The

correct stance is that] he should be given the chance to repent in

the same way a murtadd (apostate) is given the chance to repent
and is then [only] executed if he does not repent. Then his body

% Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/518.
81 1bid, 2/759.
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will be washed (ghusl), be prayed upon him and buried in a
Muslim graveyard, along with carrying out all other Islamic rites.*

The other statement in the preface is a quote from the renowned Shafi‘t
jurist al-Sakhawi (1428- 1497), in which the classical scholar interprets
the hadith texts that imply the kufr of tarik al-salah to mean “the one
who neglects it while denying its obligation.”3 Such statements do not
only contradict what al-Albani favours inside the main body of his book
regarding the ruling on tarik al-salah, but they also restrict the cause of
kufr to jukiad. And that is the very position that al-Hawali believes to be
the view of Murji’ah. Thus he wrote his entire book, the Zahirat al-Irja’,

in order to repudiate that view.

Although these statements in the preface of Hukm are actually part of a
long passage quoted by al-Halabi from another volume of al-Albani’s al-
Silsilah al-Sakithah, al-Halabi criticises al-Halabi for adding them,
characterising them as al-Halabi’s own views on the question of tarik al-
salah, not al-Albani’s. This was a reasonable assertion, given that al-
Halab1 quotes only the first part of al-Albani’s argument against the
opinion of takfir, in which al-Albani seems to favour the view of al-
Sakhawt in an absolute manner, and in doing so, fails to mention that al-
Albant has in fact reiterated the argument of Ibn Taymiyyah to refute al-
Sakhawi’s view that the one who is executed dies Muslim. 3 In al-
Hawali’s opinion, by adding these misleading statements, al-Halabi has
caused serious confusion amongst the Salafis about the correct position
of al-Albani on the matter. From al-Hawali’s perspective, the
contradiction between the preface and the content of the book is related
to the two most essential points in the book: (i) The basis (manar al-
hukm) for pronouncing kufr on one who does not pray; (ii) The ruling on
the one who persists in refusing to pray to the point that he is executed

for it.

2 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 18.

3 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 17.

% Al-Albani, al-Silsilah al-Sakihah, 1/177-178.
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Regarding the second point, it is indisputable that al-Albani’s ruling on
this case is kufr. Al-Hawali’s annoyance is with the fact that the quotes
chosen by al-Halab1 for the preface imply that such a person is not kafir
(since he will be offered all Islamic rites)—contradicting the real
position of al-Albani in the actual book. As for the first point, the basis
for the ruling of kufr given by al-Albani, according to al-Hawali, is a
person’s juhid, which is adequately proved by the act of choosing death
over prayer. Al-Hawali here correctly points out that the quotes chosen
for the preface of Hukm misleadingly suggest that Al-Albani believed
that choosing death over prayer is insufficient to prove the state of
Juhid.

The criticism articulated by al-Hawali regarding al-Halabi’s preface, and
his plea to al-Albani to supervise the publication of his own books
himself instead of relying on al-Halabi, reveal two important issues.
First, that despite his criticism, al-Hawali still held al-Albani in great
esteem. Second, al-Hawali viewed al-Halabi as an unreliable writer who
had not yet grasped the concepts of iman and kufr becomes apparent.
However, despite the respect shown by al-Hawali for al-Albani, he does
criticise his book for allegedly containing traces of irja’.

Traces of Irja’ in al-Albant’s Book

In the last chapter of Zahirat al-Irja’, al-Hawali strongly asserts that the
book of al-Albani is based entirely on the views of Murji’ah. Elsewhere
in the book however, it seems that he is reluctant to label al-Albani as an
out and out murji’z. This appears to be a struggle in al-Hawali’s
conceptualisation and thought in regards to how he should approach a
contemporary Salafi scholar for whom he has a great respect especially
when there is a dispute on a point of doctrine about which he has very

strong views.

Ultimately, the main reasons for this charge of irja’ can be narrowed
down to three factors. The first is the failure of al-Albani to clarify his
view on the one who abandons prayer altogether. The second is related to
the reasoning given by al-Albant for the cause of kufr in the scenario of

the one who choses death over performing the prayer. The third factor
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relates to the implications of the literal interpretation of hadith al-
shafa ‘ah suggesting that intercession is afforded to those who have not
performed any single outwardly duty at all.

Al-tarik al-kullt (total abandonment of prayer)

With regard to the first factor, because al-Albani does not explicitly
declare his position regarding the ruling on the one who abandons prayer
altogether in the criticised book (in the way he is explicit in declaring
kufr on the one who chooses death over prayer), this appears to have led
al-Hawali to assume that al-Albani holds that “the one who does not pray
altogether can be afforded the intercession and therefore salvation from
hellfire.” ® It is perhaps inevitable that one would come to such
conclusion if one relies only on Hukm Tarik al-Salah without looking at
al-Albani’s posthumously published book, to which al-Hawali had no
access at the time of writing his refutation. If one relies merely on what
is found in Hukm Tarik al-Salah, one would arrive at the same
conclusion as al-Hawali, that al-Albani does not consider al-tarik al-
kullt to be sufficient to take a person out of the fold of Islam. The reason
for this is associated with al-Albani’s interpretation of hadith al-
shafa ‘ah, where he asserts that apart from the first group, all other
salvaged groups exclusively consist of people who do not perform the

prayer.

When Muslims were allowed by God to plead on behalf of their
brethren who used to perform prayers and fast [with them] and
others in the first intercession, they took them out of hellfire based
on the [prayer] sign [on their foreheads]. Thus, when they were
allowed to plead in the subsequent intersessions, and took many
people out of hellfire, by necessity, there were no musallin
(performers of prayer) amongst these people. Rather they were

people with [other] good deeds.*

In the above quote, al-Albani does not specifically provide detailed

explanation of the term “musal/in” and does not differentiate between

% Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 452.
% Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salah, 34.
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the one who abandons prayer altogether and the one who does so
occasionally. His vague account causes somehow confusion to say the
least, given that we know for certain that he holds that the one who
abandons the prayer altogether is kafir, as shown in his comments on al-
Hawali’s book. Nevertheless, such an interpretation of the hadith can
only suggest that al-Albani considers the one who abandons the prayer
altogether to be within the realm of Islam. Likewise, al-Hawali assumes
that al-Albani’s interpretation of the hadith can only imply that “al-zarik
al-kullt (the one who totally abandons prayer) is afforded the
intercession” and therefore remains a Muslim. Such a view, in the

opinion of al-Hawali, represents “the very sayings of the Murji’ah.”*

Moreover, al-Hawali believes that by relying on the books of figh as
opposed to the books of ‘agidah when studying the question of tarik al-
salah, al-Albani has fallen into the trap of confusing the meaning of
some terms that are used in both types of genres to represent divergent
meanings. This different usage of terms in the two disciplines is a result
of the distinct manner in which they approach religious matters. Al-
Hawali explains that because the books of ‘aqidah deal with matters
from a mere theoretical perspective, they usually tend to give general
rulings without paying much attention to how these rulings are applied.
On the other hand, the main concern of figh is the application of these
religious rulings to individual cases. Therefore, a question like the
ruling on tarik al-salah is dealt with differently.®

One of the terms differed upon is the term jukiud, which he argues, is
used in the books of ‘agidah written by the salaf, to denote a different
meaning to that found in in the books of figh. The salaf used this term to
refer to one’s inner refusal to perform an obligation (‘adam al-ingiyad
wa al-istislam li amr Allah).®* This is contrary to the use of later fugaha’
who restrict its meaning to denying the obligatoriness (or the

prohibitiveness) of a religious duty that Allah has decreed by way of

S Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/660.
8 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ f1 al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/659-660.
% 1bid, 2/705.
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obligation (or prohibition). To demonstrate his point, al-Hawali quotes
the following reply by a notable figure from the salaf, Sufyan b.
‘Uyaynah, when asked about the creed of the Murji’ah:

The Murji’ah hold that a person who testifies that there is no god
but Allah, while having no commitment in his heart to observe the
obligations (fara’id), is guaranteed Paradise. And they place the
absence of commitment equal to the performance of other sins
(rukiab al-maharim). [However,] they are not the same [according to
us]. This is because committing sins without istikl/al is a sinful act
whereas neglecting obligations purposely, without ignorance or
valid excuse, is kufr.*

Thus, in reference to prayer, when the salaf declare a person guilty of
juhiid to be kafir, they refer to two shortcomings; (i) the absence of inner
commitment to perform the prayer, even if this person admits that it is
an obligation and that he is sinning by not fulfilling it, (ii) the denial
that Allah has decreed it upon Muslims. As for the later fugaha’, the

juhud of prayer is restricted only to latter.

For al-Hawali, this dissimilarity in the usage of this term is the reason
that led some later scholars (like al-Alban1) to “wrongly” think that some
of the salaf have considered al-tarik al-kullt to be Muslim and therefore
consider this issue to be a matter of acceptable disagreement between the
salaf. ¥ Al-Hawali questions this assumption arguing for a clearer
separation in conceptualising the ruling on tarik al-salah, between the
theoretical subject matter of ‘agidah and the practical concerns of
fugaha’. For him, later works of figh were mistaken in popularising the
idea that there are two opinions amongst the salaf in regard to the ruling
on tarik al-salah. According to him, there is no such disagreement
amongst the salaf as they unanimously declare tarik al-salah to be kafir.
As far as there is any disagreement, it is solely confined to the practical
implementation of the ruling of kufr (i.e. the criteria for a judge to

decide that a particular person has abandon prayer). In other words, this

40 Ibid, 2/704.
4 Ibid, 2/704-705.
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dispute should not be regarded as an absolute disagreement (al-khilaf fi
dhalik laysa ‘ala itlaqihi).*

To clarify his point, al-Hawali cites two different rulings on tarik al-
salah. The first type is based on outwardly manifestation (al-Aukm ‘ala
al-zahir), which pertains to the status of tarik al-salah in this world.
This is the main concern of fugaha’. The other ruling is that of the
scholars of ‘agidah, who are mainly concerned with the ruling on the
inner state of the person (al-hukm ‘ala al-batin.) The disagreement
amongst the salaf is only on the former and not on the latter. In other
words, from a theoretical perspective, there is no disagreement amongst
the salaf on the kufr of the one who persists in his heart to neglect the
prayer (tarik al-iltizam.) The disagreement amongst them is on how one
can determine that an individual has no iltizam, since such determination
rests on the subjective criteria of individual scholars. As such, al-Hawali
believes that considering one who does not pray altogether as Muslim is
not a Salaft creed but is a Murji’ah one that subsequently permeated the
views of later fugaha’. For this reason, we find him advising al-Albani
not only to “rethink his position on the question and write on it
extensively” but also to pay attention to the fact that “ruling on someone
to be a Muslim on al-zahir (externally) does not necessary mean he is a

Muslim in al-batin (internally).”*

Al-Hawali clearly sees a similarity between the way the Murji’ah
interpret hadith al-shafa‘ah and the manner al-Albani builds his
arguments on the question of tarik al-salah. This is to say, instead of
simply understanding the “several texts” that explicitly declare the
abandonment of prayer to be kufr in their literal meaning then interpret
hadith al-shafa‘ah accordingly, al-Albani chooses to do the exact
opposite: going beyond the literal interpretation (za wil) based on hadith
al-shafa ‘ah, the latter being open to a wide range of interpretations.

Amongst the texts cited by al-Hawali is the account of the tabi ‘7 ‘Abd-

42 1bid, 2/659.
“1bid, 2/760
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Allah b. Shaqiq, who states, “the Companions of Muhammad did not
consider the abandonment of any action to be kufr except for the prayer.”
For al-Hawali, this account constitutes an irrefutable evidence of the
consensus of the salaf on this issue of tarik al-salah, which should
therefore not be opposed, especially since al-Albani himself deems this

text to be authentic.*

Al-Hawali’s anxieties with the method used by al-Albani are so deep,
that he compares it to the interpretation used by al-mu ‘artilah wa al-
mufawwidah in understanding the question of al-sifar.* In al-Hawali’s
assessment, one can detect a fear of an inevitable danger that can result
from two things. First, the great position al-Albani enjoys within the
Salafl ranks gives great potency to his ideas (or anything he says for that
matter), which have an almost hujjiya-like (authoritative) status. Second,
the fact that using this kind of tza 'wil presents an opportunity for other
sects to attack the Salafis’ own argument against the use of ta’'wil in
understanding the texts of al-sifat (God’s attributes). For this reason, he
warns al-Albani stating that “giving permission to alter the texts which
inform [us about the] consensus of the sakabah (concerning the ruling on
tarik al-salah), which was authenticated by al-shaykh al-Albani in more
than a book, and giving permission to oppose it, opens the door for

abrogating all foundations of ‘aqidah that is based on their consensus.”*

The restriction of Kufr to the heart

The second factor for al-Hawali’s charges against al-Albani relates to
what the former perceives as an agreement between al-Albani’s position
in regard to the one who prefers death to prayer and the position of the
Murji’ah who restrict causes of kufr to inner belief. Despite holding the
same ruling as al-Hawali that the perpetrator in this case dies as a kafir,
it is very clear that the latter is not content with the cause of kufr given
by al-Albani. Looking at the reasoning given by both authors in this

case, one finds two distinct grounds upon which they build their

4 Ibid.
%al-Hawali, Zahirat al-"irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/760.
4 Ibid.
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arguments against the position of the jumhar (the majority of scholars).
The jumhir as stated beforehand in the statement of al-Sakhawi quoted
by al-Halabi, consider the person who choses death over prayer to have
been died as a sinful Muslim. According to this view, the execution is
just one of the punishments (AZudid) that are carried out to discipline
certain sinful behaviours. For this reason, one finds al-Sakhawi1 stating
that Muslims should carry out all Islamic rites on the body after the
execution. Both al-Hawali and al-Albani oppose this view and instead
pronounce it impossible for such person to be a Muslim by quoting the
argument set by Ibn Taymiyyah against the jumhuar.*” However, they end
up giving distinct reasons for why such person is a kafir.

For al-Albani, the cause of kufr in this case is the jukiad of the prayer.
This juhid is indicated by this person’s persistence in abandoning prayer
until death.* The reason for this lies in his view that no outwardly act
can be a cause for kufr by itself unless it is accompanied with an
indication that the motive behind it is inner belief (al-kufr al-i ‘tigadi.)*
In the same line of reasoning we also find him arguing in several
sections in his book that whoever states that performing the prayer is a
condition for the correctness of one’s iman or declares someone to be
kafir merely because of abandoning it has taken a similar position to that

of the Khawarij.*® Based on that he states:

Pronouncing takfir on the Muslim (al-muwakhid) based
[merely] on an action (he does), is not permissible until it
becomes clear that he is in denial (jakid), even of a part of
what Allah has decreed. Such as the one who is threatened to
be executed if he does not pray, as explained before.%

On the other hand, we find that al-Hawali takes a harder position as he
interprets the action of preferring death to prayer differently. For him

such persistence shows the absence of iltizam in the heart and not juhud.

7 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 44—45; Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-
Islami, 2/707-710.
% Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 47-48
4 1bid., 61.
0 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 43.
SLAI-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salah, 61.
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This means such person might well still have the belief that the prayer is
an obligation but for other reasons he has no commitment to perform it.
His position is summarised in the following statement.

That [the persistence in the heart to abandon the obligation] is the

real cause for kufr not the denial of it [being an obligation] juhid

wujubih. Such persistence is known for certain when he was put
under the sword and refused to perform it.%?

His view is part of a long argument in his last chapter that deals with the
question of whether the abandoning of one of the major religious
obligations is cause for kufr. According to al-Hawali, the Murji’ah
“wrongly” stipulate the presence of either istik/al or juhid in the heart
in order to consider speeches or outwardly acts to be kufr. By doing so,
they restrict kufr to inner belief, to the exclusion of outwardly acts, a
position that he describes as “great deviancy” (dalal ‘azim). Al-Hawali
argues that istik/al and juhid are just two types of kufr amongst several
other types, such as takdhib (disbelief) ‘inad (resolute refusal) istikbar
(arrogance) shakk (scepticism) along with others. As such, he views that
it would be incorrect to make one type a condition for another. He
further insists that calling for istik/al or juhiid to be present all times in
order to make takfir implies that no one can become kdafir as long as he
says that he does not deny the permissibility or impermissibility of the

duty.

As mentioned earlier, all of these arguments were put forward by al-
Hawali as part of his original thesis, and therefore are not directed
primarily against al-Albani. The main reason for directing his criticism
against al-Albani becomes apparent at the end of the chapter, where al-
Hawali writes over ten pages to discuss the meaning of hadith al-
shafa ‘ah with the aim to refute what he calls the “specious textual
arguments”® of the Murji’ah. According to al-Hawali, this hadith is one
of several texts used by the Murji'ah to restrict kufr to al-kufr al-i ‘tigadi

to the exclusion of outwardly acts. He believes that because the Murji’ah

2 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/704.
% 1bid, 2/731-767.
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built their entire creed on the principle that outwardly acts are not part
of iman and therefore could never be a cause for kufr, they had to find
answers to the textual evidences put against them by “ahl al-sunnah,” in
which there is a clear-cut declaration of kufr based on actions alone. The
Murji’ah focused on the type of hadith al-shafa‘ah in order to occlude
the apparent meanings of the other texts and argue that they meant in
those cases the necessity of istizlal and juhiad is implied. Thus, it is no
wonder that al-Hawali would see the grounds for kufr given by al-Albani

as a clear case of limitation of kufr to inner belief alone.%

Further, what irritates al-Hawali most is that the Murji’ah hold that the
istizlal and juhud represent a condition in the heart that cannot be known
to us unless the person explicitly declares it. According to him, the salaf
believed that istikzl/al and juhiad as well as being a condition in the heart,
could also be manifested by an outwardly act or a speech.® Therefore,
had al-Albani related the cause of kufr to jukiad without further arguing
that outwardly acts cannot be a cause for kufr on their own unless they
indicate kufr in the heart, al-Hawali may not have seen much similarity

between his position and the Murji’ah.

As an example for how istik/al and juhuad can be manifested by
outwardly acts, al-Hawali cites a famous hadith narrated by a companion
of the Prophet named al-Bara’ Ibn ‘Azib. The companion reports that his
uncle was sent by the Prophet to kill a man for marrying his step-mother
after the death of his father. Marrying one’s mother in law was a pre-
Islamic tradition that Arab men used to perform as a practice to show
respect of the deceased father. In Islam this tradition was declared
forbidden according to the Quran verse “And marry not women whom
your fathers married - except what is past: it was shameful and odious -
an abominable custom indeed.”% Al-Hawali also cites the interpretation
of Ibn Kathir of the verse, in which the latter states that whoever

performs this act is kafir. He then asserts that this story represents a

% Ibid, 2/762.
% Ibid, 2/713-714.
%6 Quran, 4:22
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proof that the conditions of istikz/al and juhid do not necessarily need an
explicit confession by the perpetrator to be established, rather that they
can also be manifested by an outwardly act. This is to say that in this
story, since the Prophet did not need to ask the perpetrator whether he
believed that his act of marriage was permissible or not, it means that
the Prophet deemed the act itself to be a manifestation of istikl/al. The
istizlal here does not constitute a denial of a religious duty but it is the
absence of il/tizam in the heart. In other words, had the culprit committed
adultery with his father’s widow, such act alone would not have been
enough evidence that he is not committed to the injunction in the
abovementioned verse. In this case, further proof is needed such as an
explicit declaration by the culprit that he does not accept this injunction
or that he does not believe that his act is impermissible. For the act of
adultery can occur as a result of mere lust as well as a denial of its
impermissibility. However, the fact that a wedding took place means that
such act can not be a result of mere lust but that it can only be

interpreted as a rejection of commitment to impermissibility.

The literal interpretation of the hadith

The other reason behind al-Hawali’s belief that the book of al-Albani
contains traces of irja’ is the latter’s position in regards the category of
outwardly acts. From al-Hawali’s point of view, al-Albani has followed
the footsteps of the Murji’ah in considering the category of outwardly
acts to be a condition for the perfection of iman and not for its validity.*
This conjecture is based on al-Albani’s statement that “all good deeds
are a condition for perfection [of iman] in the view of ahl al-sunnah
contrary to the [view of] Khawarij and Mu tazilah.” ® Although this
statement can be interpreted to mean that no individual (as opposed to
the category of) outwardly act is a condition for the validity of iman by

itself,* an opinion that is recognised by all Salafis, al-Hawali does not

S Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/518.

8 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 42.

% The Salafis distinguish between the category of acts and individual acts (@had al-

a ‘mal). The accusations of irja’ raised by al-Hawali and other critics of al-Albani
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read it as such. He assumes that al-Albani is arguing that the category of
outwardly acts is not a condition for the validity of iman.® This
assumption is intelligible given the manner in which al-AlbanT interprets

the following part of the hadith al-shafa ‘ah:

He (God) let them (the last group to receive salvation from hellfire)

enter paradise without having performed any action or good deed.
Worried that one may understand from this passage that this group would
include people who did not testify to the Islamic declaration of faith
(shahadah)—qgiven that the declaration of faith is literally counted as a
good deed—al-Albani resorts to a quote by al-"Asqalani. The quote
clarifies that this group consists of people who have not performed any
good deed in their lives beyond the affirmation of shahadah (al-murad bi
al-khayr al-manft ma zada ‘ala asl al-igrar bi al-shahadatayn). Al-
Albani does not dwell on any details regarding the interrelationship
between acts and iman as the main focus of his arguments in the booklet
is the longstanding jurisprudential disagreement on tarik al-salat.
However, his interpretation implies that the affirmation of shahadah is
sufficient to assure one’s status as Muslim even when he/she has never

performed a single religious good deed in their life.

For al-Hawali, al-Albani’s interpretation of the hadith is too literal and
it ignores other texts addressing the same matter as well as what has
been established amongst the salaf: that there is no iman without the
category of outwardly acts. It appears from al-Hawali’s statements that
the main feature which makes al-Albani’s literal understanding of hadith
al-shafa ‘ah distinct from “conventional” Salafism is the fact that the
Salaft methodology of extracting rulings does not rely only on examining
and studying one text from the Quran or hadith. Rather, it takes into
consideration all the texts related to the matter as well as bearing in

mind how these texts are understood and interpreted by the salaf. Failing

relate to the former arguing that there is no valid iman without it. On the other hand,
all Salafis accept that holding no individual outwardly act to be a condition for the
validity of iman by itself is one of several Salafi views and hence no blameworthy.
8 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/518.
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to do so, and relying only on one text, as al-Albani did with the hadith
shafa ‘ah, can lead the researcher to establish an opinion based on that
single text and then be inevitably forced to defend his position by far-
fetched interpretations (¢ta 'wil) of all other texts on the subject that do
not fit with his opinion. Such an approach is not consistent with the

Salafi methodology, in the view of al-Hawali.®

Additionally, al-Hawali is convinced that by interpreting hadith shafa ‘ah
to literally mean that the group salvaged from hellfire include people
“who have done no good deed at all,” would imply that tarik jins al-
‘amal (the one who abandons outwardly acts altogether) could receive
salvation as well. Such an understanding means that the category of acts
is in fact not a constituent part of iman, since intercession is only
afforded to Muslims. For him, such literal understanding contradicts the
aforementioned Salafi principle laid by Ibn Taymiyyah, which argues
against the possibility of having valid iman in one’s heart without acting

upon it.

To refute the literal understanding of al-Albani, al-Hawali resorts to a
linguistic explanation he borrows from the classical scholar 1Ibn
Khuzaymah (838-923). He argues that the negation of something in the
rules of the Arabic language does not always mean absolute negation.
Arabs sometimes negate something to show its weakness and lack of
completeness. Hence, the expression “those who have done no good deed
at all” denotes to lack of completeness or perfection of the deeds and not
the complete absence of deeds, when one takes into account the other
texts addressing the matter.®? As an example of such usage in Arabic, al-
Hawali refers to another hadith in which the Prophet ordered a
Companion who had just offered his prayer to “Go back and pray
[again], for you have not prayed” because the Companion did not offer
his prayer as it should be. The expression “fa innaka lam tusalli” though

literarily negates the occurrence of the prayer altogether, the Prophet’s

81 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/760.
82 1hid, 2/752.
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intention, obviously, is to negate its correctness and not to say that the
prayer was not observed at all. In view of that, al-Hawali understands
hadith al-shafa‘ah as to mean that Muslims whose performance of their
religious duties was not up to standard will be subject to salvation from
hellfire.

Furthermore, there are also several expressions found in al-Albani’s
book, which al-Hawali believes are a result of the influence of ’ilm al-
kalam al-madhmum (reprehensible dialectical theology) on some works
of figh. One of these reprehensible expressions is found in an argument
laid down by the renowned fhanaft scholar al-Tahawi in support of the
view against kufr of tarik al-salah. The bottom line of al-Tahawi’s
argument is that a Muslim only becomes an apostate when he rejects
those tenets that bring one into Islam in the first place (wa la yakhruju
al-‘abd min al-timan illa bi juhiud ma adkhalahu frh.) In his book, al-
Albani quotes this argument and praises it, affirming that it is not only
“a good understanding and a solid argument that cannot be refuted.” It
also agrees with the position of Ibn Hanbal “that [zarik al-salah] does
not become an apostate merely on the grounds of abandoning the prayer
but for refraining from praying after being ordered [by the authority] to

do it.”83

Al-Hawali does not hide his shock about the failure of al-Albani to
identify the “great errors” in al-Tahawi’s expression, which he deems it
to be the result of no more than the latter’s hanaft background — given
that Hanafis do not consider outwardly acts as an integral part in the
essence of iman. For him, such expression implies that there is
absolutely “no belief or action”® that can cause kufr as long as one does
not deny the testimony of faith. Al-Hawali contends that this kind of
statements is amongst several reasons that helped in spreading the
phenomenon of irja’ into the writings of some later fugaha’. Hence,

someone like al-Albani praising such a statement only reinforces his

8 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 48
6 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ f1 al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/726
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original argument that irja’ as a thought is not restricted to the Murji’ah
but it is also present in the writings of “those who followed them without

knowing.”®

In sum, the alleged traces of irja’ in al-Albani’s book levelled by al-
Hawali are very similar in nature to the accusations we have seen in the
previous chapter, directed against al-Halabt and other Loyalist scholars.
Perhaps the key differences here are; firstly, that the target of these
charges was in this case a Senior Scholar and secondly, the status of al-
Hawali amongst the Salafi enthusiasts at the time. Unlike a number of
Jihadi ideologues such as al-MaqdisT and al-Tarttast who have accused al-
Alban1 with irja’ before al-Hawali published his book, the latter was an
established scholar at the time and a well-known specialist in ‘aqidah.®
Hence, it is not surprising to find that his reservations on al-Albani’s
book circulating amongst a great number of Jihadis and Activists and
even find some of al-Albani’s own students such as Ab@ Ruhayyim
becoming convicted that al-Albani does not consider outwardly acts to

be a constituent element (rukn) of iman.%

Abi Ruhayyim on al-Alban?’s irja’

Hagqigat al-Iman ‘ind al-Shaykh al-Albani (the Reality of Iman
According to the View of Shaykh al-Albani) of Abd Ruhayyim was
published two years after the death of al-Albani. It is a very short
pamphlet but it does nevertheless represent a sample of how the position
of al-Albani on iman and takfir is seen by many Activists and Jihadis at
the end of the 1990s. The book is more or less similar to al-Hawali’s
book in terms of relying on the same arguments of Ibn Taymiyyah. It
also highlights the same points of the alleged errors in al-Albani’s

perception of iman. Yet, it differs from Zahirat al-Irja’ in two important

% Ibid, 2/720

% A number of Saudi Senior Scholars praised Al-Hawali knowledge of ‘agidah. Al-

‘Uthaymin for instance praised al-Hawali’s book Manhaj al-Asha ‘irah fT al- ‘Aqidah

in which he refutes the creed of the Ash ‘aris.

67 Scholars such as Daniel Lav and Joas Wagemakers seem also to arrive at the same

conclusion that al-Albani restricts iman to one’s heart at the exclusion of actions.
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ways, related to the purpose of their authors. First, as mentioned above,
al-Hawali’s aim in his book was to examine the spread of the Murji ahs’
views within contemporary religious circles, especially amongst non-
Salafil scholars. The comments about al-Albani were supplementary and
secondary to the purpose of al-Hawali’s book. The case with Abt
Ruhayyim, as the title of his book reveals, is different. His aim is clearly

to examine al-Albani’s conception of iman. Secondly and more
importantly, al-Hawali does not seem to be interested in examining
whether or not al-Albani holds the views of Murji’ah. Rather, the
reservations of al-Hawali relate solely to al-Albani’s book Hukm Tarik
al-Salah. For this reason, he tries in a number of occasions to find
excuses for al-Albani’s “errors” and ask him to have another look at his
book and rewrite it.®® Again, Aba Ruhayyim is different, as he tries to
prove that the traces of al-Albani’s irja’ are not simply some errors in
one book, but rather that they are in fact a prevailing tendency in his

views on the questions of iman and takfir.

Essentially, Abti Ruhayyim examines a number of al-Albani’s statements
then asserts that his teacher has contradictory statements regarding the
interrelationship between outwardly acts and iman; On the one hand, al-
Albani defines iman in terms of what he sees as the correct Salafl
definition, which includes belief in the heart, affirmation of the tongue
and acts of the limbs. But al-Albani also makes other statements in
which he considers the shahddah to be sufficient to assure one’s status
as a Muslim, and restricts the practice of takfir to matters of belief to the
exclusion of actions. For Aba Ruhayyim, these contradictory statements
is an indication that al-Albani does not consider the category of
outwardly acts to be a fundamental part of iman but only a separate
condition for its perfection. ® This is an accusation similar to that
levelled against the Loyalists as we have seen in the previous chapter.
Abu Ruhayyim continues his argument by asserting that the statements in

which al-Albani defines iman as including outwardly acts are not enough

8 Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-Irja’ f1 al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/759
8 Abi Ruhayyim, Haqiqat al-Iman ‘ind al-Shaykh al-Albani, 38-39
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evidence to wipe out the accusations of irja’ levelled against him. This
is because they are not as explicit as the other statements in which al-
Albani asserts that outwardly actions are only a condition for the
perfection of iman not its validity, and that the declaration of faith is
sufficient to assure one’s salvation from hellfire. Amazingly, Abiu
Ruhayyim has no hesitation to conclude that the position of his shaykh
on iman and takftr corresponds with the position of the late Ash‘ari

scholar al-Bayjuri and not the position of the salaf.”

These observations by Aba Ruhayyim, while generally true, as we have
seen in al-Albani’s interpretation of hadith al-shafa ‘ah, are very much
open to dispute when one examines other statements of al-Albani, which
Abt Ruhayyim did not include in his book. A number of other statements
by al-Albani are in fact very similar to those of Ibn Taymiyyah,
discussed in the previous chapter,™ especially those on the impossibility
of the presence of valid iman in one’s heart without outwardly acts.
These are the very statements of Ibn Taymiyyah which the Jihadis and
the Activists use in their argument that the actions are a sufficient
condition for testing the validity of iman. Let us take the following

statement by al-Albani, for example

Iman without actions is futile for every time Allah almighty
mentions iman, it is [mentioned] alongside good deeds (al-
‘amal al-Salik). This is because it is not possible to imagine
iman without good deeds except in the case of a person who
says the testimony of faith then dies immediately. This case is
conceivable, but this is not the case with a person that utters
the testimony of faith who has a prolonged life and does not
perform any good deeds. The Lack of performing good deeds in
this case is evidence that such person states it merely by his
tongue and that iman did not enter into his heart.”

This statement clearly refutes the assumption that al-Albani’s views the

shahadah to be sufficient to assure one’s status as a Muslim. Perhaps it

0 Ibid, 62-63
I See pages 158-159
2 For this statement and a number of similar statements see: Bahumran, ma hdkatha
al-Haqiqah ya Aba Ruhayyim, 153-174
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does support the assertion of Aba Ruhayyim regarding the contradiction
found in al-Albani’s statements, but it certainly challenges the
assumption that al-Albani holds the position of the Ash‘aris in regards
outwardly acts. The Ash‘aris not only hold that it is possible for a person
to have valid iman in the heart without having performed any act at all,
but they also affirm that even the verbal declaration of faith is not a
necessary condition to assure one’s salvation from hellfire. The verbal
testimony of faith is the only thing necessary for the judgment of an
individual’s status in this world (akkam al-dunya).”™ This is not what al-
Albani believed, at least, not consistently. In fact, in a number of
statements, al-Albani seems to agree with the Jihadis and the Activists
that actions can also be a cause for major kufr regardless the belief of

the perpetrator.

There are also actions that can cause kufr i‘tigadr (i.e. major
kufr) for they possess explicit indication of the kufr of the
perpetrator /i’annaha tadullu ‘ala kufrihi dilalatan gat ‘iyyatan
yaqiniyyah. This is because his action substitutes the
utterances of the tongue such as he who knowingly and
intentionally steps on the Quran.™

Again, this statement seem to be in contradiction with other statements
cited by al-Albani’s critics to argue that he restricts takfir to matters of
belief to the exclusion of acts. In truth, this kind of statements by al-
Albani does actually raise more questions than answers concerning his

exact position on iman and takfir.

Further, these contradictory statements prove that al-Albani’s views on
iman and takfir are more complex than assumed by his critics and some

of the recent literature.

B Al-Bayjuri, Hashiyat al-Imam al-Bayjiari ‘ald Jawharat al-Tawhid, 94-95
* Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 70
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Al-Albant’s View: an Assessment

Essentially, al-Albani’s views are neither purely conventional Salafi nor
pure Ash‘ari but a combination of the two. This is to say that al-Albani,
contrary to the conventional Salafi position, considers outwardly acts to
be a condition for the perfection of iman, but at the same time, he adopts
Ibn Taymiyyah’s theory on the impossibility of having valid iman
without actions. Such a combined position is what Ibn Taymiyyah
ascribes to a number of Hanaft theologians. According to Ibn
Taymiyyah, the Hanafr theologians unanimously agree on the exclusion
of outwardly actions from iman but hold two different positions in

regards the interrelationship between acts and iman. The first group
consider outwardly acts to be a required dimension for iman, so for them
the absence of acts necessitates the absence iman in one’s heart. The
difference between Salafism and those theologians according to Ibn
Taymiyyah is largely a semantic one (lafzi) and the salaf considered
their views to be an innovation involving certain terminology and
behaviours, but not a heresy related to essential doctrines. This is
because a large part of the dispute with them over acts is merely
semantic, revolving around the proper term by which to refer to a given
entity.” This is not the case with the second group, who hold that the
absence of acts does not necessitate the absence of the iman in one’s

heart. Al-Albani is very similar to the first group as his abovementioned

statement suggests.

Yes, one might argue that al-Albani’s literal interpretation of hadith al-
shafa ‘ah shows that he does not hold that the absence of outwardly
actions necessitates the absence iman of the heart. However, that does
not determine his position because the purpose of al-AlbanT in that book
is purely jurisprudential and not creedal. It appears that al-Albani’s
focus on the jurisprudential aspect of the hadith in this book led him to
contradict not only his view on the interrelationship between iman and

acts but also his own view on the one who abandons prayer altogether.

S Ibn Taymiyyah, Majmi ‘ Al-Fatawa, 7/246.
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As we have seen, al-Albani holds that abandoning prayer altogether is
kufr. Such position necessitates that abandoning acts altogether is
similarly so. Hence, it is al-Albani’s determination to refute the view of
those who argue that abandoning the prayer occasionally is kufr that
resulted in his failure to notice that his literal interpretation of hadith al-
shafa‘ah is in fact in contradiction with his own opinion on tarik al-

salah.

What does also foster our argument here about the position of al-Albani
is the fact that he does not restrict the practice of takfir to belief. As we
have seen in his last statement, al-Albani believes that actions can also
be a basis for takfrr without the need to investigate the motivation in

one’s heart.

Yes, it is true that in a number of occasions he argues that the practice of
takfir of Muslims cannot be based on mere actions without a clear
indication that the action is performed out of istiklal, i ‘tigad and juhud.™
However, this alone should not be taken as a proof that he restricts the
practice of rtakfir to belief as his critics and some western scholars
affirm.”” This is because al-Albani’s use of terms such as juhad, istiklal
and al-kufr al-i ‘tigadr is different to the manner the Salafi scholars in
Saudi Arabia use them. The latter scholars use istizlal and juhid as to
mean rendering something that is haram to be halal and the denial of a
religious duty being an obligation respectively. As such, this type of kufr
in their view relates only to the speech of the heart (i.e. factual belief
tasdiq qalbt) and not the act of the heart.” For this reason when al-
Albani reasoned in his book that the cause of kufr in the case of the one
who persists to abandon prayer until death is jukiad, al-Hawali read it as
a restriction of kufr to factual belief as aforementioned. ™

As it happens, al-Albani uses these terms in a different manner that

surpasses factual belief. Unlike the Murji’ah who hold that the istiklal

6 Al-Albani, Hukm Tarik al-Salat, 61.
" Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology, 118.
8 See the chart of iman in the previous chapter, pagel58
" Al-Hawali, Zahirat al-\rja’ fi al-Fikr al-Islami, 2/704.
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and juhad represent a condition in the heart that cannot be known to us
unless the person explicitly declares it, 8 al-Albani affirms that these
conditions can also be known through a word or an act.® This entails that
istizlal and juhuad in his usage, are not restricted to the belief that
something is lawful or forbidden since such belief is a condition in the
heart and no one can know for certain what other people really believe.
The assertion that istikl/al and juhid can be known through an act shows
that al-Albani’s use of these terms goes beyond factual belief to include
the acts of the heart. In other words, when al-AlbanT states that no act of
commission or omission constitutes kufr without a clear indication that it
has been performed out of istiklal or juhiid, he does not mean that acts
can cause kufr only when the perpetrator does not have the belief and
affirmation in the heart that the duty is binding (i.e. factual belief). The
position that al-Albani’s critics believe to be irja’. Rather, he means that
for an act to be a basis for kufr it needs to entail the absence of either
factual belief (speech of the heart) or the acts of the heart. Hence, when
he argues that the one who abandons prayer altogether is kafir, his
argument is based on the belief that such act entails the absence of
commitment in the heart of the perpetrator not the absence of factual
belief as his critics read it. After all people sometimes believe that

something is a binding duty yet they simply do not perform it.

Ironically, al-Albani’s position on acts is very evident in al-Kufr Kufran
lecture, the very lecture Jihadis such as al al-Tartais1 criticize. In that
lecture, as we have seen above in al-Albani’s position on manmade
laws,® he differently to the Loyalists considers that judging whether the
act of replacing shari‘ah with manmade system of laws is major kufr to
be a subjective matter. Such assertion indicates that in principle, al-
Albani does not oppose the idea that outwardly abstention from

performing a religious duty can be considered as a manifestation of lack

8 |bid, 2/713-714
8 Al-Halabi, al-Tahthir min Fitnat al-Takfir, 70; Al Nu‘man, Mawsii‘at al-‘Allamah
al-Imam Mujaddid al-"Asr Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, 3/163
8 See page 138
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of commitment and adherence in one’s heart. The difference between him
and his critics is on whether this particular act can determine that the
individual has no iltizam. Hence, the position of al-Albani within
Salafism in regards the practice of takfir based on outwardly acts is
milder than that of the Saudi scholars but is not as lenient as that of the
Loyalists. The Loyalists hold that acts alone can never be considered to
be a manifestation of lack of commitment and adherence in one’s heart
without further investigation to whether this outwardly abstention is

performed out of arrogance or hatred for the rule of God.

Thus, al-Albani’s distinctive use of terms played a major role in
convincing his critics that he restricts the practice of takfir to factual
belief, and therefore to accuse him of holding certain aspects of irja’. It
also led some of those Loyalists close to him such as al-Halabi to adopt
a more restrictive position towards the practice of takfir than the one
that was widely accepted amongst the Salafis in Saudi Arabia, believing
that it is the position of al-Albani and therefore it must be the correct

Salaft position.

Summary

This chapter presented a detailed study of the accusations of irja’ that
levelled against one eminent senior Salafi scholar. Those accusations,
which centre on the definition of iman and kufr, and the necessary
conditions for determining kufr, revealed both the common
methodological features of Salafi argumentation, and the internal
divergences. That while al-Albani’s irritation with what he saw as the
hastiness of Saudi scholars in pronouncing the verdict of takfir on
Muslims who do not pray, combined with his focus on a single hadith
(hadith al-shafa ‘ah) led him to interpret this texts in a manner that was
found to be unacceptable even by some of his own students. His different
usage of religious definition and terms to the Saudi scholars, the claims
by the Loyalists that he read and approved their criticised writings, and
his reliance on “non-Salafr” writings led a number of Salafi scholars,

including those who respected him hugely, to the belief that he strayed
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beyond the limits of Salafi principles and methods, which are based

largely on the writings of Ibn Taymiyyah.

Based on the discussion in this chapter, we can summarise that al-
Albani’s approach to the question of takfir is slightly different to the
fashion followed by those Salafis who had their religious training in
Saudi Arabia. Al-Albani’s approach is characterised by a great
dependence on hadith as a central mechanism of setting up religious
opinions. This in turn led him to be influenced to a great extent by the
teachings of a number of classical hadith scholars, especially al-
‘Asqalani, whom he quotes at considerable length in his books. On the
other hand, the approach followed by the Saudi Salafis on takfir endorses
certain general principles laid by Ibn Taymiyyah and early Wahhab1

scholars as a guideline and they interpret the texts of hadith accordingly.

This is not to suggest that al-Albani does not hold the same level of
regard for lbn Taymiyyah as the Saudi scholars. Quite the opposite, for
al-Albani often recommends that people study Ibn Taymiyyah’s Book of
Iman in order to understand matters of iman and takfir. However, when it
comes to definitions and terminology, al-Albani is clearly less

influenced by him than the Saudi scholars.

This detailed study of the dispute over the creed of one key scholar
shows the centrality of doctrines and interpretive methodology to the
Salafis, and that political affiliations fail to explain otherwise why those
who respect each other so highly would argue with each other so

violently and in public.
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Chapter Seven:Conclusion

This research set out to examine the doctrinal diversity within
contemporary Salafism and identify the key elements and roots of the
divergence between the proponents of this religious tradition. The
research has also sought to enhance the understanding of Salafism in
general and the causes of the intra-Salafi disputes over politics and
violence in particular. Salafism is a relatively new field of study in
academia and the literature on topics relating to these intra-Salafi
disputes is scarce and if it is discussed, it is predominantly through the
prism of political and security studies. Such non-Islamic studies
approaches tend to overlook the fact that the Salafis define their political
views first and foremost through doctrine. This research sought to focus
on the doctrinal underpinnings of these disputes by answering two main

questions that relate to what Salafism means:

1- What are the various Salafi views on the legitimacy of present-day
rulers in the Muslims World and how to deal with them?
2- How the existence of different views within Salafism on what
constitutes rman and kufr contributed to these disputes?
The schism within contemporary Salafism can be traced back to the early
1990s when the Saudi government invited the American-led troops to its
soil to defend the Kingdom against what was believed to be an imminent
threat posed by Saddam Hussein. This schism took place mainly amongst
the Salafis inside Saudi Arabia before it spread beyond its borders to
reach almost every place where Salafism was present. This research has
shown that this schism started as a mere legal disagreement over the age-
old jurisprudential question of whether Muslims are permitted to seek
the assistance of non-Muslims in war. Generally, jurisprudential
disagreements are tolerated by all Salafis and are very unlikely to cause
any accusations of deviation. However, this dispute evolved through
various stages to turn into a fierce creedal dispute over who represents
true Salafism. In the first stage, the above legal dispute grew into
disagreements between the Activists on the one hand and the Loyalists

and Senior Scholars on the other, over the correct Salafi method to
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oppose an evil doing by the ruler. Both the Loyalists and the Senior
Scholars insisted that opposition to the ruler must be in the form of
Private advice and should not be overt or violent, while the Activists did
not see any harm in overt criticism. The second stage was characterised
by questioning both the legitimacy of present-day rulers in the Muslim
World, particularly their status as Muslims for implementing manmade
legal systems instead of shari‘ah. The question of declaring takfir on the
rulers due to the implementation of manmade laws drew an abundant
literature and became at the heart of all intra-Salafi debates towards mid-
1990s. This in turn led to the third stage of the disputes which revolves
around the crucial creedal issue of the relationship between one’s
outwardly actions and one’s iman. It is at this stage when accusations of

deviancy from Salafism became a serious matter.

At this later stage, it has become clear that in terms of takfir, there
exists two main tendencies within contemporary Salafism. On the one
hand, there is a traditional hard-line tendency led by the Saudi Senior
Scholars which also includes the Activists and the Jihadis. This view of
takfir follows methodically and rigorously the teachings of Ibn
Taymiyyah on the relationship between one’s outwardly actions and
iman. It can be summarised in the following two points: (i) the
impossibility for a person to have valid iman in the heart without having
it manifested in their outer behaviour and actions; (ii) the causes of kufr
are not restricted to matters of belief to the exclusion of acts, rather
there are also certain acts of commission and omission that can cause
kufr, regardless of the culprit’s inner belief. On this basis, the followers
of this tendency believe that the abolition of shari‘ah as a system of law

is kufr because it reveals a lack of commitment to rule by shari‘ah.

On the other hand, there is a lenient tendency adopted by al-Albani and
propagated mainly by the Loyalist trend. The followers of this tendency,
though in principle accept the authority of Ibn Taymiyyah on questions
related to iman, they do not put the same emphasis on lbn Taymiyyah’s
terminology and arguments on the questions of iman and kufr as the

others. Rather, they do also consider the views of some other classical
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scholars who have conventionally been charged with (traces of) irja’ by
Salafi scholars. As a result, their views on takfir are more of a
combination between the teachings of two different traditions. This
combination of traditions is the reason that led al-Albani to be the first
Senior Salafi Scholar to adopt a less rigorous position towards the
application of manmade laws instead of shari‘ah. For the followers of
this view, the application of manmade systems of law is not kufr because
it does not manifestly reveal the rejection or the denial of shari‘ah as a
system of law. Lack of commitment in this view, cannot be determined

by a mere act.

The study has also shown that in addition to the creedal differences
causing the rift within Salafism, the fact that the implementation of
manmade laws is a new phenomenon with no obvious precedent upon
which scholars can draw has also played a role in these disputes. This
finding supports the hypothesis presented earlier in this research that the
schism within Salafism cannot be linked merely to the subjective nature
of applying religion to new legal affairs but also to some creedal
differences. It also verifies that the prestigious position of al-Albani
within Salafism has led to a new tendency within Salafism in regards to
the question of takfir as he was the first of the Senior Scholars to

combine between these diverse traditions in matters of takfir.

Additionally, the research has found that in spite of the fierce intra-
Salafi debates and the mutual accusations of deviancy from Salafism,
contemporary Salafi trends share a great deal of common doctrine. This
shared doctrine is of two categories; a category they share with non-
Salaft scholars such as the obligation upon Muslim judges and heads of
the state to rule in accordance with shari‘ah, and another category of
doctrine that is unique to the Salafi teaching. In this research, several
points of the latter category have emerged. First, the expansive
definition of shirk which is a direct result of their differentiation
between tawhid al-rububiyyah and tawhid al-ulahiyyah and the assertion
that the polytheists believed in the former but were not granted the status

of Muslims before they accepted the latter. Second, the approach to
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God’s attributes in the scripture that stresses on accepting the literal
meaning of these attributes without investigation into their modality.
Third, the rejection of a number of popular rituals due to the restrictive
perception they adopt of what constitutes a reprehensible innovation in
Islam. Fourth, the somehow relaxed attitude towards accepting legal
opinions from outside one’s legal school and the rejection of the
traditional non-Salafi approach that often requires Muslims to choose
one of the four Sunni schools and stick to its legal opinions. These
identified points serve as a minimal definition of Salafism which can
help scholars to distinguish between non-Salafi scholars from the Salafi

ones.

Notwithstanding this, there are also certain traits that distinguish each
trend from the rest. These traits can be easily attained from the labels |

have chosen to give to each trend in this research.

The Jihadis are distinguished by their belief that jihad is the only means
by which Muslims can establish an Islamic state and rid the ummah (the
Muslim nation) from its present predicament. As a result, we find that
the emphasis of the discourses of the theologians who belong to this
trend (such as al-Maqdisi and Abt Qatadah) rarely go beyond issues of
al-hakimiyyah and matters of iman, kufr and takfir. The proponents of
this trend are heavily influenced by the inherited hostile attitude towards
manmade laws found in the writings of a number of authoritative Salafi
Scholars such as the late Grand Mufti Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim. However,
they differ from these scholars in two points. First, the main concern of
authoritative scholars is the contestation of the very idea of applying
manmade laws instead of shari‘ah theoretically whereas the Jihadis’
concern is how to eradicate secularism by force. Second, the
authoritative scholars seem to believe that the correct method of
challenging/removing manmade laws and changing the status quo starts
at the level of society first then goes up to the state, whereas for the

Jihadis it is the other way round.

As for the Loyalists who are on the other end of the spectrum of the

Jihadis, their distinctive feature is the fact that they do not consider that
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the implementation of manmade laws amounts to the nullification of the
religious legitimacy of present-day rulers in the Muslim world. Such
feature distinguishes them from all other Salaft protagonists including
al-Albani who believe that the application of shari‘ah is an
indispensable condition for the religious legitimacy of a ruler. This
feature has led them to call for an absolute subservience to present-day
political authorities and consider all forms of overt criticism of
governments, including political activism in the Muslim world, as a
deviation from the teaching of Salafism. Essentially the Loyalists
adopted al-Albani’s principle of avoiding politics and his criticisms of
the MB and then developed them into an attitude that makes every
Islamist group or figurehead engaging in politics including those of a
Salaft background, a legitimate target for their criticisms. For them, the
danger incorporated in the “deviant” manhaj of the Activists is greater
than the danger of the secularists themselves; therefore they made fellow
Salafis engaging in any form of political opposition a priority for their

attacks over the secularists.

Perhaps it is not inaccurate to say that the commonality between the
Jihadis and the Loyalists is their narrow understanding of what
constitutes Salafism, which is reflected in their exclusivist attitudes
towards the other. To reject the other, both the Jihadis and the Loyalists
resort to an excessive use of takfir and tabdi‘ respectively.

The Activists are positioned in the centre of the spectrum of Salafism
and they are distinguished by their overt political activism in opposition
of present-day rulers. Unlike both the Loyalists and the Jihadis, the
Activists accept political activism and engagement?! as a method to
change status quo and for this reason they are more tolerant towards
other non-Salafi Islamist groups engaging in politics such as the Muslim
Brotherhood and its figureheads. They also oppose the use of violent

means employed by the Jihadis though; they are similar to them in terms

1 They accept political participation but not all of them are actively engaged in the
politics of their respective countries.
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of rejecting the legitimacy of the ruler who does not apply shari‘ah. This
similarity is the reason why on the one hand the Jihadis do not consider
them as deviant as the Loyalists and on the other hand, the Loyalists
view their teachings as a combination between the ideas of the Jihadis

and the MB.

Essentially, it can be said that contemporary Salafism has the aspects of
both revolution and pacifism embedded in its teaching and opting for one
of them depends on one’s personal judgement on the political situation
the person lives in. This judgement is affected to a great extent by
whether or not one considers the ruling according to manmade laws to be
an act of kufr. Those whose answer to this question is negative are
pacifists, whereas those answering in positive have the potential to be

revolutionaries.

Further, this research has encountered a number of limitations, which
need to be considered. First, it has focussed on the disputes within
Salafism in the 1990s a period that is considered the start of the schisms
within this intellectual tradition. As a direct consequence of this
limitation, the research has not examined the escalation of these disputes
beyond this period nor other new disputes that have surfaced after the
1990s. Second, since the 1990s there have been several disputes that
have led to new schisms within some of these trends. For instance, the
Loyalists nowadays are divided into at least three separate groups
accusing each other of a number of deviations from Salafism. Further
examination of the intra-Salafi disputes after the 1990s will undoubtedly
add greatly to our understanding of the dynamics within this theological
tradition. In addition, a separate study of the list of websites provided in
the bibliography will allow research into the online dynamics of Salafi

debates around, but not limited to, these questions.

Finally, this study sought to offer a much needed insight of the
underpinning doctrine behind the contradicting Salafi views on politics.
It is my hope that it will add significantly to the growing literature
seeking to unveil the ambiguity surrounding Salafism and understand the

causes of schism amongst its protagonists.
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