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Islamism has become the most important 
political ideology and most powerful move-
ment for change in the world. Political 
Islam must be seen first and foremost 
as a revolutionary movement seeking to 
transform existing systems. Far from being 
something to be mystified about or seen 
in strict isolation, political Islam is par-
allel to many previous movements both 
from European and in Middle East history, 
including communism, fascism, national-
ism, socialism, and liberalism.

The purpose of this book is to examine the 
Islamist movement in the many countries 
where it is present. It is intended as a factu-
ally oriented report and analysis discussing 
Islamism in five categories:

1. The groups along with their pro-
grams and degree of importance 
as well as their relationship to the 
politics and societies of the coun-
tries in which they function.

2. The movements’ leaders, their ori-
entations, ideas, and capabilities.

3. Those institutions involved in 
Islamist activities, whether inde-
pendent or controlled by a specific 
political organization.

4. Ideologies that guide the move-

ments in the choice of strategy and 
tactics.

5. Activities undertaken by the groups, 
whether violent or peaceful, and the 
events that affect their fortunes.

History of Islam and the 
Emergence of Islamism

The picture that emerges is intended to 
provide an understanding of how Islamism 
operates and has developed in all its variety, 
its chances for political victory, and details 
about the state of the movement throughout 
the world.

Islam has existed for almost 1,400 years, 
but the radical Islamist political philosophy 
is a modern creation. As proof that their 
interpretation of Islam is correct, Islamists 
can cite specific passages from the Koran, 
Muhammad’s sayings, deeds of Islam’s early 
years, and Islamic theologians of the Middle 
Ages, but their reading is highly selective 
and is often at variance with Islam as prac-
ticed over the centuries. Islamism, then, is 
a political creed, a response to very modern 
problems.

Shortly after it began in the early sev-
enth century, the Islamic religion enjoyed 
remarkable military and political successes. 

An Introduction to Assessing  
Contemporary Islamism

Barry Rubin
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Consolidating its base of support in the cit-
ies of Medina and then Mecca, Islam spread 
further by its direct appeal and—even more 
significant—the fact that Muslim armies 
defeated both the Byzantine and Persian 
Empires, the latter in 637 c.e. Almost 
overnight, in historical terms, an exten-
sive empire was created stretching from 
Afghanistan in the east, through the Fertile 
Crescent, Egypt and North Africa, and even 
all the way to Spain in the West.

To Muslims, this expansion seemed like 
a miracle, though aided by the fact that the 
political rivals it had defeated were already 
weak and demoralized. Nevertheless, suc-
cess on the battlefield made Islam a mighty 
power in both religious and political terms—
a factor that has lasted down to the pres-
ent day. By various means of pressure and 
 benefits—many of them  economic—the 
great majority of the local non-Arab people 
were so thoroughly converted to the new 
religion that they would thereafter gener-
ally act as if they had never had any other 
previous identity.

How would the Muslim people be gov-
erned? As long as Islam’s founding prophet, 
Muhammad, was alive, he was the clear 
leader, combining in himself both religious 
and political functions. After his death, he 
was followed by four caliphs who also held—
at least nominally—these two functions. In 
retrospect, many Muslims view this era as 
a “golden age,” the peak of their religion’s 
piety as well as worldly success.

Most significantly for today, it is this time 
that Islamists idealize and to which they 
wish to return. Indeed, political Islamism 
claims legitimacy by arguing that it is this 
era of perceived high piety, close adherence 
to their religion’s tenets, and Islam’s politi-
cal domination that is the proper model 
for living and governing current society. In 
comparison, the last 1,200 years of the actu-

al functioning of the societies and polities in 
which Muslims live has been a deviation.

Was the golden age indeed so wonderful? 
In fact, three of the first four caliphs were 
assassinated, and the Muslim lands were 
repeatedly ripped by civil war—sometimes 
among factions with differing theological 
views. The most important and lasting split 
was between the Sunni and Shi’a, the result 
of a disagreement about who should be the 
next caliph. By 750 c.e.—a century after 
the spread of Islam—an Umayyad dynasty 
ruled from Damascus. Especially ironic was 
that this family had been among the lead-
ing opponents of Islam and of its founding 
prophet in the first place.

It should be added, though, that these 
facts are much better known among 
Western scholars than among Muslim 
believers. Historical inquiry and the criti-
cal examination of sources has been gener-
ally discouraged in Muslim lands, especial-
ly about Islam’s early period. The myth of 
a political golden age when all were pious 
and everything went well for Muslims is 
deeply entrenched, furnishing ammunition 
for contemporary political Islamists who 
view this period as the basis for a modern-
day utopia.

After the eighth century, a series of dynas-
ties followed and the original unified caliph-
ate was divided into sometimes warring 
states over the centuries. The caliph (reli-
gious leader) and the sultan (political ruler) 
were usually two titles held by a single per-
son. However, in practice, it was the role of 
sultan that was primary.

In fact, then, the history of religion and 
politics in Muslim lands during the Middle 
Ages was roughly parallel to that in the 
West. Religious authorities had great power, 
but it was really the state and its kings or 
sultans that prevailed in the actual govern-
ing of the people. The same applies to law, 
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with religious law nominally in command 
but with the law set by the state, nobles, 
and customs playing the more important 
role. Indeed, the intellectual and cultur-
al peak of the Muslim states, during the 
Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad of 1,000 
years ago, was characterized by a libertine 
court in which poetry celebrated the joys of 
eroticism and wine.

What is different is the developments 
that followed in terms of the intellectual 
and technological spheres. In the Christian-
dominated West, beginning around the 
1400s, there was an age of invention, devel-
opment, exploration, and colonization cou-
pled with the Reformation, Renaissance, and 
Enlightenment. The political and worldly 
power of religious institutions declined, 
while secular thought pushed back the 
power of religion to restrict free inquiry.

By way of contrast, in the Muslim-ruled 
lands, conservative theologians prevailed. 
In the eleventh century, Ibn Salah al-Din 
al-Shahruzi issued a fatwa (religious edict) 
banning the study of logic as a “heresy 
delivering man into Satan’s bosom.” The 
advocates of such ideas favored the nar-
rowest possible reading of Muslim texts 
as opposed to thinkers who tried to ana-
lyze them using the tools of comparison 
and logic. The former, victorious school 
preached, in the words of the contemporary 
Egyptian liberal thinker Tarek Heggy, who 
wrote in his article “Our Need for a ‘Culture 
of Compromise,’” “a dogmatic adherence to 
the letter rather than the spirit of religion 
[which slammed] the doors shut in the face 
of rationality.”

The rulers of the day preferred the con-
servative approach, which clamped down on 
dissent and defended the status quo against 
liberals who raised subversive questions. 
Consequently, the gates of ijtihad—letting 
qualified scholars debate the reinterpreta-

tion of religious texts to fit new times and 
situations—were closed. Creative thinking 
or critical inquiry regarding the meaning 
of the Koran and later religious texts was 
forbidden. Only rulings already made and 
narrowly adhered to would be acceptable.

The greatest irony is that it had been 
Europeans who heeded the rationalist 
Islamic scholars of the Middle Ages in 
their revival of classical Greek thought. 
Thus, these Muslim scholars helped pave 
the way for Europe’s great cultural and 
scientific progress while being forgotten by 
their own people. In the West, rationalists 
defeated dogmatists. The backward Middle 
Ages had given way to the Renaissance and 
Reformation. Had the same side won in 
Europe as in the Middle East, Heggy noted, 
Europe today would be at a far lower stage 
of development and enlightenment.

Yet even this does not tell the whole 
story. In practice, politics and society were 
highly conservative but also evinced a 
strong pragmatic streak. Traditional Islam 
as it was practiced for 1,000 years preferred 
that Muslims live under a Muslim ruler. 
Such a ruler, however, would be acceptable 
as long as he could be considered reason-
ably pious and he did not interfere with 
religious practice.

It was further accepted that Muslim cler-
ics should steer clear of politics. Religious 
observance was strong, but not generally 
compelled in any detail or with a great 
degree of strictness. It was forbidden to 
accuse other Muslims—except in the most 
extreme and rare circumstances—of being 
heretical. Existing customs, including pre-
Islamic ones or local traditional interpreta-
tions, were accepted.

The fact that traditional Islam as actually 
practiced was and is distinct from Islamism 
is a point of the greatest importance, the 
key factor explaining why most Muslims 
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have not accepted Islamism as their politi-
cal doctrine. At the same time, though, 
many Islamist arguments meet with more 
approval, because they can claim to be con-
sistent with widely accepted principles—
which explains why Islamism is as popular 
as it has been among Muslims. For example, 
mainstream Muslim clerics would once have 
laughed at any notion that suicide terrorist 
attacks were religiously proper, but now, 
because of the pressure and persuasion 
of Islamist groups, they are increasingly 
accepted as conforming to Islam.

There is, of course, then, a material basis 
for Islamism in historic Islam, but at the 
same time, modern Islamism contains pro-
foundly original and deviant aspects as well. 
Conservative-traditionalist Islam might 
have governed social behavior and given 
legitimacy to rulers in many cases, but it 
essentially was removed from political gov-
ernance. On one hand, then, the ideas of 
Islamism can be shown to be contrary to the 
way Islam was practiced for 1,000 years. On 
the other hand, however, the Islamists can 
also cite sources in their favor just as critics 
can point out contradictions.

The key point is that Islamism—whatever 
its roots—is very much a modern ideology. 
It is one that aims for primarily political 
rather than theological change, compelled 
by a vision of the ideal society and seeking 
to seize control of whole countries, and in 
some cases even the whole world.

As an alternative source of political and 
cultural identity, it tries to subsume both 
nationalism and class. Regarding the for-
mer, Muslims have long seen themselves as 
a community (umma) of believers. Islamism 
says that this should be the primary identity 
of its members, the “nation” to which they 
adhere that transcends existing national 
boundaries. Of course, in practice, Islamists 
by necessity and often predisposition orga-

nize and see themselves as functioning 
within state lines, though there have been 
many efforts to transcend this situation.

As for class and socialist/communist 
approaches, Islamists have presented 
Muslims as an oppressed group, the new 
proletariat, the mechanism of global revo-
lutionary change. There are parallels here, 
though distorted ones, to Vladimir Lenin’s 
view of imperialism, which later leftists read 
as meaning that the key divisions in the 
world were now among nations rather than 
among classes within states. In the Islamist 
concept, imperialism means that Muslims 
are oppressed by both external attack and 
internal backwardness resulting from for-
eign machinations.

In its diversity, Islamism might be 
described as a universe of discourse. There 
are other forms political Islam might take 
than radical Islamism, including Islamic 
democratic movements akin to European 
Christian Democratic ones or even a liberal 
brand of Islam that encourages progressive 
social change. The first category, however, 
is almost nonexistent outside of Turkey, 
while the second is restricted to extremely 
small groups of intellectuals, dispropor-
tionately found among Muslim minority 
communities in the West. The most popular 
variant outside of radical Islamism could be 
described as political Islamic lobbying, as 
in post–Saddam Hussein Iraq or in Saudi 
Arabia, in which groups do not seek total 
state power so much as they try to use 
political or social power to bring about a 
more “Islamic” society.

Nevertheless, from the time of the 1979 
Iranian Revolution onward—and even more 
so in recent years—political Islam has been 
dominated by radical Islamists, who have 
even had tremendous influence in pulling 
conservative-traditionalist Muslims in their 
direction.
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Modern Islamists have approached a 
problem quite parallel, despite its many 
differences in detail, to the roots of radi-
cal movements in the West and elsewhere. 
The goal is to seize control over history, to 
consciously and systematically shape the 
future. This is, on the one hand, a response 
to perceptions that the pace of development 
is too slow and, on the other hand, a protest 
against the direction of change.

The supposed goal in both cases was 
to ensure that “the people” lived better 
in an ideal society whose rules were set 
by the laws of life. Of course, Islamism, 
communism, and fascism defined all their 
guideposts in different ways but covered the 
same basic terrain. Moreover, in practice, 
the struggles waged often did not improve 
things but rather made things worse, both 
through the process of fighting (violence, 
destruction) and with the results of failed 
policies being implemented by successful 
revolutionaries.

What twentieth-century radical Islamists 
have done in the public sphere has been, in 
effect, the equivalent of what Marxist and 
fascist ideologues and politicians accom-
plished in the West. An ideology was created 
that directed groups of professional revolu-
tionaries, gained support among at least a 
large sector of the public it addressed, and 
inspired political violence.

Another way to make this point is 
that revolutionary Islamism has been 
the adaptation—though the practitioners 
are themselves unaware of this point—of 
Marxism-Leninism to Muslim societies. 
Gone, of course, is the ferocious secular-
ism of Communist movements, but most 
of the strategic and tactical elements are 
there. These include the concept of a guid-
ing ideology, a vanguard party (or at least 
group), the view of imperialism as the 
main enemy, the legitimacy of violence, 

the designation of a revolutionary motive 
force (all proper Muslims), the idea of 
national liberation, and the ultimate dic-
tatorship of those rightly guided by the 
correct ideology who will control all key 
institutions.

The proposed solution is something old 
in theory, but very new in practice: the 
rule of the society by Islamic law and 
spirit. Yet what this means in practice is 
very much a matter of debate. Some points 
are relatively obvious—the judicial rule 
of Shari’a—but others (the running of 
an economy, for example) have no simple 
answer. There can also certainly be a polit-
ical Islam without Islamism, seeking a 
society more influenced by Islam without 
being totally ruled by an interpretation of 
it. Nevertheless, the vast majority of the 
individuals and groups advocating a politi-
cal Islam are Islamists, and the problem 
they are faced with is how to gain power 
to implement their vision.

In this context, terrorism is only one tac-
tic among many potential alternatives. For 
many groups, however, it has seemed to be 
the indispensable way of mobilizing support 
and seizing power. Each radical Islamist 
group has to choose how to attain power in 
a specific country. Different factions, orga-
nizations, and thinkers have put forward 
many strategies based on their individual 
views and conditions in the country where 
they operate. These tactics can include ter-
rorism, insurgency, mass organizing, build-
ing a society within a society, elections, 
and other things. Another key issue is 
whether the priority is to attack a govern-
ment within one’s country or to try to win 
support by striking against foreign non-
Muslims. Strategies and tactics also change 
over time. The common goal, however, is to 
get into power and presumably—or at least 
in theory—never to yield it again.
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Defining Islamism

What then is Islamism? In content, it is an 
interpretation of Islam directed at achieving 
a political goal. Radical Islamism has been 
the overwhelmingly most powerful such 
standpoint, though of course not the only 
possible one. This is a revolutionary politi-
cal ideology, parallel to such systematic pro-
grams as communism and fascism, liberal 
democracy and nationalism.

The main concepts of Islamism, though 
varying in detail, are found below:

First, Islam provides all the elements 
needed by both society and polity. As a 
result, it should be the commanding source 
of ideas and laws. This notion is embodied 
in a common Islamist slogan, “Islam is the 
answer.” Ultimately, humans have no right 
to choose their systems or laws, because God 
has done so for them. Their job is merely to 
adhere to God’s will.

Second, only a proper Islam is suitable as 
the governing doctrine, which means a strict 
view based on how the founders and early 
disciples of Islam would have interpreted it. 
Of course, not all Islamists agree on precise-
ly what is proper Islam, and most Muslims 
do not agree with any of the Islamists about 
the definition of their religion. In addition, 
some Islamists are Shi’a while others are 
Sunni, which constitutes a divide in its own 
right. Still, despite all these issues, there is a 
great deal of overlap among Islamists.

Third, all the states where Muslims live—
at least those where radical Islamists do not 
hold power—and their societies must be 
thoroughly purged and transformed. This 
concept challenges all existing standard 
traditional Islam, implying for example that 
the great majority of existing clerics are 
not practicing or teaching Islam properly. 
“Islamic Thought in the Last 100 Years 
Is Largely Un-Islamic,” ran a revealing 

headline in the Iranian Islamist newspaper 
Kayhan International in May 1985. Most 
professing Muslims do not like the idea of 
having their behavior called hypocritical or 
improper. To say so seems heretical to them, 
and they are right to feel that way based 
on traditional Muslim doctrine. After all, 
Muslims had thought themselves properly 
religious for centuries without ever acting 
as the Islamists prescribed. The great cler-
ics of the past had preached cooperation 
with the authorities or passivity until the 
messiah returned to put the world right. 
However, this problem could be played down 
by Islamists who could merely say that their 
societies are misgoverned and unjust, that 
the fault lies with impious rulers or anti-
Muslim foreigners, and that the problem 
can be fixed once Islam is properly practiced 
in a future utopian Islamist state.

Fourth, Islamists have also revived the 
concept of jihad as a high-priority duty. The 
great majority of Muslims accept the idea 
that jihad means a struggle against non-
Muslims to increase the area under the rule 
of Islam but have treated it as an archaic 
concept, something not suitable for today. 
In contrast, Islamists use jihad to mobilize 
revolutionary forces.

Last, the question remains as to whom 
to wage jihad against. If nominally Muslim 
rulers and officials are, in fact, in a state 
of apostasy, and since apostasy from Islam 
is punishable by death, it is justified to 
kill such people. If, however, the true cul-
prits are foreign non-Muslims (the United 
States, the West, Israel, a Christian-Jewish 
conspiracy), the uncomfortable problem of 
fighting fellow Muslims is pushed aside. 
Even in this conception, however, those in 
power can be seen as instruments of these 
evil forces, what is called the “comprador” 
group in Marxist terminology.

It is interesting to note, however, that the 
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idea of the central problem being the victim-
ization of Muslims by a Western-American-
Zionist reign of imperialist oppression and 
aggression is not an Islamist innovation but 
a concept taken from the Arab nationalists 
who have dominated the political and intel-
lectual scene there for a half century. Thus, 
this belief has already been constructed and 
reinforced into a powerful edifice. Viewing 
Arab nationalism as an inadequate response 
to the challenges faced by Arabs (or, in 
Islamist terms, Muslims) is a mere observa-
tion of the obvious.

The strictest form of mainstream Islam 
widely practiced—the Wahhabi version, 
which dominates in Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar—is not in itself Islamist, though its 
doctrine certainly parallels that school of 
thought. After all, Saudi Arabia is really 
a traditional state in Muslim terms, given 
that the religious and political authorities 
are quite separate though the religious ones 
have much influence and the political ones 
have strong Islamic credentials. Islamists 
do not see Saudi Arabia—which they view 
as too corrupt and subservient to the West 
even as they take its money—as their model. 
Indeed, Osama bin Ladin’s original broader 
vision was as an Islamist revolutionary 
seeking to overthrow the Saudi regime.

Wahhabism, however, can be a portal to 
Islamism, because it trains people to believe 
that a stricter, less tolerant, form of Islam 
is normative. Moreover, Saudi Arabia is the 
source of massive funding funneled to radi-
cal Islamist groups and institutions, either 
out of genuine support or as protection 
money designed to deter the recipients from 
attacking Saudi Arabia itself.

In short, Islamism is a political ideology 
seeking to seize state power and transform 
existing societies. It says that the answer to 
the problems of countries where Muslims 
live is neither tradition nor nationalism nor 

liberal democratic pragmatism, but only rule 
by a regime based on a strictly interpreted 
version of Islam. It seeks the overturn of 
existing regimes, by violence or other means. 
It views all the problems of Muslim coun-
tries and societies as being created by the 
West and Israel or their local, superficially 
Muslim, collaborators. It rejects Western 
approaches to political or social issues but 
usually not Western technology. It demands 
the expulsion of Western political or cultural 
influences from their countries and societies 
and Israel’s destruction. It argues that a vic-
tory achieving these goals is easy if Muslims 
are only united, willing to fight, and ready 
to sacrifice their lives.

Beyond this basic analysis and program, 
Islamism leaves many issues open. No sin-
gle state, movement, or leader furnishes 
a model for all of its exponents. Islamists 
may view Iran or the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan in a positive or negative light. 
They may disagree to the point of fight-
ing among themselves. Sunni and Shi’a 
Islamists may champion the cause of their 
denomination and hate the other one or, at 
times, cooperate. Islamists may or may not 
favor a leading role for clerics or be led by 
self-taught figures whose level of theological 
knowledge is quite low.

Strategies and Tactics

Also left open and subject to change are ques-
tions of revolutionary strategy and tactics. 
On the tactical level, many Islamist move-
ments have embraced armed struggle and 
terrorism, but this is by no means the only 
choice. Islamist groups can be involved in 
grassroots organizing and even elections, 
depending on the specific group and circum-
stances. Providing social services, at least 
to their own supporters, may or may not be 
important elements in building a popular 
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base. As for strategy, some put the priority on 
overthrowing the local regime, as a stepping 
stone toward destroying Israel and defeating 
the West or—like bin Ladin—put the empha-
sis on attacking the West and Israel as a 
necessity for bringing down their own rulers. 
Groups may be jealously local, focusing on a 
single country, or internationalist.

Whatever their ideology, tactics, or pri-
orities, it is by no means inevitable that 
Islamism will triumph, not only among 
Muslims in general, but even in any specific 
country. Since the 1979 Iranian Revolution—
and with temporary exceptions in Sudan 
and Afghanistan—no Islamist regime has 
successfully seized power. The strength of 
existing rulers and the hostility or indiffer-
ence of the majority of Muslims have pre-
vented such an outcome. Yet Islamism has 
clearly become the main opposition force 
throughout the Arab world and in countries 
ranging from Nigeria to Indonesia. In the 
early twenty-first century, following the col-
lapse of communism, it is also the leading 
alternative ideology to liberal democratic 
thought in the world.

Islamism, then, is a reaction to the dis-
locations of modern times, the influence of 
Western ideas, and the perceived failure of 
other political philosophies where Muslims 
live, especially in the Middle East, but also 
in such places as Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Chechnya.

Modern Islamism can be traced to 
the founding of the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood by Hasan al-Banna in 1928. 
It proposed to put Egypt under an Islamic 
regime based on Muslim law. The movement 
emphasized mass organizing but also had a 
secret armed group that carried out political 
assassinations. Banna himself was killed and 
his movement was suppressed by President 
Gamal Abdel Nasser’s regime in the 1950s. 
By then, however, the Brotherhood had 

spread to other places—notably Jordan, 
Syria, and among the Palestinians.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s most impor-
tant ideologue, whose influence would 
spread very far, was Sayyid Qutb. Qutb, 
executed by Nasser’s government in 1966, 
developed the idea that contemporary soci-
ety in Muslim countries was comparable to 
the pre-Islamic era of jahiliyya (ignorance) 
and was hence illegitimate. Thus, it was pos-
sible for him to redefine jihad not so much 
as a struggle to spread Islam to non-Muslim 
lands but as one to revolutionize and purify 
countries already Muslim.

During this period, though—and especial-
ly in the 1950s and 1960s—Islam’s political 
role was mainly as a conservative force used 
by monarchies to preserve traditional soci-
ety and fight against radical, secularist Arab 
nationalist movements and regimes that 
were often allied with the Soviet Union. 
Islamic groups were sponsored by countries 
like Saudi Arabia and Jordan to counter 
revolutionary change.

This was the political Islam of conserva-
tive-traditional forces. It was mainstream 
Islam, because the religious leadership had 
for centuries made an accommodation with 
governments. As long as a country’s rulers 
were at least publicly pious Muslims and 
Islam was not persecuted, the clerics accept-
ed this division of power. Such a movement 
was the direct opposite of Islamism, which 
challenged the status quo and sought power 
for itself.

Radical Islamist movements, however, 
were gradually developing during the 1970s. 
For example, in Egypt, the government 
of President Anwar Sadat let the Muslim 
Brotherhood function again, seeking to use 
it as an ally against his leftist factional 
rivals. The group ran candidates for parlia-
ment indirectly and campaigned for impos-
ing Shari’a as the basis for Egyptian law. 
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In Syria, the local Brotherhood organized 
against the government underground, with 
a measure of success until it was violently 
repressed in 1982.

However, the great impetus for the rapid 
growth of such groups was the victory of a 
radical Islamist revolution in Iran, which 
opened the first phase of Islamism as a major 
political force throughout the Middle East 
and beyond. Just as the Russian Revolution 
shaped the political left for decades thereaf-
ter, the 1979 upheaval in Iran had a similar 
effect on Islamist movements throughout 
the Middle East and beyond. Even when 
the groups had no loyalty or even liking for 
Tehran, the fact that the Iranians showed 
that a revolution of this sort could happen 
provided plentiful inspiration. Moreover, 
many of the Islamist groups held ideas par-
allel to the thinking of the Iranian revolu-
tion’s leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

If Qutb was the Islamist revolution’s 
equivalent of Karl Marx for communism, 
Khomeini was the movement’s Vladimir 
Lenin. According to Khomeini, there is a 
worldwide struggle between the forces of 
Islam and those of corrupt materialism, a 
struggle in which every Muslim must take 
sides. The Muslim masses must be mobilized 
to fight the West, and Western conceptions 
of freedom and social organization must be 
rejected. All existing regimes in Muslim-
populated countries were illegitimate and 
should be overthrown.

The appeal of Iran’s revolution also came 
at a time when the dominant force in the 
Arab world, Arab nationalism, was becoming 
increasingly discredited. The Arab national-
ists had failed to drive out Western influ-
ence, destroy Israel, unite the Arab world, 
or provide rapid economic development 
and higher living standards. The atmo-
sphere is well conveyed in Professor Hisham 
Sharabi’s 1985 speech “Unity, Disunity and 

Fragmentation in the Arab World”: “Today 
the Arab reality and the Arab dream appear 
separated by an unbridgeable gap. The 
hope that has animated the past genera-
tion’s struggle . . . turned into cynicism and 
despair. . . . Power-holders throughout the 
Arab world seem to have found it fairly easy 
to get away with the contradiction between 
their verbal and actual behavior.”

Into this moment of despair burst the 
Iranian Revolution’s promise of a dramatic 
alternative offering total victory. This mes-
sage’s flavor and power is well represented 
in a 1987 sermon by Khomeini aired on 
Tehran Radio: 

[Islam] has answers for the needs of 
men from the beginning to the end . . . 
for daily [life], and for issues that might 
arise in the future and about which we 
know nothing now. . . . [It] satisfies all 
the material, spiritual, philosophical, 
and mystical needs of all humanity at all 
times until Judgment Day.

If Muhammad had stayed home and 
preached, said Khomeini, “we would have 
followed his example.” Instead, he launched 
“an armed struggle and established a gov-
ernment. He then sent missionaries and 
representatives everywhere. . . . He brought 
the glad tidings that we are going to conquer 
the entire world and destroy everybody.” 
Muslims today should imitate their prophet, 
“He set up a government, we should do the 
same. He participated in various wars, we 
should do the same. He defended Islam, we 
should also defend it.” Muslims have a duty 
to fight to put this regime into authority 
everywhere in the world.

Khomeini was no mere impractical fanat-
ic. He had outmaneuvered all rivals and 
proven himself a man of action, among 
the century’s most successful politicians in 
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mobilizing millions of people with his vision 
through demagoguery, ideology, and organi-
zation. In addition, he was blessed with a 
number of shrewd, capable lieutenants who 
immediately started building institutions to 
ensure that the revolutionary regime stayed 
in power. They proved relatively cautious—
compared to their fiery rhetoric—about 
directly subverting their neighbors, because 
they realized that this could endanger the 
revolution’s revival at home.

Khomeini’s intention, however, was to 
convince Muslims to start a violent revo-
lution. He regarded Iran as only the first 
step to creating a utopian Islamic empire 
that would bring, as he stated in his last 
testament, which he wrote in 1982 and was 
read to the assembly and then broadcast 
on national radio after his death in 1982: 
“absolute perfection and infinite glory and 
beauty.” He urged Muslims: “Rise up! Grab 
what is yours by right through nails and 
teeth! Do not fear the propaganda of the 
superpowers and their sworn stooges. Drive 
out the criminal rulers! . . . March towards 
an Islamic government!” If only all Muslims 
cooperated in this jihad, they would be “the 
greatest power on earth.”

If it is true that the relative backwardness 
of Muslim countries resulted from the short-
comings of local cultural or political tradi-
tions, these must be changed to be more like 
Western ones in order to achieve moderniza-
tion. Not only would the road to development 
be long and hard, but it would also require 
the abandonment of many things held dear 
by Islamists. If, however, the essential prob-
lem was external, this meant that progress 
could only be attained by defeating Western 
“imperialism” and by reinforcing, rather 
than modifying or jettisoning, both tradition, 
the central role of religion, and a strict inter-
pretation of Islam.

One of the shah’s main crimes accord-

ing to Khomeini was linking progress to 
Westernization. In prerevolutionary Iran, as 
elsewhere in the Middle East, tradition was 
unfashionable, while things Western were 
seen as representing progress. Indifference 
to religion, Khomeini charged, was taken to 
be a symbol of civilization, while piety was 
a sign of backwardness to an elite that pre-
ferred to be tourists in Europe than pilgrims 
in Mecca.

To make matters worse from Khomeini’s 
standpoint, this Western cultural invasion 
was also popular in many ways. People 
wanted cheaper, better-quality goods and 
liberating ideas. Assertions of defiance 
barely concealed a nagging conviction that 
Western ascendancy was inevitable and that 
one might as well join the winning side.

Khomeini thus had good reason to con-
sider America, which was already the 
greatest power on earth, to be the most 
dangerous enemy of his ambitions. The 
United States, of course, had been a main-
stay for the shah, whom he had over-
thrown. Yet Khomeini’s problem was that 
Iranians liked or feared America so much 
that they did not want to fight against 
its influence. Even many of his top aides 
wanted to compromise with Washington, 
following an Iranian tradition of appeasing 
the strongest foreign power. They publicly 
denounced America, then secretly asked it 
for money, support, and favors.

The ayatollah feared that this U.S. lever-
age might temper his revolution by sup-
porting moderate factions against militant 
ones—or that it might overthrow it alto-
gether. Moreover, he knew that Washington 
would do everything in its power to prevent 
the spread of the Islamic revolution to Saudi 
Arabia and the other Gulf monarchies.

Thus, Khomeini and his most radical 
followers wanted a decisive break with the 
United States to eliminate its influence and 
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show Iran’s people that it could not defeat 
the Islamic revolution. Anti-Americanism 
would then be a useful device to rally the 
masses around the new regime. Yet he, and 
many other Islamists, also firmly believed 
that America was the satanic force prevent-
ing utopia on earth, deliberately keeping 
most of the world backward.

These are the reasons Iranian militants 
stormed the U.S. embassy in November 1979, 
kidnapped its staff, and held most of them 
hostage until January 1981. Khomeini called 
this a “second revolution,” which would ban-
ish forever Iranian servility toward America. 
“For centuries,” said Khomeini in a speech 
on February 11, 1986, Western propaganda 
“made all of us believe that it is impossible to 
resist.” Now he rejected compromise, because 
he wanted to show that America could do 
nothing against Iran, that its strength was 
an illusion.

The revolutionary regime could be made 
safe only by cutting contacts with the United 
States, “the center for world imperialism,” 
as Iran’s ambassador to the UN called it (as 
cited by Kayhan International), which “can 
under no circumstances” be trusted, accord-
ing to an article in Iran Times. The powerful 
speaker of parliament, Ali Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, boasted, “Today we don’t make 
any decisions, great or small, under the 
influence of foreign powers [including] a 
blasphemous country like the Soviet Union 
or an imperialist aggressive country like 
America,” as reported by the New York 
Times and the Wall Street Journal.

Thus, Iran’s rulers saw the crisis in prac-
tical terms. The radicals used it to displace 
moderates in the regime and unite the coun-
try around themselves. At first, the imbro-
glio cost Iran almost nothing. It did not 
need the United States. Iran could still sell 
oil to others. Khomeini correctly calculated 
that Iran could thumb its nose at both the 

United States and the USSR, knowing the 
superpower rivals would prevent each other 
from attacking him.

Khomeini, however, was not interested in 
merely being on the defensive. He thought 
the hostage crisis was an Iranian victory 
over America that would inspire a Muslim 
revolt against the West. Each day the hos-
tages were held, Washington’s credibility 
would fall among Iran’s people and the 
Gulf Arabs. Iran was in no hurry to make a 
deal. Negotiations were slow, intermediaries 
made no progress, and the Western media 
counted off the number of days of “America 
held hostage.”

Khomeini was militarily challenged, how-
ever, not by the United States but by his 
Muslim neighbors in Iraq. That country’s 
dictator, Saddam Hussein, attacked Iran, 
because, on the one hand, he saw it as being 
weak. Having gone through so much disor-
der and having purged its own army, Iran 
might crumble before an Iraqi invasion. 
Moreover, since Tehran had expelled its 
American protector, thus totally isolating 
itself, Saddam reasoned, Iran could expect 
no help from anyone else.

On the other hand, Saddam was also 
prompted to attack Iran because its Islamism 
seemed so strong. Saddam had no intention 
of letting Iran foment a revolution to make 
itself master of the Gulf, much less over-
throw his own government. Tehran was 
doing its best to foment an Iraqi Shi’a upris-
ing, sponsoring an assassination attempt on 
Iraq’s foreign minister and other terrorist 
acts. Iraq’s already restive Shi’a majority 
might respond by rebelling against the rul-
ing Sunni minority.

Even before Iran’s revolution, Iraqi 
Shi’as had been organizing revolutionary 
cells. Shi’a underground groups ambushed 
government officials and bombed offices. 
Demonstrations broke out in the Shi’a holy 
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cities at the annual processions marking 
Hussein’s martyrdom 1,200 years earlier 
by the Sunni ruler Yazid, to whom Iranian 
propaganda was comparing Saddam. The 
crowds chanted, “Saddam, remove your 
hand! The people of Iraq do not want 
you!” A popular young Shi’a cleric, Bakr 
al-Sadr, was a prime candidate to be Iraq’s 
Khomeini. The regime struck back with 
ferocious repression. About 600 clerics and 
activists were shot, including al-Sadr and 
his sister. Iraq also deported over 200,000 
ethnic Persians who might conceivably be 
supportive of Iran.

While repressing the Shi’a opposition, 
Saddam also wooed Iraq’s Shi’as by promot-
ing more of them to top posts in the gov-
ernment, party, and army. As Ofra Bengio 
notes in her article “Baathi Iran in Search 
of Identity,” Saddam reminded them in 
speech after speech that they were Iraqis 
by citizenship and Arabs by ethnicity. “God 
destined the Arabs to play a vanguard role 
in Islam,” he ingeniously explained, so “any 
contradiction between a revolution which 
calls itself Islamic and the Arab revolution 
means that the revolution is not Islamic.” 
Tehran’s real inspiration was said to be 
Zionism, “Persianism,” and the reactionary 
concepts of “the Khomeini gang.”

On September 22, 1980, Saddam ordered 
his army to march into Iran, expecting a 
quick, easy victory to make him master of 
the Gulf and Arab world. Instead, it was the 
start of a bloody eight-year-long war that 
cost both countries dearly. The battle would 
seesaw for eight years, reducing the two 
prosperous states to near bankruptcy. The 
conflict would be a struggle for supremacy 
and survival between two dictators indif-
ferent to casualties, and two systems—
radical Arab nationalism and revolutionary 
Islamism—each determined to destroy the 
other. Iran encouraged its warriors to seek 

martyrdom. “The path of jihad is the path 
to heaven,” said Tehran International Radio 
in August 1985. Yet in the end neither side 
would win a clear victory.

Aside from Iran’s revolution, the other 
event that most contributed to the new 
Islamism was the war in Afghanistan. 
Taking advantage of America’s setback in 
Iran, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan 
in 1979 to back a Communist coup there. 
Afghans armed by the United States and 
foreign Muslim volunteers financed by Saudi 
Arabia fought a long guerrilla war against 
the Soviet army and its local allies.

One of the key advocates of using 
Afghanistan as a model for a worldwide 
Islamist revolution was Abdallah Azzam, a 
Palestinian educator who worked in Jordan 
and later played an important part in 
the building of the Arab Islamist forces 
fighting in Afghanistan, where he was 
killed. Azzam’s most faithful disciple was 
a wealthy Saudi named Osama bin Ladin. 
Helped by the growing domestic crisis in the 
USSR that would soon lead to the collapse 
of the Communist regime in Moscow, the 
Islamist mujahidin (those who wage holy 
war) fighters overthrew the Communist 
regime in Kabul.

Now Islamists were intoxicated with their 
seeming victories. They claimed to have 
defeated both superpowers and overthrown 
a powerful regime in Iran. There was noth-
ing, they argued, that Islamism could not 
achieve. Osama bin Ladin organized al-
Qa’ida as a transnational revolutionary 
movement. Arab veterans of the Afghan 
war headed home with the goal of mak-
ing more revolutions. Under the Taliban 
regime, Afghanistan became a safe haven 
and base for these Islamists.

In fact, though, while Islamism succeeded 
in building large movements and challeng-
ing the existing regimes, it totally failed 
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to make any successful revolutions, except 
in Afghanistan, where the Taliban group 
eventually seized power in the confusion 
following the Soviet withdrawal, and briefly 
in Sudan. There were many reasons for this 
failure.

One reason is that Islamist Iran was no 
utopia. After all, if, as Khomeini claimed, 
all governments during 1,400 years of Islam 
had failed, why should his experiment be 
different? Human nature did not change so 
easily. In Khomeini’s Iran, too, there were 
self-seeking leaders, bitter factionalism, and 
differences of opinion. Groups within the 
leadership constantly broke up into quarrel-
ing factions. While some Iranians benefited 
from the revolution, many fled the coun-
try. The new regime squandered resources 
and failed to produce jobs or development, 
though in this respect it was saved by a mas-
sive income from oil. Iran’s performance was 
not so great as to encourage emulation.

Even Islamist Iran preferred to sell oil to 
the industrialized West for hard currency 
and preferred to buy its superior products. 
Many of the Revolution’s leaders had Swiss 
bank accounts, and their taste for modern 
comforts was the butt of many jokes in 
Tehran. When a poor woman complained 
about the lack of soap powder, ran one popu-
lar anecdote, a pro-Khomeini cleric scolded 
her by saying, “The Prophet Muhammad’s 
daughter didn’t have that.” “Yes,” replied the 
woman, “but the Prophet Muhammad didn’t 
ride around in a Mercedes limousine either.” 

Iran remained under Islamist rule, but 
by the 1990s, the majority of the popula-
tion had turned against a government that 
remained in power by the same measures 
used by its hated Arab nationalist rivals. In 
the end, the experience of living under an 
Islamist regime was the most effective fac-
tor in convincing people to oppose Islamism. 
Among some clerics, even in Iran, this also 

exposed the threat that putting Islam into 
power could corrupt and discredit the reli-
gion itself.

However, there were many other factors 
in the failure of Islamism to achieve revo-
lutionary victory. While a common Muslim 
identity was supposedly going to trump any 
other loyalty, conflicts among Persians and 
Arabs, Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, Iranians 
and Iraqis, and even adherents of different 
Islamist groups prevailed over the com-
monality of Islam. Egyptian or Lebanese 
Christians, non-Muslim Alawites and Druze, 
as well as Muslim Kurds and Berbers saw 
Islamism as a threat. Iran might claim to 
be a paragon of Islam, but this did not erase 
the hostility of most Arabs, who saw Iran 
as Persian in nationality, or most Sunni 
Muslims, who saw it as Shi’a in religion.

Still another set of factors concerned the 
cleverness of the regimes in fighting off the 
Islamist challenge. They used a wide variety 
of stratagems ranging from repression to co-
optation, to using their own very significant 
Islamic assets. Pro-regime clerics criticized 
Islam while government officials portrayed 
themselves as the defenders of Islam—
as well as Arab nationalism—against the 
nefarious forces of imperialism, Zionism, 
and liberal Arab reformers.

Radical Islamists assassinated Egyptian 
president Anwar Sadat in 1981 and waged a 
decade-long revolt but were soundly defeat-
ed. Revolts were also crushed in Algeria and 
Syria, with great loss of life. In Jordan, for 
example, Islamists were allowed to partici-
pate in electoral politics but were prevented 
from achieving beyond a limited quota. In 
Lebanon, Hizballah became a powerful force 
but could not even gain a monopoly within its 
own Shi’a community, much less overcome 
the Christian, Druze, and Sunni Muslim 
majority. Islamist groups were divided and 
often fought among themselves.
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Yet perhaps the most significant single 
factor of all was that most Muslims did not 
accept Islamism as the legitimate—or at least 
preferable—interpretation of their religion. 
In theory, of course, all Muslims accepted 
Islam as the proper organizing principle 
for their lives and societies. Practice was 
altogether different. The great majority of 
traditionalist Muslims rejected Islamism’s 
interpretation of their religion, while less-
fervent Muslims were horrified by the idea 
of living in an extremist Muslim society. 
They might be culturally conservative and 
pious, yet from this standpoint, Islamism 
appeared to be a deviation from the Islam 
they had always known and practiced.

Even among Muslims, the Islamists 
remained largely on the defensive against 
this alluring onslaught of modernization 
and Westernization, with its movies, con-
sumerism, love songs, fashions, delightful 
merchandise and luxuries, science, and edu-
cation. Many of their compatriots were not 
so eager to boycott Western culture or ideas 
and an urgent desire for the West’s respect 
infected even the most militant, anti-West-
ern leaders. “The grandeur of the Islamic 
Revolution” was proven, Iranian speaker of 
parliament Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani 
said proudly, as cited by Iran Times in 
December 1985, because it impressed the 
West so much that Iran was now being 
compared to the USSR and France rather 
than to mere Third World states like Algeria 
or Vietnam. Yet this showed precisely the 
implicit view of many Muslims, and even 
Islamists, that the West was superior in 
some way.

Iran remained Islamist but, despite its 
strenuous efforts to obtain nuclear weapons, 
did not seem likely to realize its ambitions 
to spread the revolution abroad. Usually, 
Iranian policy was also more cautious than 
its ideology, concerned that foreign adven-

turism might endanger the regime’s sur-
vival at home. At any rate, the Arab and 
Muslim world had found new heroes after 
Khomeini’s death, including the Arab nation-
alist Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Ladin. 
The Iranian revolution’s influence had been 
powerful enough to spread Islamism, but it 
had also been limited enough not to bring it 
more victories.

Building on the philosophy of earlier 
Islamists, the experience of the Afghan 
war, and the success of Iran’s revolution, a 
large number of radical Islamist movements 
developed wherever Muslims lived. There 
were significant movements in Asia, Africa, 
Europe, and the Middle East. Certainly, by 
the mid-1980s, the most significant oppo-
sition groups throughout the Arab world 
were Islamists. Everywhere, too, where 
the Muslim world came up against other 
groups—in Indonesia and the Philippines, 
Thailand and China, Chechnya and Nigeria, 
even France and Britain—Islamist groups 
became involved in conflict against the gov-
ernments and other communities.

Islamist movements have employed a 
number of different tactics, strategies, and 
forms of organization in all these plac-
es, and these have created a number of 
important debates and distinctions. Within 
political Islam, aside from the Islamists 
are two other groups: a large Islamic one 
representing conservative, traditionalist 
Muslims (who usually, though not always, 
form the majority of clerics as well as 
laity) seeking to preserve these societies 
as they have been in the recent past; and 
a far smaller group that represents lib-
eral Muslim reformers. Islamic forces try 
to influence society to be more pious, to 
maintain conservative ways, and to resist 
Western cultural influence. They seek to 
preserve or expand Islam’s role in society 
rather than taking over the society.
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Islamic and Islamist approaches can be 
allies, and Islamic activists can be converted 
to Islamist ones. Certainly, Islamists have 
succeeded in introducing new ideas into 
mainstream traditional Islam, ranging from 
the validity of suicide bombing to the revival 
of jihad’s importance. If Islamists seem 
likely to gain power, they will enjoy far more 
support from this Islamic sector.

As for the small number of liberals, there 
is the possibility that they could in the future 
form what might be called Islamic democratic 
parties similar to the Christian Democratic 
parties of Italy and other European countries. 
The ruling coalition in post-Saddam Iraq has 
elements of this approach as does the Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) in Turkey, but 
this approach is still rare. To succeed, the 
liberals must also appeal to the Islamic main-
stream, but since their effort is to update tra-
dition—precisely the outcome that the conser-
vatives most fear—it is hard to do so. Indeed, 
the Islamists have more in common with the 
majority of Muslims than do the reformers. 
This is an important reality in considering the 
futures of all these movements.

Islamism and Terrorism

One of the most controversial aspects of 
Islamism is its use of terrorism, either in 
practice or as something strongly approved. 
This is by no means inevitable. A number 
of Islamist groups have not used political 
violence of this nature, though far fewer 
condemn it in principle. There is also some 
ideological propensity for that approach, 
because Islamists regard themselves as hav-
ing a monopoly of truth and view their oppo-
nents as enemies of God and demonize them. 
Yet, again, there are choices to be made. The 
jihadist groups connected with Osama bin 
Ladin’s approach view an armed struggle 
based on terrorism as the only acceptable 

strategy, while Muslim Brotherhood groups 
have often preferred political agitation, in 
part, because they consider that a revolu-
tionary situation does not exist.

Some groups justify the use of terrorism 
against fellow Muslims, including al-Qa’ida, 
the Algerian Armed Islamic Group (GIA), 
and the Egyptian revolutionary groups of 
the 1980s and 1990s. Others reject this 
idea, however, and focus on rationalizing 
terrorism against non-Muslims: Westerners, 
Israelis, Jews, Christians, and Hindus.

A second set of issues revolves around what 
might be called Jihadism versus revolution. 
Some Islamists—and this was certainly the 
priority of the 1980s and 1990s—put the 
emphasis on overthrowing the regime ruling 
their country. However, the failure of these 
efforts sparked a shift among some elements 
to advocate making it a priority to attack 
the West in general and the United States 
in particular. This turn was influenced not 
only by the defeat of the domestic revolu-
tionaries but also by the success in fighting 
the Soviets in Afghanistan and the view that 
groups battling against Israel—Hamas and 
Hizballah—enjoyed more relative popular-
ity among Muslims than those struggling 
against the local regimes. The decision of 
the Algerian military to stage a coup rather 
than continue an electoral process certain to 
be won by the Islamic Salvation Front also 
brought doubts that the ballot box could 
bring Islamists to power.

Certainly, events of this period spread 
the doctrines of radical political Islam more 
extensively. Even conservative-traditional-
ist clerics accepted many of its premises. 
This shift was rationalized by a set of argu-
ments grounded in the Islamist worldview. 
A central point is the idea that the power of 
the West makes it impossible to overthrow 
governments like those in Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt. Thus, without defeating, intimidat-
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ing, as well as driving out Western influ-
ence and destroying Israel (the far enemy), 
the revolutionizing of Muslim societies 
by overthrowing their regimes (the near 
enemy) is impossible.

Moreover, it is claimed that the West and 
Israel, through a Christian-Jewish or impe-
rialist-Zionist conspiracy, are attacking and 
trying to destroy the Muslims. Jihad, then, 
including the targeting of civilians, is por-
trayed as merely a matter of self-defense 
and is thus justified under classical Islamic 
practice.

The jihadist approach is also attractive for 
other reasons. The fact is that attacking and 
killing fellow Muslims while claiming that 
Islam as currently practiced is heretical has 
not enabled the Islamists to win the hearts 
and minds of fellow Muslims. Killing non-
Muslims is simply more popular and less 
controversial. This was seen in the fact that 
Hizballah and Hamas (which could portray 
themselves as “national liberation” move-
ments) became among the most successful 
Islamist groups, because they carried on 
terrorism against Israel. A large portion of 
Muslims—arguably a majority—will sup-
port such activities at least in terms of their 
opinions.

Exporting the struggle also reduces the 
incentive of Arab and other regimes to 
repress radical Islamists. These govern-
ments, too, may cheer on their efforts and 
even provide them with assistance. Thus, 
the war in Iraq—nominally against Western 
occupiers but often against Shi’a Muslims—
became very popular among most Muslims. 
In various ways, Iran, Syria, and Saudi 
Arabia, as well as almost all the Arab media 
facilitated and endorsed the Islamist terror-
ist campaign there.

At the same time, though, some Islamists 
who favored making an internal revolution 
a priority criticized the jihadist approach. 

They claimed that this shift was a sell-
out, letting impious regimes off the hook. 
They also noted that once terrorism shifted 
against the West, Islamists lost former safe 
havens in Europe and elsewhere, as arrests 
were made and leaders were deported out 
of fear that they would foment terrorism 
in their host countries. The U.S.-led war on 
terrorism also cut into financial networks 
and operational capability.

As bin Ladin proved relatively unable to 
follow up on September 11, new experiences 
came into play, including both the pros-
pect of electoral opportunities for Islamism 
and the Iraqi insurgency. All these factors 
shifted priorities and debate. The jihad-
ists returned their focus home (as shown 
in al-Qa’ida’s initiation of armed struggle 
within Saudi Arabia) and put many of their 
resources into the Iraqi insurgency. At the 
same time, though, Hizballah’s good show-
ing in Lebanese elections and Hamas’s 
victory in Palestinian voting (as well as 
the electoral triumphs of Shi’a Islamists 
in Iraq and the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi or AKP) 
in Turkey showed the opportunities in elec-
toral politics.

A moderate political Islam also seemed 
more possible using democratic methods, 
though the existence of such a tendency was 
mainly visible in the writing of a few intel-
lectuals and fewer clerics rather than any 
mass movements. Also clear was the exis-
tence of two competing Islamist groupings: 
al-Qa’ida and the Muslim Brotherhood off-
shoots. Another factor was the Sunni-Shi’a 
fracture, with some Sunni groups working 
with Iran while others explicitly attacked 
Shi’a counterparts.

A third set of issues concerns the relation-
ship between Islamist groups and foreign 
governments. The possibility that Islamist 
groups may be used by one state against 
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another adds an important dimension to 
Middle East politics, one which could have 
important repercussions in the future. Three 
such groups—Hamas and Islamic Jihad 
among Palestinians as well as Hizballah—
receive backing from Iran and Syria, and 
also significant funding from the Saudis. 
A number of Islamist groups in the Arab 
countries bordering the Persian Gulf, and 
especially Iraq, have also received help from 
Iran. The insurgents in Iraq also obtain 
assistance from Syria. In the past, Libya has 
supplied money and help to Islamist groups 
in such diverse places as Sudan, the south-
ern Philippines, and sub-Saharan Africa.

To what extent al-Qa’ida had contacts 
with and received help from Arab govern-
ments is highly controversial, but it does 
seem clear that Iran and Syria facilitated 
the escape of leading al-Qa’ida terrorists 
from Afghanistan and their safe passage to 
Lebanon and other countries. At times in the 
past, Syrian Muslim Brotherhood militants 
have been helped by Jordan, while it is pos-
sible that Syria returns the favor through its 
own covert efforts. An especially important 
example is Pakistan’s use of radical Islamist 
groups against India—particularly those 
involved in trying to take over Kashmir and 
join it to Pakistan.

Islamic and Islamist groups tend to be 
strongest when religious and ethnonational 
identities join together. Aside from the exam-
ples analyzed above (as in Iraq, Syria, and 
among Palestinians), there are other such 
cases outside the Middle East. For example, 
Islam is the religion of the Uyghur people in 
northwest China, the Moros in the southern 
Philippines, and the Malays in Malaysia. As 
such it is a potent political weapon combin-
ing national and religious identities.

Islamist groups have also certainly 
become involved in a wide range of interna-
tional conflicts. Even a short list includes: 

the struggle for power in Indonesia; region-
al insurgencies against the Philippines, 
Russia, Thailand, China, and India; orga-
nizing terrorism in a wide variety of 
European states; communal conflicts in 
Nigeria, Sudan, and—to a lesser extent—
Bosnia and Kosovo. Indeed, it is probably 
accurate to say that Islamist radical groups 
are at present not only the main global 
source of terrorism but also of instability 
and political violence generally. There has 
been significant Islamist political activity in 
more than 30 percent of the world’s coun-
tries, including Australia, Asia, Europe, 
the Middle East, such African countries as 
Nigeria and Kenya, and North America.

Islamist Activity

Yet Islamist groups in all these places do 
far more than engage in terrorism. Their 
activities are as varied as, or even more 
than, those of other political organizations. 
Among them are:

Charitable activities: To build a base of 
support and service their constituencies, 
Islamist groups provide relief to the poor, 
money to support the families of those killed 
in warfare, and other services. For example, 
in Egypt, Islamist groups provided low-cost 
used textbooks to university students. In 
performing these kinds of activities, the 
groups not only gave benefits to their sup-
porters—and thus strengthened the loyalty 
of existing ones while recruiting more—but 
also filled in areas where the government 
failed to provide for social welfare. The 
message was not only to suggest the groups’ 
superiority to the regimes but also to create 
on a small scale an incipient Islamist state, 
intended to show how people would be bet-
ter off living in that type of society. Funds 
raised for nominally charitable activities, 
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however, are often diverted to finance ter-
rorist operations.

Mosque efforts: A key asset of Islamist move-
ments is the control of specific mosques 
and the backing of respected and popular 
preachers. Even in authoritarian states, 
the mosque and religious instruction were 
areas—often the sole ones—that the rul-
ers could not completely control. Indeed, in 
many countries most mosques and religious 
schools came at least nominally under gov-
ernment ministries (for instance in the key 
areas of hiring and firing teachers or cler-
ics). Preachers gave sermons that reflected 
Islamist ideas or even endorsed specific 
groups while religious teachers indoctri-
nated students.

Even in non-Islamist countries, the edu-
cational and religious sectors were often 
influenced or even controlled by Islamist 
or pro-Islamist government officials. In 
Kuwait, one such individual later emerged 
as bin Ladin’s spokesman. In Saudi 
Arabia, a mother recounted how her sons 
were told by their teacher to celebrate the 
September 11 attacks. This teacher later 
became a leader in the armed insurgency 
against the government.

Seeking to take over professional associa-
tions: In countries like Egypt and Jordan, 
many such groups of lawyers, doctors, teach-
ers, engineers, students, and others are led 
by Islamists. These influential people can 
be mobilized as activists in the movement 
and are in a good position to spread its mes-
sage. The idea that Islamists recruit mainly 
among the poor and unemployed is, in pro-
portional terms, mistaken.

Media activities: While radio, television, 
newspapers, and book publishing are usu-
ally closely controlled by governments, 

Islamist groups have tried to create their 
own assets in the media wherever possible. 
There is substantial Islamist influence on 
satellite television networks, including al-
Jazeera television.

Fund-raising efforts: Aside from charita-
ble activities (see above), both in Muslim-
populated countries and in the West, 
Islamist groups raise money directly to 
support armed struggle efforts. This is espe-
cially the case when the war is being waged 
against non-Muslims—as against Israel and 
in Iraq—and is thus more likely to enjoy 
governmental tolerance and public support. 
In Saudi Arabia, for example, telethons 
and public appeals have been organized to 
finance Hamas. Funds may also be raised 
as protection money, since those giving can 
fear they will themselves be attacked if they 
do not provide such support. In some cases, 
business enterprises may be set up as fronts 
or to finance groups. This is especially true 
of the Islamic banking sector, which prom-
ises to invest investors’ money in a proper 
Islamic manner. In a number of cases, for 
example, in Egypt, such banks have turned 
out to be scams defrauding investors.

Youth activities: In addition to general work 
in education, Islamist groups often organize 
youth centers and activities including reli-
gious educational and physical education 
courses. These not only recruit youths but 
also let talent spotters pick out good can-
didates for suicide bombings or for joining 
underground military wings. Where possi-
ble, paramilitary training is also conducted 
and militias are formed.

Elections: Islamist groups can participate 
in elections. In some cases, they have a real 
possibility of winning, while in others, the 
governments, in effect, offer them a share of 
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benefits and even some power while ensur-
ing that they will always be limited to a 
certain quota of seats.

Evaluating Islamism and Its 
Significance

The evaluation of political Islam must be 
based on a political analysis, because it is 
a political movement. While rooted in the-
ology, it has consciously and deliberately 
entered the world of worldly power. This also 
requires a comparison among alternatives 
such as nationalism and moderate prag-
matism, as well as among varying forms of 
political Islam—including liberal and conser-
vative-traditionalist forms of Islam as well as 
the many varieties of Islamism itself. Clearly, 
though, political Islam is a major feature of 
the contemporary world, and its study will be 
a matter of the utmost importance for many 
decades to come. These ideas and events may 
prove to be the principal political drama and 
crisis of this era in history.

Bibliography

Bengio, Ofra. “Baathi Iran in Search of Identity.” 
Orient (December 1987).

Heggy, Tarek. “Our Need for a ‘Culture of 
Compromise.’” Al-Ahram, September 29, 
2002. Translation from www.heggy.org/ 
culture_of_compromise.htm.

“Islamic Thought in the Last 100 Years Is 
Largely Un-Islamic.” Kayhan International, 
May 19, 1985.

Khomeini, Ruhollah. Speech on Tehran Radio, 
November 10, 1987. Foreign Broadcast 
Information Service Daily Report (FBIS). 
November 12, 1987.

———. Speech of February 11, 1986. FBIS. 
February 12, 1986.

———. “Unity, Disunity and Fragmentation in 
the Arab World.” Speech of November 15, 
1985. FBIS. November 15, 1985. D-11.

Khorasani, Said Raja’i. Iran Times, January 24, 
1983. 

Rubin, Barry. “Dealing with Communalism.” 
Journal of Democracy 17:1 (January 2006): 
51–62.

Tehran International Radio. August 4, 1985. 
FBIS. August 7, 1985. I-4–5.





xxxiii

In the past decade, al-Qa’ida has emerged 
as the leading element of the Jihadi-Salafi 
clash with the West. The Western world 
found it difficult not only to cope with 
worldwide terrorist operations or insurgen-
cies but also to understand the motivations 
behind this phenomenon.

Many Islamic movements tend to portray 
their struggles as part of a larger clash 
between Muslim and Western religions and 
civilizations. Many Islamic and Islamist 
groups emphasize the struggle against 
Jews and Judaism as well, highlighting the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the suppos-
edly global scope of Jewish influence. In 
many Western societies, Islam in general 
has come to be identified with violence, ter-
ror, and fanaticism.

Terms such as “fundamentalist,” “extrem-
ist,” “Islamic,” “Islamist,” and “political 
Islam” are misused by many in the West. 
Many Arab regimes now feel threatened by 
any movement that is linked to Islam.

The “Islam versus the West” paradigm 
has grown partly because different Islamist 
groups have succeeded in gaining legiti-
macy and presenting their sociopolitical and 
cultural doctrines to much of the Arab and 
Muslim worlds as the only true commentary 

of Islam. A variety of social and nonpolitical 
Islamic movements and Sufi orders create 
an “Islamic atmosphere” throughout the 
region. At the next level are fundamental-
ist Islamist groups with sociopolitical aims, 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood in the 
Arab world, the Jama’at-i-Islam (Islamic 
Group) in India and Pakistan, or the Islamic 
Liberation Party (Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islami) 
in Central Asia. Such groups contribute 
to anti-Western sentiment and serve as 
greenhouses for the emergence of extremist 
groups. At the top of the pyramid stand the 
groups whose main message is jihad in the 
form of terrorism. Each level contributes to 
the one above it.

Therefore, it is important to distinguish 
between the terms “Islamic” and “Islamist.” 
In general, Islamic movements are those 
that seek to do anything from injecting 
more religion into public affairs to gaining 
state power, to creating a single, unified 
Islamic state (khilafa) whose sole constitu-
tion is Islamic law (Shari’a). Since there 
is no distinction in Islam between religion 
and politics, these groups recruit support 
through political efforts alongside social-
welfare and cultural activities, all of which 
they call da’wa. 

Global Jihad
Reuven Paz
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In contrast, Islamists are a subset of 
Islamic groups which seek total power and 
the transformation of the existing societ-
ies to ones whose every detail is governed 
by their interpretation of Islamic law. As 
a result, Islamist groups view not only the 
non-Muslim world as the enemy, but also 
relatively less pious elements in their own 
countries. 

Over the past decade, it seems that this 
kind of terrorism is still growing in scope. 
In fact, there is a real threat from two new 
developments: the radicalization of Muslim 
communities in the West, and the increas-
ing hostility and alienation many younger 
Muslims feel toward the West, often based 
on sociopolitical secular grievances.

Since the emergence of al-Qa’ida, and only 
during the past 10 years, there has been an 
emergence of a global jihadi culture. This 
targets Arab and Muslim youth by using the 
Internet as a kind of “open university for 
jihad studies.” 

Four major elements have encouraged 
this phenomenon: first, the sense of fac-
ing a global conspiracy against Islam and 
the Islamic world; second, the sense of the 
impending apocalypse; third, the search for 
equal power with the enemy in every field 
of the clash; and finally, jihad as a doctrine 
of purported self-defense, hence justifying 
every doctrine or tactic. The apocalyptic ele-
ment in particular seems to be shaping the 
whole culture of modern jihadists.

Jihadi Movements in Their  
Own Eyes

The best definition of the Islamist view 
has been written by Umar Mahmud Abu 
Umar “Abu Qatada,” a Palestinian resid-
ing in London since 1993 and one of the 
main ideologues. In an article titled “The 
Comprehension of the Civilizational View 

and the Duty of Jihad,” from his collec-
tion of “Articles Between Two Doctrines” 
(Maqalat bayn Minhajayn), he wrote:

When we talk about the jihad move-
ments in the Islamic world we mean 
those groups and organizations estab-
lished in order to eliminate the evil 
[taghutiyya] heretic [kafira] regimes in 
the apostate countries [bilad al-ridda], 
and to revive the Islamic government 
that will gather the nation under the 
Islamic caliphate. 

But, the “true jihadist movements” 
differ from the variety of other Islamic 
groups that act in the various Muslim 
countries and seek political legitima-
cy of the “heretic” regimes. In such 
cases, the conflict between these last 
groups and the government is between a 
Muslim regime and its citizens, and not 
between a “heretic and apostate state 
and a group that seeks to eliminate and 
change it.”

Another important definition, according 
to Abu Qatada, is that jihadi movements are 
those that have the proper ideology, includ-
ing the view of a future world totally con-
trolled by Islam. Since this idea is so impor-
tant, Abu Qatada proposed a new term: the 
jihad movement of hope in the future.

The existing movements, he continued, 
have not yet reached this level. Moreover, 
those who focus on jihad in their homelands 
will not succeed. They must fight interna-
tionally as part of a united movement at the 
service of any appropriate commander who 
has the proper strategy and ideology.

The description or vision of Abu Qatada, 
written in 1994, is that of al-Qa’ida under 
Osama bin Ladin: various groups left their 
homelands and gathered in Afghanistan, 
where the prospects and hopes for estab-
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lishing their vision of a true Islamic state 
were realized due to the Taliban regime; 
they gave their loyalty and confidence to a 
new commander, bin Ladin; and launched a 
global struggle against what they perceived 
as their definition of “Axis of Evil”—the 
United States and the Jews.

Muslim Radicalization  
in the West

New and larger bases of Islamist radical-
ism and terrorism seem to be developing in 
Muslim communities in Europe and North 
America. The notion is of global jihad as a 
religious duty, aimed at a perceived global 
conspiracy against Islam as a religion, cul-
ture, and way of life. Another cause is the 
emerging doctrine of the “nonterritorial 
Islamic state.” This doctrine views Muslim 
communities as a kind of loose-knit Islamic 
state, though without the territorial and 
religious mission of reestablishing a caliph-
ate. Islamic scholars in the United Kingdom 
have long provided the impetus for this 
view by emphasizing the cultural, economic, 
and political consolidation of these Muslim 
communities. Despite this pluralism, how-
ever, many of these groups went on carrying 
the fundamentalist banner of many of the 
Islamic movements in their homelands.

The interaction in the West between 
Muslim immigrants from various countries, 
cultures, and ideologies has greatly facili-
tated the growth of the caliphate doctrine. 
Such interaction has promoted both solidar-
ity and a shared sense of a global threat to 
Islam and the Muslims. These factors have 
in turn led to the doctrine of global jihad 
and to the brotherhood felt by its adherents. 
This new doctrine resulted in establishment 
of multinational and multiorganizational 
terrorist cells among Muslim immigrants in 
the West. 

Another emerging development among 
Islamist groups is the radicalism brought 
on by social ills and alienation—that is, 
terrorism motivated primarily by elements 
such as xenophobia (both by and against 
Muslims), growing unemployment, econom-
ic circumstances, difficulties in coping with 
Western modernization, the changing and 
dismantling of traditional values and family 
ties, and so forth.

For example, in an unsigned 1991 article 
appearing in its main journal Filastin al-
Muslima, Hamas offered its best introduc-
tion to the global jihad doctrine: Muslims 
are being persecuted by the entire world 
and attacked by satanic powers which make 
their lives miserable and kill them. Since 
the existing life is so terrible and full of 
death, only martyrdom in battle is the true 
way to life.

This rhetoric would clearly appeal to those 
already afflicted by a sense of hopelessness 
or resentment. The implicit alienation in 
such statements becomes all the more strik-
ing when one considers that the September 
11 hijackers lived in relative comfort in 
the United States for long periods of time 
before carrying out their operation, yet were 
apparently undeterred from their plans. 
The same applies to many of the volunteers 
for the jihadi insurgency in Iraq or to sup-
porters of global jihad in many other places. 
Growing Islamist activity among Muslim 
immigrants, along with their shared notion 
of global struggle against the West, has 
encouraged a more rapid spread of radical 
doctrines among younger Muslim genera-
tions.

Furthermore, many of the people arrested 
in the West since the September 11 attacks—
most on suspicion of links to al-Qa’ida—are 
generally more educated and familiar with 
Western culture. Yet instead of using this 
familiarity for personal benefits and for 
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greater integration with Western culture, as 
their fathers did in the past, these “terror-
ists of alienation” hold on to their hostility 
and exploit the weaknesses of the societies 
in which they reside.

This process is not new in the Arab 
and Muslim worlds. Many university stu-
dents and graduates tend to adopt radical 
Islamist positions and fight the regimes of 
their homelands. In many cases, they view 
themselves as social elites who must sacri-
fice themselves for the sake of their society. 
Their radical positions are also a result of 
various radical Islamist trends that devel-
oped in the 1960s and 1970s. During this 
period, under the influence of the Egyptian 
ideologue Sayyid Qutb, social justice became 
the key criterion by which Islamists began 
to judge their ruling elites and to accuse 
some of facilitating Western culture’s con-
spiracy against Islam. Therefore, some of 
these radicals did not necessarily fit what 
was then the profile of the typical Islamist—
that is, one whose commitment to religious 
observance is total.

Many of them blame personal failures on 
the secular cultures and ideologies that have 
influenced various modern Middle Eastern 
regimes; thus they look for salvation in a 
return to the glorious past of Islam. Since 
orthodox Islam is identified with Islamic 
establishments whose source of power is 
these regimes, many Muslims now support 
those who represent the opposite culture: 
the radical activists who oppose the national 
state and its interpretation of Islam.

The Globalization of the  
Islamist Struggle

The prospects for cooperation between vari-
ous Islamist groups have improved during 
the period after 2000 for several reasons. 
Chief among them is the fall of the Soviet 

Union. Islamists perceived this collapse as 
a victory over “The Kingdom of Evil” and 
as a historic step toward the global triumph 
of Islam and Muslims. Twelve years earlier, 
the success of the Islamic revolution in Iran 
had been viewed in a similar fashion—it 
gave even the Sunni Islamic groups a revo-
lutionary Islamic model, although they had 
many reservations about its content. 

The United States has come to be seen as 
the sole leading force in this conspiracy. To 
Islamists, the United States represents the 
leading edge of the Western threat to the 
Islamic world, not so much through its mili-
tary force or political colonialism but rather 
through its cultural influence.

Islamists also viewed the USSR’s col-
lapse as a consequence of their contribution 
to the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan, and 
many Arab volunteers in that war sought 
to continue the momentum of their victory 
in other places. Hence, Islamist involve-
ment emerged in various religious-national 
conflicts around the world: Bosnia, Albania, 
Kosovo, Chechnya, Dagestan, Macedonia, 
Kashmir, and elsewhere. 

The war in Iraq and the jihadi insur-
gency that has followed also serves as a 
wake-up call for other disputes within the 
Muslim world itself, primarily the Sunni-
Shi’a one. Many observers have come to 
view this phenomenon of “Afghan Arabs,” 
“Arab Chechens,” or Arab volunteers in 
Iraq—what Islamists call Ansar—as a 
kind of “Islamist International,” similar in 
many ways to the International Brigades of 
Socialist and Communist volunteers in the 
Spanish Civil War during the 1930s. 

The center of the Islamist struggle has 
moved from the Arab world to the margins 
of the Middle East. From the Balkans to 
the Philippines, Malaysia, and East Timor, 
the globalization of Islamist movements 
eventually consolidated in Afghanistan, the 
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meeting point between Arab and Asian 
Islamists.

The Ideology of Global Jihad

This ideology has developed through the 
consolidation of several existing doctrines. 
“The Islamic Salafist Fighting Movement” 
(al-Harakah al-Islamiyya al-Salafiyya al-
Mujahida) was coined by one of its leading 
proponents, the Palestinian Abu Qatada. In 
one of his books, he promoted the idea that 
Islamists should fight in every place possible 
in countries around the world. One spe-
cific strategy granted legitimacy is the use 
of suicide terrorism. Islamic support and 
legitimation of this method became most 
apparent in April 2001, when a huge wave of 
hostility greeted Saudi grand mufti Shaykh 
Abd al-Aziz bin Abdallah Aal al-Shaykh’s 
fatwa (religious edict) against it. 

This same phenomenon was apparent 
in the contradictory Islamic rulings issued 
following the September 11 attacks in the 
United States. The subsequent American 
attack on Afghanistan and Iraq and the U.S. 
efforts to create a wide coalition of support 
in the Arab and Muslim worlds generated 
similar debates, much like the Gulf War had 
in 1991. These debates in turn fostered a 
measure of support and legitimacy within 
the Islamic establishments for Islamist ter-
rorist groups and their means of struggle. 

Secular regimes often demand that their 
religious establishment oppose Islamist ter-
rorism, but many clerics tend to legitimize 
violence against Israel and the Western 
world. In some cases, these disputes reflect 
internal conflicts between the religious and 
political establishments, such as in Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt, and Pakistan. 

Another important element in this trend 
of doctrinal consolidation was the recent 
adoption of the Palestinian cause by many 

Islamist groups that had failed to embrace 
it in the past. Many Palestinian Islamist 
scholars have been intensely involved in the 
development of the new ideology, includ-
ing: Abdallah Azzam in Afghanistan, the 
spiritual father of the idea of al-Qa’ida; 
Shaykh Issam al-Burqawi Abu Muhammad 
al-Maqdisi in Jordan; the already mentioned 
Abu Qatada in London; and Fathi al-Shqaqi, 
who introduced to the Sunni Arab world 
the global aspirations of Islamic revolution-
ary Iran and the doctrines of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini. They were joined by 
a number of Saudi-Wahhabi opposition-
ist scholars and Egyptian jihadi-oriented 
scholars. Thus, the new ideology took on 
the dimensions of a global terrorist struggle, 
justified by the perception that the jihad, 
like the Palestinian struggle, was an act of 
self-defense against a Western-Jewish global 
conspiracy.

The roots of global jihad lie in the col-
laboration of Egyptian and Palestinian 
Islamic jihad during the late 1970s and 
early 1980s; in the flow of Arab volunteers 
of different nationalities to Afghanistan 
during the 1980s; in the flow of volun-
teers from all over the Arab and Muslim 
world to Bosnia, Albania, Kosovo, and 
Chechnya during the 1990s, and to Iraq 
in the 2000s; in the massive terrorism 
against Israel over the past three decades; 
in the extensive massacres in Algeria dur-
ing the 1990s; and in the growing support 
for Islamist doctrines during the 1990s, 
particularly among certain social, cultural, 
and welfare foundations, charity funds, 
and research institutes in the West, many 
of which served as fronts for other activi-
ties. Islamists have had the greatest ideo-
logical influence on those Muslims whose 
religious knowledge is poor. As a conse-
quence of social pressures, such Muslims 
tend to emphasize social and political 
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confrontation in their actions rather than 
religious rules or norms. 

The simplistic understanding of jihad is 
perhaps best illustrated in the letter carried 
by the suicide hijackers of September 11. 
Copies of this letter—most likely written 
by the suspected leader of the operation, 
Muhammad Atta—were found among the 
remains of three of the planes that crashed 
into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, 
and the field in Pennsylvania. The letter 
directed the hijackers to do the following on 
the morning of the operation:

Tighten up your clothes [for] this is the 
medal of the righteous predecessors. . . . 
They used to tighten up their clothes 
before battle. . . . And do not forget to 
take some of the booty, even a cup . . . of 
water to gratify yourself and your com-
panions [another norm of Muhammad].

In other words, throughout the operation, 
the hijackers were supposed to view them-
selves as if they had returned to the seventh 
century as Muhammad’s companions (saha-
ba). The tone of the letter is one of men pre-
paring themselves for battle in the manner 
of ancient warriors, not for a suicide opera-
tion against unarmed airplane passengers. 
The enemy in question is not an individual 
country—neither “the United States” nor 
“America” is named even once in the letter—
but rather a “civilization of disbelievers” or, 
more often, an amorphous, faceless evil.

This basic understanding of Islam has 
become an initiation of sorts for adherents 
to global jihad. They tend to adopt norms 
of behavior that are simple to understand, 
and these norms in turn create a basis for 
unity among different groups and individu-
als, thus sidestepping the difficult terrain 
of ideological and theological interpreta-
tion. In past decades, Islamists in the Arab 

and Muslim worlds tended to split into 
numerous factions, generally on ideological 
grounds. Now, however, their tendency is to 
put ideological conflicts aside and cooperate 
on a far more practical basis—their duties 
within the wide framework of jihad. 

Al-Qa’ida: The Doctrine of 
Brotherhood of Global Jihad

The most famous example of this trend 
is bin Ladin’s group al-Qa’ida (literally, 
“the base”). This group developed from the 
infrastructure of the Afghan groups that 
fought against the Soviet Union in 1980–
89, called Maktab al-Khidamat (The Office 
for Services). This office—established by 
Abdallah Azzam, a Palestinian who moved 
to Afghanistan from Jordan in 1980—gave 
the Afghan groups of mujahidin a religious, 
cultural, and social basis for their struggle. 
In April 1988, Azzam published an article in 
the magazine al-Jihad—the central organ 
of the Afghan groups, one that he founded 
and edited—entitled “The Solid Base” (“al-
Qa’ida al-Sulba”), which laid the ground-
work for the new group al-Qa’ida.

Toward the end of his article, Azzam 
prophesizes that America is trying to rule 
the world but that the solid base of true 
believers (al-qai’da al-sulba) would resist 
it at all costs. He wrote in similar terms in 
his 1984 book, calling for the control of a 
state as a solid base for spreading Islam, a 
fortress to protect the strugglers from all 
the impious Muslim regimes and societies. 
This description readily fits Afghanistan 
and parts of Iraq in recent years.

Azzam’s implicit theme was the estab-
lishment of an Islamic army, using the 
Afghan struggle against the Soviets as a 
modern model and the fight of Muhammad 
and his companions as a classical one. The 
idea was to create a pioneering generation 
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of fighters who would prepare themselves 
for a constant struggle against the West 
and its allies in the Muslim world. Azzam 
described the Afghan mujahidin as the sub-
lime model of Islamic fighters who would 
lead the Muslim world toward a kind of 
eternal struggle against the evil powers of 
Western culture.

Another important element in the theory 
of al-Qa’ida was the sense of elitism that 
characterized this vanguard army. This elit-
ism was spurred by two branches of Islam 
that had developed in Egypt and Saudi 
Arabia long before—takfir (excommunica-
tion) and radical Wahhabism. Many of the 
mujahidin in Afghanistan and later on in 
Iraq—especially those who came from other 
countries, either as exiles or on a voluntary 
basis—adopted the takfir principles of creat-
ing an isolated society of true Muslims wag-
ing jihad against the rest. They also seized 
upon the extreme brand of Wahhabism prac-
ticed in the 1930s by the Wahhabi Ikhwan 
zealots, who settled on the borders of the 
new Saudi Arabian kingdom and developed 
radical ideas that were counter to the rest of 
their society. According to Abdallah Azzam, 
the only way to consolidate all of these ideas 
was through protracted jihad. As Omar Abu 
Omar put it: “The only legitimate state that 
could represent the correct nature of Islam 
and rely on its essence, is the state that 
would be established through the armed 
struggle of jihad.”

Azzam’s “Solid Base” article is similar to 
others published in the late 1970s and early 
1980s in two Islamic magazines—al-Mukhtar 
al-Islami (The Islamic Assortment) in Cairo 
and al-Tali’ah al-Islamiyya (The Islamic 
Vanguard) in London. The leading editors of 
these magazines were Fathi al-Shqaqi and 
Bashir Nafi (who used the name of Ahmad 
Sadiq), the cofounders of the Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad. While studying medicine in 

Egypt, they were in close contact with the 
founders of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad and 
the Egyptian Islamic Groups (al-Gama’at 
al-Islamiyya), as explained by Anwar Abd 
al-Hadi Abu Taha.

The union of the Islamic world, the 
Afghan base, and the Palestinian struggle 
took center stage in bin Ladin’s famous 
interview on al-Jazeera television following 
the first American attack on Afghanistan 
in early October 2001. Yet the ideology of 
global jihad—a combination of jihad, takfir, 
and Wahhabism—had been developed many 
years prior to the creation of its global ter-
rorist infrastructure.

Muslim Communities in the 
West: The Infrastructure of 
Global Jihad

Aside from these direct efforts to expand 
their influence, Islamists have found suc-
cess in both the Muslim world and the West  
largely because of what we have described 
as the “Islamic atmosphere”—that is, the 
often indirect framework of support created 
by groups not connected to political violence 
or terrorism, some of whom even publicly 
condemn such methods. They serve as a 
greenhouse of sorts for such radical groups 
and the growth of views hostile toward the 
West or Western culture.

Furthermore, the social, political, cultural, 
economic, educational, and charitable infra-
structure of some of these groups serves in 
part as the source of finance and support for 
Islamic projects whose by-products finance 
Islamist terrorist groups. Since many of 
their primary activities involve consolidat-
ing Muslim communities in the West, these 
groups often set the grounds—inadvertently 
or not—for massive fund-raising, political 
support, and even recruitment on the part 
of Islamist movements. 
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The Immigrant Experience

All of these elements have contributed to 
the growth of support for jihad movements 
among Muslim communities in the West 
and to the increasing alienation felt by 
many Muslims in Western societies. Hatred 
of foreigners is not uncommon in Europe. 
Further, many Muslim immigrants face pov-
erty, unemployment, difficulty coping with 
Western modernization and values, and dis-
integration of their own family values, all of 
which have encouraged significant Islamist 
social and political activity among them. 
Islamist groups tend to view every symbol 
and element of modern Western culture as 
part of a conspiracy against Muslim culture. 
A fatwa against Valentine’s Day, issued in 
February 2002 by the group al-Muhajiroun 
in London, serves as a good example of the 
difficulties of Muslim immigrants in coping 
with Western culture. 

The major conflicts of the 1990s—the 
Gulf War, Iraq’s campaign against its 
Kurds, and conflicts in Bosnia, Albania, 
Kosovo, Afghanistan, Algeria, Chechnya, 
and Somalia—brought waves of Muslim 
immigrants to Western Europe, seeking 
refuge and work. Many immigrants entered 
illegally and thus do not appear in official 
statistics. 

The increasing number of Muslim immi-
grants in Europe and the United States 
was also a result of the political violence 
that has occurred and has continued in 
Muslim countries since the 1990s. In many 
cases, these immigrants and asylum seekers 
have supported or been actively involved in 
violent activities and have thus been easily 
affected by Islamist ideas once they arrived 
in the West.

When Arab regimes started confront-
ing Islamists forcefully, and as a result of 
Islamist violence, many Islamist groups 

experienced a significant decline in public 
support in their homelands. For example, 
the terrorist attack in Luxor on November 
17, 1997—in which 59 tourists from various 
countries were gunned down—shocked both 
the Egyptian public and the Islamic estab-
lishment. Partly as a result of such chang-
es, Islamist groups began to seek support 
among Muslim communities in the West.

Social changes among Muslim communi-
ties in the West over the past two decades 
have also contributed to the economic suc-
cess of Islamist movements. They were 
granted generous economic support in many 
countries (primarily the United Kingdom, 
Scandinavia, and Germany), as well as free-
dom of speech, organizational support, and 
education. But the expectations that many 
second- and third-generation Muslim immi-
grants had in the West often went unful-
filled, thus reinforcing their alienation. 

More often than not, though, it was the 
flood of financial support from the wealth-
ier Muslim countries that allowed them 
to become vocal advocates for their own 
communities. Westerners’ resentment of 
foreigners in their midst, along with ongo-
ing clashes of cultures and values (e.g., 
modernity versus tradition), encouraged the 
formation of a wide range of Islamic infra-
structures, many of which thrived under 
Western democracy. These infrastructures 
have served as a potent greenhouse for 
Islamist movements.

Hotwiring the Apocalypse

The most important theme of the culture 
of global jihad in the 2000s is the sense of 
the coming apocalypse. Jihadi apocalyptic 
discourse is one of the main innovations 
that followed the September 11 attacks. 
Waves of apocalyptic discourse are not new 
in the modern Arab Islamic world. They 
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have accompanied almost every major war 
or disaster that has occurred in the Arab 
world in modern times. They also gave rise 
to more religious sentiments, and many 
people began to approach apocalyptic Arab 
Islamic literature, such as the famous book 
Interpretation of Dreams by the Arab schol-
ar of medieval times, Ibn Sirrin. (Ibn Sirrin 
lived in the eighth century and is regarded 
as the greatest authority in Islamic history 
for the interpretation of dreams and visions, 
after Muhammad, the founder of Islam.)

Interpretation of visions—tafsir or ta’wil 
al-ru’a—is a legitimate science in Islam, and 
people tend during hard times, or “historical 
earthquakes,” to consult such old literature 
or the living scholars who are known in this 
field. In modern times, there are only a few 
such persons who profess the interpretation 
of visions according to all the Islamic crite-
ria and rules. Seeking answers in this man-
ner results from feelings of crisis, insecurity, 
instability, or fear of the future. In addition, 
a sense of the Day of Judgment became 
widespread, and visions related to it spread 
among many Muslims.

The September 11 attacks were perceived 
in a totally different way. This was the first 
time in modern Islamic history in which 
the West was humiliated by such a sophis-
ticated attack, and on its own soil. It was 
perceived in Islamic eyes as a turning point 
in the relations between the two parties 
and as a continuance of the Soviet defeat 
in Afghanistan in 1988–89 and the Soviet 
Union’s final collapse in 1990. Muslims felt 
as if they were going to renew the spread of 
Islam in the seventh century and the defeat 
of the Crusaders in the twelfth century. The 
American response was viewed also in terms 
of a global war and conspiracy against Islam 
and Muslims in general, not just the “ter-
rorists” among them.

Arab rulers have always sought to link 

their wars to the glory of Islamic history. 
One ruler who tried to do so was Saddam 
Hussein in 1980–88, 1991, and in 1998. 
Osama bin Ladin also did so in his decla-
ration of war against Jews and Crusaders 
in February 1998. Such an atmosphere is 
an ideal breeding ground for apocalyptic 
discourse. Young supporters of global jihad 
sense that the turning point of history is in 
their favor. This became the essence of the 
culture of modern global jihad.

The War in Iraq—Apocalyptic 
Visions

The war in Iraq and the jihadi insurgency 
also serves as an important recruitment tool 
among wider circles of Arabs and Muslims. 
The Iraq War is also a source of apocalyptic 
visions for many Muslim youth, who express 
their views freely through the “virtual glob-
al jihad” of the Internet.

Many of these supporters view al-Qa’ida 
and the Taliban as “those who raise the 
black banners” (ashab al-rayat al-sud) that 
would come from the East on the eve of 
Islamic victory and proclaim the end of 
the world to pave the way for the appear-
ance of the Mahdi, the Islamic messiah. In 
a March 9, 2003, Internet article, Usama 
Azzam based his conclusions on sacred 
Islamic sources as well as on the writ-
ings of contemporary scholars, mainly Abu 
Qatada—one of the leading scholars of glob-
al jihad in the Arab world and Europe—
and his famous book Ma’alim al-Tai’fa 
al-Mansura (Characteristics of the Secured 
Community).

Azzam’s main conclusion is that the end of 
the world is nigh, which means that Islam’s 
total victory is almost at hand. The bring-
ers of redemption would be al-Qai’da and 
the Taliban, who would assist the Mahdi 
in bringing Allah’s rule on earth. The only 
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alternatives to them were Arab and Muslim 
governments that were apostates, and the 
“Crusader West.” Each individual could 
choose to be on the side of Allah or on the 
side of the devil. 

An unsigned article published in February 
2003 on what had been al-Qa’ida’s main Web 
site—the Center for Islamic Studies and 
Research—attempted to disqualify these 
ideas. The article—“Allah Has Not Assigned 
Our Nation to Know the Person of the Mahdi 
Prior to His Appearance”—criticized those 
who were looking for the Mahdi to establish 
the Islamic State but in the meantime did 
nothing to promote its establishment. Those 
who believe in this Islamic principle “have 
fallen into a lot of exaggerations . . . and 
based their religion on false issues, until 
their religion turned feebler than the nest of 
a spider.” Moreover, the anonymous author, 
who officially wrote on behalf of al-Qa’ida, 
attacked the theories of “the Black Banners 
that will appear from the East” as based on 
very weak hadith stories. 

The expectations that bin Ladin will 
launch further attacks on American soil 
are enormous. Yet there is also the denial 
of such claims by bin Ladin and al-Qa’ida. 
This denial might be due to the Wahhabi 
nature of the Saudi element of the organiza-
tion. Another reason could be the personal-
ity of bin Ladin, who has not yet made any 
attempt to create around him the image of 
an Islamic savior. The idea of al-Qa’ida is to 
establish solid solidarity of a new genera-
tion, front, or movement, that is not depen-
dent upon individuals or miracles but on a 
united strategy and the hard work and the 
struggle of a community.

Many books speculating on the Mahdi, 
and precisely when he will emerge to deliver 
the Islamic community, have been published 
in the Sunni Arab world in the past several 
decades.

Jihadi Apocalyptic Discourse

In the four years that followed the September 
11 attacks—with the ensuing collapse of the 
Taliban in Afghanistan, the declaration of a 
global war against jihadi terrorism, and the 
American occupation of Iraq on one hand 
and the jihadi Sunni insurgency there on 
the other—there was a major development 
in apocalyptic jihadi discourse. Jihadi schol-
ars and sympathizers viewed the moment as 
a clear start of the process that would lead to 
the Day of Judgment. Numerous traditional 
Islamic terms came to be commonly used in 
jihadi forums during this time. Examples 
are: dulab—the circle of a century between 
each Mahdi; Mahdi; mujadid al-zaman—the 
person who renews the apocalyptic signs; 
al-Masih al-Dajjal—the false Messiah or 
Anti-Christ that will appear before the Day 
of Resurrection; al-rayat al-sud—the black 
flags that will come to fight from Khorasan 
in the East; Armageddon; ru’iya—visions; 
and ahlam—dreams.

Quite a few jihadists published their 
dreams and visions of the Salaf, the Prophet, 
historic events from early Islamic history, 
and other visions, asking for solutions, 
interpretations, and explanations that 
would prove that Osama bin Ladin, Abu 
Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, al-Qa’ida, modern jihad, 
the September 11 attacks, and other jihadi 
terrorist operations were all signs of the 
coming apocalypse. One Saudi scholar—
Abu Bashir al-Najdi—became the “leader” 
of the interpreters of jihadi visions. There 
are several Islamist Web sites and sections 
in Islamist forums dedicated to dreams and 
visions to promote the sense of the apoca-
lypse. Two of the more popular sites are the 
“Armageddon forum” and the Web site and 
forums of “Charms and Wars.” 

It is interesting that the spread of apoca-
lyptic visions by jihadi-Salafists originates 
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 primarily from Saudi supporters of glob-
al jihad educated in a Wahhabi system. 
Wahhabis had always fought the spread of 
apocalyptic visions, fearing their deviant 
effect on the masses. Islamist  millenarianism 
in Saudi Arabia around the year 1400 ah 
(1978) was one of the reasons for the seizure 
of the Ka’ba by Juhayman al-Utaybi and his 
group of followers, which caused trauma in 
the kingdom. 

Yet the apocalyptic writings of al-Utay-
bi found a respected place in the largest 
“library” of jihadi-Salafism on the Web 
site of Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, www.
tawhed.ws. The Utaybi affair is also used 
to legitimate the fight against the “apostate 
Saudi kingdom.” Al-Maqdisi is one of the 
leading jihadi-Salafi scholars to attack the 
Saudi apostasy, and his book, al-Kawashif 
al-Jaliyya fi Kufr al-Dawla al-Sa’udiyya 
(The Clear Signs of the Apostasy of the 
Saudi State), is very popular among sup-
porters of global jihad. (It has been down-
loaded from the Internet more than 53,000 
times.) In his analysis of the Utaybi affair, 
al-Maqdisi forgave Utaybi and his group, 
and admitted to knowing them personally. 
He described them as “naïve and miser-
able people” who believed in the idea that 
“Muhammad bin Abdallah al-Qahtani was 
the Mahdi and Utaybi had just planned to 
declare his loyalty to him according to the 
Islamic doctrines.”

One of the principal books that reflects 
these apocalyptic aspirations was written by 
the Saudi scholar Abu Jandal al-Azdi—also 
known as Faris bin Shawwal al-Zahrani—
one of the leading younger scholars of al-
Qa’ida in Saudi Arabia. A 606-page tome, 
it is titled Bin Ladin—The Renovator of 
Times and Oppressor of the Americans. The 
book places bin Ladin in line with the great-
est Islamic scholars of history, such as Ibn 
Taymiyya, Muhammad bin Abd al-Wahhab, 

or Hasan al-Banna—even though he is far 
from being a cleric or a scholar. Yet bin 
Ladin’s ability to create such a tremendous 
turning point in Islamic history makes him 
a candidate for such a position in the eyes of 
the jihadi-Salafists.

Persistent posts about the connection 
between al-Qa’ida—and recently the Taliban 
as well—and the Islamic prophecies of the 
apocalypse can be seen in jihadi forums. 
The author of a March 6, 2006 post on www.
alhesbah.org tried to prove, through detailed 
analysis of Islamic prophecies and tradi-
tions and the present confrontation between 
the mujahidin and the West, that signs of 
the apocalypse are being witnessed—that 
Osama’s army is the army of the Mahdi. 
According to this post, this army will conquer 
Iraq, Syria, and the Palestinian territories—
bayt al-maqdis—and will give authority to the 
Mahdi, then to Jesus/Issa, and from there the 
defeat of the enemy—al-Dajjal—is secured. 
No one on the forum opposed his analysis.

One of the enthusiastic supporters of the 
search for apocalyptic signs on a permanent 
basis is Saudi Shaykh Sulayman al-Alawan, 
another of the leading Saudi clerics to sup-
port global jihad. In an article titled “The 
Disputes over the Mahdi,” also viewed as a 
fatwa, he encouraged the mujahidin to deal 
with the subject:

Dealing with [the issue of] the Mahdi 
and the signs of the hour—a’lam al-
sa’a—is one of the most important ele-
ments to encourage innovative effort 
of thinking—ijtihad—and to sail on the 
boat of salvation. . . . It is the best thing 
to do in order to spread religion, to pre-
pare the soul for meeting Allah, and to 
promote the Divine Law.

The jihadi-Salafi encouragement, in addi-
tion to the sense of a historic moment and 
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the great expectations created by al-Qa’ida, 
has brought about a greenhouse for apoca-
lyptic views. The ongoing jihadi insurgen-
cies in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Chechnya, 
as well as worldwide jihadi terrorism, have 
given rise to this sense.

Jihadi Perceptions of Weapons 
of Mass Destruction (WMD)

In recent years, al-Qa’ida and affiliated 
groups have issued a few pronouncements in 
which they threatened the use of WMD. The 
first direct reference appeared on December 
26, 2002. Abu Shihab al-Kandahar, then 
moderator of the Islamist Internet forum 
www.al-mojahedoon.net, published a short 
article titled “Nuclear War Is the Solution 
for the Destruction of the United States.”

The article could be viewed as a sim-
ple threat, exploiting a number of rumors 
from various sources. It might have also 
been deliberate disinformation regarding 
al-Qa’ida’s possession of nuclear, biologi-
cal, or chemical weapons. Alternatively, it 
could be propaganda aimed at encouraging 
Islamists. Regardless of its ultimate aim, 
al-Kandahar’s article marked the first time 
that such a threat had been publicly issued 
by supporters of al-Qa’ida, or at least by a 
figure known to have been close to the pro-
paganda apparatus of global jihad.

Thus far, the main modus operandi of 
al-Qa’ida has been suicide or martyrdom 
operations. Martyrdom attacks are not only 
a tactical tool of terrorism; they have also 
played a central role in the indoctrination 
of al-Qa’ida recruits. Over the past decade, 
the propaganda machinery of al-Qa’ida and 
global jihad has repeatedly asked the ques-
tion posed in 2005, by the author of an arti-
cle titled “Has the Global Crusader Alliance 
Learned the Lessons of the Mujahidin?” 
The author wrote: “We are really puzzled 

to see [that] the Americans and their fol-
lowers in the Western world think that they 
are able to confront people who wish to 
die more than they [the Americans] want 
to live.” This idea of self-sacrifice that has 
since been reinforced by the phenomenon of 
suicide operations has spread across many 
parts of the world, along with the worldwide 
increase of general Muslim support for the 
suicide attacks against civilians in Israel. It 
is significant that this method, once contro-
versial among Islamic clerics and scholars, 
enjoys growing support within religious 
and political communities alike. Thus far, 
in fact, it seems that radical Islam’s focus 
has been not on mass killings, but primarily 
on self-sacrifice and on the proliferation of 
its attacks to different regions and places 
across the globe. The focus on personal mar-
tyrdom and suicide attacks among groups 
that adhere to the culture of global jihad—
including al-Qa’ida, as well as groups with 
local and national aspirations, such as the 
Chechen Islamists and the Arab volunteers 
there, Kashmiri groups, the Kurdish Ansar 
al-Islam, or the Palestinian Hamas and 
Islamic Jihad (PIJ)—might explain why 
these groups have so far refrained from any 
large-scale use of WMD. Very rarely do cler-
ics, scholars, or Islamist intellectuals who 
supply the ideological and doctrinal support 
for the culture of global jihad mention the 
issue of WMD. 

Shaykh Nasir al-Fahd’s Fatwa  
on WMD

On May 21, 2003, Saudi Shaykh Nasir bin 
Hamad al-Fahd published the first fatwa on 
the use of WMD.

 
The author is among the 

younger leading clerics of the Saudi Islamist 
opposition that support the culture of global 
jihad and militant struggle against the West. 
Shaykh al-Fahd has published dozens of 
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militant books and articles, some of which 
are viewed by the followers of global jihad 
as religious rulings that legitimate the fight 
against the United States.

Because of his preaching against the Saudi 
monarchy, Shaykh al-Fahd was arrested 
in June 2003 by the Saudi authorities and 
is still imprisoned without trial. He was 
forced, along with two of his colleagues, 
to renounce several of his rulings against 
the Saudi government. In January 2005, 
from prison, he rescinded his former renun-
ciation through his supporters over Islamist 
Internet forums.

On September 21, 2002, al-Fahd pub-
lished an article titled “The Divine Verses 
About the September Attack,” in which 
he praised the execution of the September 
11 attacks, especially for their technical 
sophistication and use of planes.

 
One of 

his arguments was that the September 11 
attacks were an air battle, or “dogfight” of 
sorts. “If the Americans are using F-15 or 
Tornado [and they are allowed], then if the 
mujahidin used Boeing or AirBus are they 
not allowed?”

Shaykh al-Fahd has repeatedly used such 
analogies with the West to provide Islamic 
legal justification for terrorist tactics in his 
other writings. When asked, for example, 
whether the use of WMD is allowed, his 
answer was straightforward: “Yes,” it is 
allowed. “If the Muslims could defeat the 
infidels only by using these kinds of weap-
ons, it is allowed to use them even if they 
kill them all, and destroy their crops and 
cattle.”

Following the answer, Shaykh al-Fahd 
wrote a long and detailed memorandum on 
the relevant Islamic sources that he used as 
the basis for his ruling. First, he disqualified 
any terms of international law used by the 
West, since they are not part of the Islamic 
divine law. Second, he claimed that those 

countries that lead the campaign against 
the use of WMD—the United States and the 
United Kingdom—have already used WMD 
in the past against their enemies, not to 
mention that they, plus “the Jews,” possess 
these weapons.

Third, he based his arguments on the 
saying of Muhammad in the hadith: “Allah 
has ordered you to do everything perfectly. 
Hence, if you kill, do it perfectly, and if you 
slaughter, do it perfectly. Everyone should 
sharpen his blade and ease his slaugh-
ter.” He also relied on another saying of 
Muhammad: “If you are ordered to do some-
thing—do it according to your best ability.” 
In al-Fahd’s view, this principle is essential: 
Muslims should act according to their abili-
ties. If there is no other way the mujahidin 
can defeat the enemy, then they should kill 
them, all of them, by every means possible. 
This principle is valid even if they have 
to kill women and children, or even other 
Muslims.

In al-Fahd’s eyes, the principles of using 
WMD are divided into two categories. The 
first category concerns the general accep-
tance of their use in the case of jihad. The 
second category concerns the legitimacy of 
the use of WMD in a certain period against a 
certain enemy—an enemy that, in al-Fahd’s 
eyes, clearly means the United States.

One controversial issue among Saudi 
scholars following the attacks against 
“infidels” has been the fact that innocent 
Muslims are also being killed by these 
attacks. Al-Fahd unambiguously believes, 
however, that if the killing of Muslims is 
necessary and there is no other choice, then 
it is permissible.

 
In his view, which is based 

on previous rulings of Islamic scholars such 
as the fourteenth-century theologian Ibn 
Taymiyya, there are no limits at all to using 
WMD against the Western “infidels.”
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The Islamist Reaction to Shaykh 
al-Fahd

The strongest evidence of the relatively low 
regard for WMD within Islamist radical dis-
course lies in the military manuals distrib-
uted on the Internet by various global jihadi 
groups. Only a handful of references indi-
cate planning for the use of such weapons.

In instances where the manuals refer to 
WMD, the emphasis is on the use of chemi-
cal weapons, which are easy to obtain and 
handle. Indeed, Islamist Web sites contain 
instructions on how to make homemade 
bombs using chemicals.

 
Ultimately, the 

ability of Islamist terrorist groups to kill 
hundreds of people by conventional means 
might be more attractive to them.

Abu mus’ab al-Suri and 
“The Call for Islamist Global 
Resistance”

In December 2004, a new attitude emerged 
in Islamist discourse. Mustafa Sit-Maryam—
aka Umar Abd al-Hakim but better known 
as Abu Mus’ab al-Suri—a former leading 
trainer and scholar of al-Qa’ida, published 
two documents calling for an Islamist Global 
Resistance. 

One way of waging a strong jihad without 
a strong mass base is to use weapons of mass 
destruction. Al-Suri talks at length about 
the importance of using WMD against the 
United States as the only way to fight it 
from a point of equality. He even criticizes 
Osama bin Ladin for not using WMD in the 
September 11 attacks and advocates such 
methods. Al-Suri asks North Korea and Iran 
to continue developing their nuclear projects. 
It is most unusual for a jihadi-Salafist scholar 
to hint at possible cooperation with countries 
such as Shi’a Iran or Stalinist North Korea, 
both of which are generally regarded as infi-

del regimes. However, al-Suri seems to advise 
that jihadi Sunni readers should cooperate 
with the devil to defeat the “bigger devil.”

Al-Suri does not see much benefit from 
the guerrilla warfare waged against the 
United States by al-Qa’ida in Iraq. Hence: 
“The ultimate choice is the destruction of 
the United States by operations of strategic 
symmetry through weapons of mass destruc-
tion, namely nuclear, chemical, or biological 
means, if the mujahidin can achieve it 
with the help of those who possess them or 
through buying them.” One other option, he 
says, is by “the production of basic nuclear 
bombs, known as ‘dirty bombs.’”

Why are there so few references to WMD 
within the Islamist discourse of al-Qa’ida or 
related groups? Several assessments can be 
made.

WMD did receive some attention prior to 
October–November 2001, when Afghanistan, 
under the Taliban, served as a safe haven for 
al-Qa’ida and other Islamist groups. Until 
that time, al-Qa’ida maintained better rela-
tions with regimes and scientists involved in 
developing WMD such as Pakistan, Sudan, 
the Islamic republics of Central Asia, and 
perhaps with Iraq. After November 2001, 
however, most of the al-Qa’ida facilities 
in Afghanistan were destroyed or seized 
by the United States or Pakistan under 
President Pervez Musharraf, and Islamist 
forces were pushed into certain areas in 
eastern Afghanistan. It is possible that the 
culture of global jihad embraced “heroism” 
and the tactics of martyrdom operations as 
a result of these setbacks.

When al-Qa’ida had a base in Afghanistan, 
its attempt to acquire chemical, biological, 
radiological or nuclear (CBRN) facilities 
was handled in secret by a small group of 
operatives, the vast majority of whom did 
not possess the capabilities of dealing with 
CBRN, except for crude homemade bombs. 
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Due to the loss of their Afghan safe haven, 
and due to the difficulties of handling such 
weapons in occupied Iraq, only one arena 
remains where such weapons can be han-
dled—namely, among Muslim communities 
in the West, especially in Europe.

In many Islamist writings, the term 
“WMD” refers to a broad array of social 
and moral diseases associated with the 
West, such as AIDS, cigarette smoking, 
and drug use. It is not presented as part of 
the Islamist struggle but rather as a term 
denoting the destructive diseases that will 
eventually ruin Western societies from the 
inside.

If the main source of assessment is the 
mind of the present generation of Islamists, 
modeled by al-Qa’ida, the threat of an 
immediate use of WMD is of low feasibility.
Yet two other factors should be considered: 
First, there might be a new generation of 
Islamists not necessarily under the control 
of Saudi clerics or scholars which could pos-
sess fewer reservations about the acquisi-
tion and use of CBRN or WMD. 

Second, a new generation of Islamist 
groups might be more willing to follow the 
fatwa of Shaykh al-Fahd or the book of Abu 
Mus’ab al-Suri and encourage the use of 
such weapons if and when the mujahidin 
find they have no other alternative.

The view of WMD use in a “Doomsday” 
scenario is an integral part of the apocalyptic 
aspirations of the “audience” of global jihad, 
but not necessarily of its clerics or scholars. 
These expectations slowly increase, which 
creates among the supporters of global jihad 
a sense of a coming “explosion” in Iraq, 
Europe, or the United States.

In addition, it can be cautiously said 
that the effect of religiously based debates 
among jihadi scholars or between schol-
ars and Islamic institutions is weakening. 
Supporters of global jihad, especially those 

that have access to the Internet, are more 
“thirsty” to watch video clips that document 
beheadings, bombings, or terrorism against 
their various “enemies” than to read inno-
vative Islamic rulings. Hence, a sense of 
apocalyptic aspirations—either Islamist or 
of another type—linked to individual “can-
didates” for Mahdism, might increase. 

So far it seems that leaders such as bin 
Ladin or Zawahiri do not encourage such 
a development. There is no sign that they 
perceive themselves as the future caliph or 
even that they might lead a caliphate. This 
is typical of radical Sunni leaders or schol-
ars. However, al-Qa’ida is mutating, and 
on the margins of jihadi-Salafism there 
might emerge individuals or groups that 
could develop into someone who declares 
himself to be the Mahdi with a small group 
of followers and stages violent, spectacular 
actions in an attempt to prove it. Still, his 
chances to become an influential leader of 
the “mainstream” jihadi-Salafism are very 
low.

An important question to ask here is 
to what extent a sense of the apocalypse 
is driving jihadists to act now and not to 
“wait for the Mahdi to appear.” One of the 
significant factors of this growing willing-
ness might be the visual effect of horrors as 
reflected through the Internet. Bloody video 
clips, demonizing graffiti, and the total 
freedom of speech on this medium have a 
growing effect too. 

Jihadi Use of the Internet—The 
Open University for Jihad

The main platform for developing and push-
ing the culture of global jihad forward has 
in recent years been the Internet. There 
are several reasons why jihadi movements, 
groups, clerics, and scholars turned the 
Internet into their main, and sometimes 
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only, vehicle for propaganda, indoctrina-
tion, publicity, and teaching of their mes-
sages. Besides the known advantages of this 
medium of communication, several factors 
should be noted: First, in most Arab and 
Muslim countries opposition groups are 
persecuted, rendering the Internet their 
only vehicle for spreading their message. 
Citizens and groups are prevented from 
freely publishing books and newspapers or 
from giving open lectures. They have no 
access to the traditional means of Islamic 
religious indoctrination, such as mosques, 
Friday sermons, religious universities and 
colleges, or religious ceremonies.

Second, the Internet is the best way to 
reach the broadest possible audience. Every 
jihadi event or message is instantly exposed 
to the world, news agencies, and Muslim 
countries whose populations do not read 
Arabic. 

One of the documents of indoctrination 
published in 2003 and later recirculated 
on most major jihadi forums by the Global 
Islamic Media Front (GIMF, an organ of 
al-Qa’ida and global jihad with growing 
virtual activity) talks about the “univer-
sity of global jihad.” The author, nicknamed 
Ahmad al-Wathiq bil-Allah, deputy director 
of GIMF, presents al-Qa’ida as an “organiza-
tion, state, and university” whose faculties 
include propaganda, martyrdom, and the 
technology of weapons development.

The article clearly summarizes the indoc-
trinating nature of global jihad and thus, 
the center of gravity of this phenomenon—
the Muslim audience. An intensive reading 
of these Web sites, and especially of the most 
radical 15 to 25 jihadi forums and dozens 
of message groups, reveals the highly seri-
ous approach and attitude of their partici-
pants, those who are targeted by this global 
indoctrination. These jihadi Web sites have 
gradually replaced the old madrasa of the 

1980s–1990s as a tool for recruitment of 
jihadists. The Internet, in fact, has become 
one global madrasa.

Another recent publication by GIMF—
an analysis of the global strategy of al-
Qa’ida—is even more lucid. Under the title 
“Al-Qaida’s War Is Economic Not Military,” 
Abu Mus’ab al-Najdi, the author, a Saudi 
scholar and supporter of global jihad, ana-
lyzes the significant role that indoctrination 
plays in the global movement, moving young 
Muslims away from “oceans of pleasure and 
lust” and listening to traitorous clerics who 
have sold out to the regimes. Seeing photos 
or videos of attacks have mobilized them to 
participate in jihad. Bin Ladin, he explains, 
is very influential and calls by him can, for 
example, lead to attacks on oilfields in the 
Gulf Arab states.

The long jihad that the West—and indeed 
much of the rest of the world—is currently 
facing uses the Internet to provide both 
jihadists and the West with a wide spectrum 
of diversified information. Western intelli-
gence and security analysts can learn more 
about the culture of jihad by reading the 
lips of jihadi clerics, scholars, operatives, 
commanders, leaders, and—above all—their 
growing audience. Improving their ability 
to do so—in the original language—must be 
the West’s priority.

Conclusion

The current trend among Islamist groups 
is to move away from terrorism confined 
to their individual countries and directed 
against the “heretic” regimes that persecute 
them, and to move toward operations that 
are global in scope. This trend is rooted in 
two organizationally distinct—yet ideologi-
cally connected—events of the 1990s. One 
was the bombing of the World Trade Center 
in 1993. The second was the participation 
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of Islamist volunteers in conflicts in Bosnia, 
Albania, Kosovo, Chechnya, Kashmir, and 
Dagestan throughout the 1990s. These two 
lines eventually merged through the estab-
lishment of an international Islamist front 
in Afghanistan. This union was also solidi-
fied by the oppression and violence that 
Islamists experienced under various Arab 
regimes, which created a camp of Islamist 
refugees who could no longer act in their 
homelands. In one sense, then, they were 
forced to pursue the new route of global 
terrorism. When they lost Afghanistan in 
December 2001, they moved to Iraq in 2003 
and have started intensive indoctrination 
through the Internet since then in the rest 
of the Arab and Muslim world.

This global phenomenon has been exac-
erbated by a relatively old process, one 
that will actually accelerate in the com-
ing years: the radicalization of Muslim, 
primarily Arab, immigrants in the West. 
This process is largely a consequence of the 
alienation that many second- and third-
generation Muslim immigrants feel within 
Western societies, whether due to irreconcil-
able values, quashed expectations, or other 
factors. One result of this process has been 
the rapid development of an Islamic activist 
infrastructure within Western democracies, 
such that any number of organizations in 
Europe and the United States could serve 
as the logistical and financial backbone of 
Islamist terrorist groups.

This problem of social alienation among 
younger Muslims merits a study of its own. 
In short, though, any solution will require 
a better understanding in the West of the 
roots of Islamist violence as part of the 
culture of global jihad. The counterterror-
ism efforts of the United States and other 
Western countries—such as new legislation, 
better cooperation in the intelligence field, 
encouragement of counterterrorism efforts 

by Arab and Muslim states, and extradition 
of arrested terrorists—are all important. Yet 
these measures do not address the funda-
mental causes of the problem and may even 
enhance the notion that the Islamist strug-
gle is an ideological global clash between 
civilizations.

The September 11 attacks and the war 
against Islamist terrorism have paved the 
way for new ideological interpretations 
among jihadi scholars, clerics, and groups 
and produced new methods of dealing 
with the facts in light of Islamic constants. 
Islamist groups and Muslim intellectuals 
who determine this new vision publish fresh 
studies and dissertations. Formerly, the gen-
eral vision and intellectual dissertations 
by Islamist groups were limited in scope to 
their regional problems. For example, the 
Islamist groups in Egypt and Algeria used 
to focus on ways of rebelling against the 
governing regimes and ways of respond-
ing to violators of Islam. In the Palestinian 
arena and Kashmir, the visions and related 
studies were focused on fighting occupation, 
exhorting Muslims to fight for this goal, 
and expounding the Shari’a principles that 
governed this activity. In contrast, the jihadi 
insurgency in Iraq and the recent renewal of 
the jihadi struggle in Afghanistan are pro-
ducing a variety of wide-ranging doctrines, 
debates, and indoctrinating principles that 
are shared by a rapidly growing class of sup-
porters of global jihad through the Internet.

Added to this is the sense of alienation 
that prevails in the ranks of many intel-
lectuals in the Arab and Muslim worlds. All 
this could cause the Islamist movements to 
rearrange their action strategies in line with 
Islamic constants. They will deal with the 
facts, but without giving up their ideologi-
cal fundamentals, abandoning the defense 
of oppressed Muslims, or giving up their 
sanctities regardless of the sacrifices that 
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might be required. They might do so with-
out reckless zeal in areas and situations 
where calm, sobriety, and wisdom are bet-
ter qualities in working and making deci-
sions. This is especially important when 
one remembers that the objective of the war 
on terrorism is viewed by the Islamists as 
aimed at destroying every Islamist activity 
and luring the Islamists into battles where 
they can be eliminated, prior to weakening 
Islamist groups everywhere and decisively 
destroying their capabilities.

An important consequence of the war on 
Islamist terrorism, primarily in Iraq, and 
a cornerstone in the jihadi strategy, is the 
shift of terrorist activity back to the Arab 
world and the Middle East. Despite the glob-
al nature of the Islamist phenomenon since 
the mid-1990s, Islamists’ ideal remained the 
establishment of what they perceive as the 
true Islamic state in the heart of the Muslim 
world. The hardcore element of the global 
jihad movement is composed primarily of 
Arab Islamists, and the loss of the Afghan 
base brought them back to square one: 
their homeland. The U.S. occupation in Iraq 
added to the shift.

Regarding the American occupation of 
Iraq, Zawahiri wrote that only with the 
establishment of a proper Islamist state 
would the base for future progress be 
assured. Other key achievements would 
have to be the movement’s proximity to 
the masses in order to “defend their honor” 
and “fend off injustice.” He adds, “The 
people will not love us unless they feel that 
we love them . . . and are ready to defend 
them.” But if the masses are not roused, 
the blame would lie with the movement’s 
shortcomings in delivering its message and 
showing its readiness for sacrifice. No mat-
ter what the cost, the basic objective must 
be maintained.

One front in this effort, according to 

Zawahiri, is victory for Palestine, some-
thing the secular movements have failed to 
achieve. Any negotiations, compromise, or 
recognition of Israel in any form must be 
rejected. This issue is highly emotional and 
a rallying point.

Thus far, the phenomenon of the global 
jihad movement is unlikely to end soon. 
It is capable of making adjustments to its 
ranks, groups, and fronts, and moving its 
activity to other parts of the world—most 
likely back to the Middle East on one hand, 
and to Muslim communities in the West 
on the other. The global earthquake of the 
September 11 attacks and the global war 
on terrorism did not actually change the 
roots of Islamist rage, which feeds this phe-
nomenon and its violent expressions and 
encourages Muslim publics to support if not 
Islamist terrorism at least the ideas that it 
represents.

Naturally, Western leaders in the fight 
against jihadi terrorism are interested in 
portraying the threat and image of al-Qa’ida 
and global jihad as in decline. They point 
to various successes, such as the thwart-
ing of terrorist plots and other operations; 
the capturing and killing of several senior 
al-Qa’ida operatives; improved cooperation 
in the field of global counterterrorism; and 
a growing awareness among societies in 
many countries of the need for tighter secu-
rity measures. Western leaders also tend to 
belittle the role of the jihadi insurgency in 
Iraq, Afghanistan, and Somalia in affect-
ing Western security. Some underestimate 
and misjudge the adaptive capability and 
dynamism of global jihad, arguing that its 
targets are static and independent of devel-
opments in certain regions.

Since September 11, however, al-Qa’ida 
has managed to either initiate or inspire 
fatal terrorist attacks throughout the world. 
These attacks include several hundred sui-
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cide operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, the 
Sinai, Jordan, India, Indonesia, Kenya, 
Tunisia, Morocco, and Europe. Western 
counterterrorism successes notwithstand-
ing, these attacks, as well as a multitude 
of foiled attempts, are clear evidence that 
al-Qa’ida and its affiliates, as well as more 
loosely affiliated local jihadi initiatives, 
are still capable of planning and executing 
major attacks. Moreover, the plot uncovered 
in summer 2006 in the United Kingdom 
involving attacks on international aviation 
shows that some of the planned opera-
tions are at least as sophisticated as, if not 
more than, the September 11 attacks. As a 
result of these ongoing threats, issues and 
terms such as immigration, “home-grown 
jihadists,” “profiling,” “red alerts,” suicide 
bombings, charities, money-laundering, 
and “clash of civilizations and religions” 
have firmly penetrated Western life and the 
vocabulary of Western discourse.

Moreover, global jihad has clearly won 
the battle for the Internet. Al-Qa’ida and 
its affiliates dominate this medium as a 
means of indoctrination while the West 
and the Muslim world have so far failed 
to devise and effect a serious “counter-
jihadi” response. On a daily basis, the entire 
Western media community is swimming in 
a sea of jihadi Web sites. The jihadi Web is 
swift, technologically advanced, highly adap-
tive to changing situations, and is consumed 
by the Western media as a serious source of 
information. The most significant role of the 
jihadi Internet is that of “Open University 
for Jihad Studies,” the most effective means 
of jihadi indoctrination and inspiration.

Adding to these setbacks is the failure by 
the United States and its allies to appre-
hend the genuine leadership of al-Qa’ida, 
which as of 2009 not only remains at large 
but also manages to hotwire the apocalyptic 
senses of their followers by means of fre-

quent airing of audio and video cassettes. 
The distribution of these tapes has helped 
al-Qa’ida achieve the popularity of a rock 
band, revered by its supporters and held in 
awe by the Western media. Between July 
and mid-September 2006 alone, Ayman 
Zawahiri himself “posted” four tapes out of 
a total of 27 tapes posted since September 
2001. This means of communication with 
both the supporters of global jihad and 
Western publics and governments gives 
al-Qa’ida, and especially its two leaders, a 
wealth of power, exercised with what seems 
to be a soaring level of self-confidence. A 
close examination and analysis of all the 
tapes released by Osama bin Ladin and 
Zawahiri since September 11 strongly sug-
gests that their self-confidence developed 
tremendously during that period. Since 
2003, these two al-Qa’ida leaders, espe-
cially Zawahiri, have portrayed themselves 
as respected scholars who talk to their 
“citizens” like pseudo prime ministers. An 
additional example of al-Qa’ida’s domina-
tion of the media is the large number of 
tapes featuring Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi 
in the period of 2003 to mid-2006, as well 
as the thousands of video clips from Iraq, 
Chechnya, Afghanistan, and elsewhere doc-
umenting almost every terrorist operation. 
These releases indicate that the propaganda 
and indoctrination machinery of al-Qa’ida, 
which is initiated by a very small number of 
people, is well oiled and highly effective.

The vast body of assessments on the state 
of al-Qa’ida also features some experts who 
attempt to find the “golden path,” claim-
ing that several years after September 11, 
al-Qa’ida has mutated and is weaker as an 
organization or terrorist group but much 
stronger as a source of inspiration and 
ideology. Jihadists traveling to Iraq to blow 
themselves up, “home-grown immigrants” 
carrying out terrorist operations in Europe, 
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and activists in jihadi political subversion in 
the Arab and Muslim world have not been 
recruited by al-Qa’ida. They have “recruit-
ed” themselves to the service of global jihadi 
ideology. The vast majority of them undergo 
virtual mental, indoctrinating, and practical 
training through the Internet, not in train-
ing camps in Afghanistan or madrasas in 
Pakistan.

Furthermore, the ideological and doc-
trinal developments, which affect a grow-
ing number of youth, are not necessarily 
inspired merely by religious interpretations 
but are also influenced by sociopolitical 
developments, taking place primarily within 
the Arab world. On the other end—among 
Western societies—there is a growing sense 
that a clash with Muslim communities is 
inevitable, which results in—among other 
things—stronger support for harsher secu-
rity measures, even at the price of certain 
limitations on civil liberties.

Generally speaking, since September 11, 
al-Qa’ida seems to have slowly expanded 
as a source of support and appeal among 
larger segments of Islamic—primarily 
Arab—societies. Its organizational power, 
meanwhile, has not declined significant-
ly. However, its greatest success does not 
appear to be its survival but, rather, the 
development of the culture of global jihad as 
an entity in and of itself. This entity is the 
main framework of strategy and ideology; it 
is independent of any persons or individuals 
or specific terrorist operations. The commu-
nity that evolved out of this culture emerged 
within just 10 to 20 years. This community, 
which is also global, is still a minority in the 
larger Muslim world, but is able to gather 
a growing number of supporters around 
its strategy and ideology. The sense of the 
apocalypse, on one hand, and oppression, 
on the other, assists in promoting its targets 
among these supporters, at least for now.

Bibliography 

Al-Alawan, Sulayman bin Naser. Al-naza’at fi al-
Mahdi (Debates About the Mahdi). January 
23, 2003. www.al-alwan.org.

Al-Najdi, Abu Mus’ab. Ma’rakat al-Qa’ida—
Ma’rakah iqtisadiyya la askariyya (The 
Battle of Al-Qaeda—Economic Battle not 
Military). October 3, 2005, www. al-farouq 
.com/vb/showthread.php?t=3383.

“Al Qaeda’s Fatwa.” Online News Hour, www 
.pbs.org/newshour/terrorism/ international/
fatwa_1998.html; and www.tawhed.
ws/r?=733.

Al-Quds al-Arabi (London). February 23, 1998. 
Al-Shu’aybi, Humud al-Uqla. Fatwa on Recent Event. 

www.sunnahonline.com/ilm/ contemporary/ 
0017.htm.

Al-Zahrani, Faris bin Shawwal. Usama bin 
Ladin mujadid al-zaman wa-qahir al-Amri-
kan (Osama bin Ladin is the Renovator of 
Times and Defeater of the Americans). www 
.tawhed.ws/r?i=972.

Al-Zawahiri, Ayman. Fursan tahta rayat al-
nabi (Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner). 
London: al-Sharq al-Awsat, December 2–12, 
2001, www.assharqalawsat.com/pcdaily/
pcstatic/ny-attack/zawahri.html; FBIS 
Document No. FBIS-NES-2002–0108, date: 
1/10/02.

“Ars al-Shahada” (The Wedding of Martyrdom). 
Filastin al-Muslima, Vol. 9 (September 
1991).

Azzam, Abdallah. “Al-Qa’ida al-sulba” (The Solid 
Base). Al-Jihad, No. 41 (April 1988).

Azzam, Usama. Hal Taliban wal-Qa’ida hum 
ashab al-rayat al-sud? (Are Taliban and al-
Qaeda the Owners of the Black Flags?). March 
9, 2003, www.dawh.net/vb/showthread.
threadid?php=12125.

The Center for Islamic Studies and Research. 
Nahnu Umma lam yukallifna Allah bi-
ma’rifat al-Mahdi qabla khurujihi (We Are 
a Nation That Allah Did Not Inform About 
the Appearance of the Mahdi Before It 
Occurred). February 2003. 

Edminster, Steve. “UNHCR, U.S. Government 
Gear Up to Double Refugee Admissions from 
the Middle East and South Asia.” Refugee 
Reports 20:11 (December 1999). www. refugees 
.org/world/articles/unhcr_rr99_11.htm.



  g l o b A l  J I h A d  l i i i

Emerson, Steve. Jihad in America. PBS docu-
mentary, November 29, 1994. 

Ibn Sirrin, Muhammad. Tafsir al-ahlam al-kabir 
(The Great Exegesis of Dreams). Beirut: Dar 
al-Fikr, 1982.

Muntada al-malahim wal-fitan (Epic and 
Intriques Forum). http://alfetn.com/vb3/
index.php. 

Paz, Reuven. “The Saudi Fatwa Against Suicide 
Terrorism.” PeaceWatch 323 (May 2, 2001). 
Washington, DC: The Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy.

Pinguet, Maurice. Voluntary Death in Japan. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993.

“Al-Qaeda University for Jihad Studies.” Al-Boraq 
Forum, March 14, 2006. http://alboraq.info/
showthread.php?t=3219.

U.S. Committee for Refugees. Asylum Cases 
Decided by Immigration Judges Approved 
or Denied, by Selected Country of Origin, 
1999. www. refugees.org/world/statistics/
wrs00_table3.htm.

U.S. Committee for Refugees. Country Report: 
United Kingdom, 1999. www.refugees.org/
world/countryrpt/europe/united_kingdom.htm.





SUB-SAHARAN 
AFRICA





N
IG

E
R

C
H

A
D

A
S

IA
M

A
U

R
IT

A
N

IA
M

A
L

I

N
IG

E
R

IA

S
U

D
A

N

D
EM

O
C

R
A

TI
C

R
EP

U
B

LI
C

O
F 

TH
E

C
O

N
G

O

E
T

H
IO

P
IA

K
E

N
Y

A

A
N

G
O

L
A

T
A

N
Z

A
N

IA

N
A

M
IB

IA

Z
A

M
B

IA

S
O

U
T

H
A

F
R

IC
A

ER
IT

R
EA

G
U

IN
EA

GHANA

TOGO

B
U

R
K

IN
A

FA
SO

B
EN

IN

EQ
U

A
TO

R
IA

L 
G

U
IN

EA
SÃ

O
 T

O
M

É 
&

 P
R

ÍN
C

IP
E

LI
B

ER
IA

C
O

M
O

R
O

S

G
U

IN
EA

-
B

IS
SA

U

G
A

M
B

IA SI
ER

R
A

LE
O

N
E

M
A

LA
W

I

B
O

TS
W

A
N

AZI
M

B
A

B
W

E SW
A

ZI
LA

N
D

B
U

R
U

N
D

I

R
W

A
N

D
A

LE
SO

TH
O

C
Ô

TE
D

'IV
O

IR
E

(I
V

O
R

Y
C

O
A

ST
)

G
A

B
O

N

U
G

A
N

D
A

C
EN

TR
A

L
A

FR
IC

A
N

 R
EP

.

MOZAM
B

IQ

UE 

D
JI

B
O

U
TI

CONGO 

S
O

M
A

LIA
 

CAMEROON 

SE
N

EG

AL 

MADAGASCA
R 

C
ab

in
d

a
(A

N
G

O
LA

)

Red  S
ea

G
ul

f o
f A

de
n 

A
T

L
A

N
T

I
C

O
C

E
A

N

I
N

D
I

A
N

O
C

E
A

N

L
ak

e
Vi

ct
or

ia

L
ak

e
Ta

ng
an

yi
ka

L
ak

e
N

ya
sa

1,
00

0 
ki

lo
m

et
er

s

1,
00

0 
m

ile
s

00

N S

E
W





5

Islamism is challenging many polities and 
societies in sub-Saharan Africa. Terrorist 
groups such as al-Qa’ida and Hizballah have 
a strong presence in the region—primar-
ily to finance, plan, and carry out attacks 
against Western targets both inside and 
outside Africa—while several local terror 
groups have emerged to wage jihad on sub-
Saharan Africa itself. The 1998 bombings of 
U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, car-
ried out by foreign terrorists with support 
from their local brethren, offer conspicuous 
evidence of this situation. Yet what might 
have a considerably greater effect in the 
long term on Africa and its relations with 
the world is the systematic imposition of a 
strict version of Islam there.

Indeed, far from advocating immediate, 
armed revolution, the vast majority of 
Islamists in sub-Saharan Africa—largely 
influenced by Wahhabism, Salafism, and 
Khomeiniism—have opted for a more 
gradual approach in attempting to bring 
society and state into conformity with 
their extremist interpretations of Islam. 
Where it takes root, Islamism contributes 
to the marginalization of women and non-
Muslims, inhibits democratic government 
and the rule of law, discourages econom-
ic growth, violates accepted standards of 

human rights, and leads to increased inter-
communal violence.

This hardly reflects the history of Islam as 
a faith in sub-Saharan Africa, whose expan-
sion there was a peaceful affair, initially 
facilitated by trade routes linking the region 
to the Arab world in a process of gradual 
diffusion. This had the effect of overlaying 
Islam on—rather than wholly eliminating—
local belief systems and consequently played 
a much more limited role in organizing soci-
ety and state than is advocated by Islamist 
movements today.

After more than a millennium of rejecting 
rigid interpretations of Islam in sub-Saha-
ran Africa, why is Islamism gaining trac-
tion now? In part, the oppressive nature of 
African governments, combined with their 
inability to forge vibrant economies and 
stable social structures, attracted many to 
Islamism’s promise of empowerment. When 
the tide of liberal democracy more recently 
swept across the region, Islamist forces 
were granted unprecedented freedom to 
implement their program.

Less often considered, however, is how 
Middle Eastern governments support 
Islamism’s rise by using the Islamic mes-
sage to advance their own interests. Sub-
Saharan Africa provides an inviting target 

Africa
David McCormack
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for this agenda. Its Muslim population of 
250 million offers a massive base. Weak and 
corrupt states and economies make Islamist 
ideologies attractive to disenchanted popu-
lations, while porous borders and a steady 
flow of illicit arms contribute to an ideal 
operating environment for Islamists with 
militant appetites.

Although the actual sum is incalculable, 
at least tens of billions of dollars have 
been poured into the subcontinent from the 
Middle East in support of Islamism, with 
results that are hardly surprising. It is no 
coincidence that the Saudi state faith—
Wahhabism—has become the most dynamic 
ideological strain of Islamism in sub-Saha-
ran Africa, given that its Ministry of Islamic 
Affairs distributes so much money for activ-
ity in the region. As Eva Evers Rosander, 
scholar of Islamism in Africa, suggests, “In 
relations between African Muslims and for-
eigners from the Arab [oil] countries, those 
who have the financial means dictate the 
Islamic discourse.”

The attribution of full responsibility to 
foreign influences would be overstated, 
however, as African Muslims have hardly 
been passive participants in the develop-
ment of Islamism. Rather, as Rosander’s 
counterpart, Roman Loimeier, points out, 
“On account of [the] vast differences in pro-
grams, styles, orientation, financial backing 
and claims of spiritual superiority in the 
Muslim ‘North,’ the Muslim movements of 
reform in Africa have always been able to 
‘play’ with these rivalries and to balance 
‘Northern’ influences in their own national 
and local strategies of development and 
political orientation.”

Islamism is steadily advancing on virtu-
ally all sub-Saharan Muslim communities to 
one degree or another, evident in the prolif-
eration of Islamist groups of all ideological 
stripes. Yet, while the tactical approaches 

among these groups are often varied, for the 
most part they pursue a common strategy 
that is clearly identifiable.

Given the traditional strength of African 
Islam’s temperance, Islamists recognize 
that they must first raise African Muslims’ 
awareness of global Islamic faith and cul-
ture as defined by the Islamists. Activity 
to promote social welfare—with significant 
assistance from international Islamist non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) such 
as the Muslim World League (MWL), the 
International Islamic Relief Organization 
(IIRO), and the World Assembly of Muslim 
Youth (WAMY)—is a primary tool employed 
to accomplish this objective. The short-term 
aim of such activity is the creation of dis-
tinct Islamized segments of society that can 
later be leveraged for Islamist purposes.

Once established, these Islamized popula-
tions are led toward acceptance of Islamism 
by measures intended to portray the status 
quo as antithetical to Muslim well-being. 
Islamist fringe elements attempt to foster a 
mood of defiance among Islamized popula-
tions against external influences by propa-
gating a moralistic discourse that attacks 
those things deemed threatening to the 
health of Islam.

One of the most commonly used tactics is 
to petition that Muslims be permitted to be 
governed by Shari’a. The inevitable opposi-
tion that arises from non-Muslim quarters 
to this demand confirms to Muslims their 
sense of persecution, allowing increasingly 
radical rhetoric and action to become accept-
able. By portraying themselves as defenders 
of legitimate Muslim rights, Islamists are 
thus able to wrest popular support from the 
moderate center.

Significantly, the different brands of 
Islamism operating in Africa have been 
willing to form short-term tactical alliances 
with one another, recognizing the imperative 
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of Muslim unity for the immediate purpose 
of defeating external challenges. This often 
leads to the development of Islamist groups 
with indistinct doctrinal foundations. For 
example, it is not unusual to see Wahhabis 
working with Sufis, or to see Sunnis receiv-
ing Iranian patronage. Yet the common goal 
remains, as once expressed by the leader of 
Libya, Mu’amar Qadhafi, to “make Islam 
triumphant in Africa.”

The growing influence of Islamism south 
of the Sahara is manifest, though it is by no 
means developing uniformly. Demographic, 
political, economic, and a host of other dif-
ferences permit degrees of success that vary 
greatly from region to region, state to state, 
and even locality to locality. Yet similar pat-
terns of Islamism’s advance can be observed 
in virtually all of the subcontinent’s Muslim 
communities. The following country studies 
display the general similarities and local 
adaptations in Islamism’s transformation of 
sub-Saharan Africa.

Nigeria

Introduced by Arab traders in the eleventh 
century, Islam came to dominate the north-
ern part of modern-day Nigeria—today 
home to 60 million Muslims who account for 
roughly half of the country’s population—
over the following centuries. Despite the 
religion’s distinct influence on the region’s 
cultural history, Nigerian Islam was by no 
means harsh or rigid, but rather permitted 
an environment in which Muslims of differ-
ent doctrinal persuasions, Christians, and 
animists coexisted relatively peacefully for 
the better part of a thousand years.

As Britain began to disengage from West 
Africa in the 1950s following roughly a 
century of colonial rule, it was recognized 
that a functioning Nigerian state—one 
that incorporated both the predominantly 

Muslim north and the Christian and ani-
mist south—would have to be of a secular 
character. With independence in 1960, a 
penal code was established for northern 
Nigeria that excluded Shari’a from crimi-
nal proceedings, allowing its application 
only in matters of limited personal law for 
Muslims, as was traditionally practiced. 
Significantly, this jurisdiction was rein-
forced by subsequent constitutions adopted 
in the country.

The history of Islamism in Nigeria can 
largely be traced through the career of 
one man—Abu Bakr Gumi. Gumi began 
public life as deputy and spiritual adviser 
to Ahmadu Bello, dubbed the first prime 
minister of northern Nigeria. Gumi was 
trained in an austere legal tradition and was 
rabidly anti-Sufi (an indication of Islamism 
throughout sub-Saharan Africa), having 
lived several months in the Hijaz, where 
he became immersed in Wahhabi ideology. 
As scholar John Hunwick observed, Gumi 
would serve as “a conduit through which 
Saudi/Wahhabi ideas could flow and take 
root in Nigeria.”

Gumi’s Islamist program began in 1962, 
when he persuaded Bello to establish a pan-
Nigerian Islamic organization—Jama’at 
Nasr al-Islam (JNI, Association for the 
Victory of Islam)—that can be considered 
the progenitor of today’s Islamist asso-
ciations in the country. A backlash by Sufis 
against Gumi’s agenda, however, eventually 
led to their penetration of JNI and its dis-
integration into competing factions. Gumi’s 
faction, established in 1978 and the most 
influential of them all, was the Jama’at 
Izalat al-Bida wa Iqamat al-Sunna (Society 
for the Eradication of Evil Innovation and 
the Establishment of the Sunna), better 
known as Yan Izala.

In addition to issuing religious edicts close 
to the views held by Wahhabism, Izala pro-
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motes social programs—including the estab-
lishment of an Islamic system of education—
that help it gain broad-based Muslim sup-
port. As explained by Loimeier, “The new 
adherents of Yan Izala absorbed nothing of 
the old, ‘un-Islamic’ system of values, but 
categorically rejected it and instead accepted 
a new system of explanation.”

Scholar M.A. Mohamed Salih explains 
that, with support from the Saudi Islamic 
Relief Association, Gumi and the Izala were 
able to promote their message on a wide 
scale, making effective use of mass media, 
through the establishment of radio programs 
on the Nigeria Broadcasting Corporation and 
of the Hausa-language newspaper Gaskiya. 
However, the noted Izala expert Muhammad 
Sani Umar observes that the movement 
was spread most effectively through two 
other means: the convening of thousands of 
preaching sessions across the country and 
the recording of Izala’s sermons on audio-
cassette for mass distribution.

Not wanting to lose ground in the face of 
Izala’s magnetism, the traditionally domi-
nant Sufi brotherhoods were forced to follow 
a similar path—adopting Islamist prescrip-
tions to compete with Izala in being seen as 
“more Islamic” in a battle to be considered 
the legitimate defender of Muslim rights in 
the country. This had the effect of firmly 
entrenching Islamism in Nigerian Muslim 
life. Significantly, as Nigeria stumbled 
toward democracy and experienced expand-
ing Christian missionary activity during the 
1980s and 1990s, the imperative of Muslim 
unity began to erode traditional rivalries, 
leading even Gumi himself to famously 
declare in 1987 that “politics was more 
important than prayer”—a process that has 
continued apace ever since.

Although Gumi died in 1992, his legacy 
lives on. Today, Izala is led by Shaykh 
Muhammad Sani Yahaya Jingir, who main-

tains popular support for the Islamist pro-
gram through the funding of mosques, 
madrasas (religious schools), and hospitals, 
while advocating the continued application 
of Shari’a. This grassroots effort continues 
to attract a large following, especially in 
cities and towns and among the educated 
class.

Not surprisingly, numerous Islamist 
groups and movements have formed in 
the environment cultivated by Izala. The 
Nigerian Ikhwan (Muslim Brothers), for 
example, emerged in the early 1990s as a 
prominent player in Nigerian Islamism, 
recruiting heavily among university stu-
dents and aiming “to bring about an Islamic 
revolution in Nigeria.” The Ikhwan’s esti-
mated 10,000 members—led by Ibrahim al-
Zakzaki, who was trained in, and reportedly 
received funding from, Iran—regularly hold 
rallies and demonstrations in support of 
Islamist issues.

In addition to these more loosely knit move-
ments, several well-organized groups have 
been integral players in Nigerian Islamism, 
including both foreign and domestic agen-
cies. The Supreme Council for Shari’a in 
Nigeria (SCSN), led by Ibrahim Datti Ahmad, 
has been at the forefront. Similarly, foreign-
sponsored “charitable” organizations—such 
as the MWL, WAMY, and al-Muntada al-
Islami—operate in Nigeria to draw Muslims 
to the Islamist cause.

Despite its spread from the 1960s onward, 
the extent of Islamism’s grip on Nigeria 
became clear only with the country’s lib-
eration from military rule in 1999, which 
marked a rapid decline in the power of 
the central government. Free to implement 
their program at the state level, Islamists in 
northern Nigeria have embarked on a cam-
paign to transform social and political life 
to conform to the dictates of their extrem-
ist interpretations of Islam. The Islamists’ 
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first action would be the implementation of 
a much more robust Shari’a, to include its 
application in criminal proceedings.

Ahmad Sani, Islamist governor of the 
state of Zamfara, began the political trans-
formation on October 27, 1999, when he 
proclaimed that his state would henceforth 
be governed by Shari’a. A great admirer of 
Saudi Arabia, Sani modeled his legal system 
on that of the kingdom, stating, accord-
ing to India’s Tribune in October 1999, “It 
will be very, very good for people. We will 
have a society devoid of problems.” His 
announcement, in fact, was made following 
solidarity visits from Saudi officials, and a 
number of judges were immediately sent 
to Saudi Arabia for training. Eleven other 
predominantly Muslim states in northern 
Nigeria would follow suit shortly thereafter. 
Those states are Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, 
Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kebbi, 
Niger, Sokoto, and Yobe.

The impact of Islamism since 1999 becomes 
apparent, as Sani indeed made good on his 
promise that Shari’a “is not limited to the 
laws. It is a comprehensive way of life.” 
Public transportation has been segregated 
by gender and alcohol has been banned 
regardless of a citizen’s faith. Corporal and 
capital punishment, including flogging and 
death by stoning, have been institutional-
ized. Furthermore, as in Saudi Arabia, a 
vigilante organization—the Joint Islamic 
Aid Group—was established to monitor 
compliance with the new laws. Additionally, 
Sani disclosed a plan—at an event organized 
by the Saudi embassy in Nigeria—to enforce 
the teaching and usage of Arabic in Zamfara 
and to begin paying Islamic preachers out of 
state funds.

Across northern Nigeria, Islamism has 
begun to erode accepted standards of human 
rights, primarily among the Muslim commu-
nity. The Center for Religious Freedom has 

observed, in fact, that these violations con-
travene not only the Nigerian constitution 
but also the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the African Charter on Human 
and People’s Rights, and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to 
which Nigeria is party.

In one of the more conspicuous examples 
of Islamism’s influence, beginning in late 
2003 the governments of four northern 
states refused—at the insistence of Ibrahim 
Datti Ahmad and the SCSN—for nearly a 
year to take part in a countrywide immuni-
zation drive against polio, claiming that it 
was part of a Western plot to make Muslim 
women infertile. During this time, more 
than 400 new cases of polio were reported, 
accounting for almost 90 percent of new 
cases worldwide. As declared by the gov-
ernor of Kano State, Ibrahim Shekarau, 
according to a February 2004 BBC report, 
“It is a lesser of two evils to sacrifice two, 
three, four, five, even 10 children [to polio] 
than allow hundreds of thousands or pos-
sibly millions of girl-children likely to be 
rendered infertile.”

With such a perspective in tow, Shekarau 
stands alongside Sani—both of whom are 
allegedly members of Izala—as one of the 
two most prominent Islamist leaders in 
Nigeria today. A former activist in the 
Muslims’ Student Society—a leading orga-
nization in rallying youths toward the 
Islamist cause that is influenced heavily 
by the writings of both Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini and Sayyid Qutb—Shekarau rose 
through the ranks of the Nigerian civil 
service to its highest office, during which 
time he became a leading figure in the push 
for Shari’a. In the 2003 elections, he man-
aged to oust the governor of Kano, who had 
signed the state’s Shari’a bill into law yet 
was considered much less committed to the 
Islamist cause than was Shekarau.
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Mahmud Mustapha, a Nigerian pundit, 
describes the environment that has arisen 
in Kano under Shekarau:

Shia . . . have been under threat of 
attack from blood thirsty Wahabis that 
have taken control of machinery of gov-
ernment. . . . Apart from allowing the 
Wahabis to continue to spew the venom 
of hatred against the Shias among the 
predominant Sunnis through calum-
ny and fabrications, the government 
sponsored a systematic and sustained 
media campaign against Shia followers 
on its radio station which refers to sui-
cide attacks by Iraqi Wahabi dissidents 
against Shias and their places of wor-
ship as Jihad.

Venom is quite often directed, in fact, at 
Nigeria’s minority Shi’a population, which 
began to gain a following in the 1970s and 
that by some estimates composes as much 
as 5 percent of the total Muslim population 
(though that figure is likely high, because of 
the routine conflation of Shi’a with Sunnis 
who express solidarity with the Iranian 
revolutionary program, such as those of 
Zakzaki’s Ikhwan).

Aside from intrareligious tensions result-
ing from Islamism’s advance, its applica-
tion across the northern region has created 
widespread interreligious tension that has 
led to violence on a massive scale. As esti-
mated by the Center for Religious Freedom, 
as many as 10,000 people have been killed 
by such violence since 1999. Encouraging 
interfaith discord is, of course, a principle 
objective of the Islamists, knowing that it 
will convince more Muslims to rally around 
their rigid program.

For its part, the central government 
has tacitly accepted its own weakness and 
inability to rein in the Islamist tide and has 

raised only limited criticisms of the actions 
of the northern states, further emboldening 
Islamist ambitions.

The environment created by Islamism’s 
progress in Nigeria has not gone unno-
ticed by global jihadists. In the wake of the 
September 11 attacks against the United 
States, a great outpouring of support for 
al-Qa’ida was on display in the northern 
region. Recognizing this atmosphere, in a 
May 2003 tape Osama bin Ladin named 
Nigeria as one of six states “most eligible 
for liberation.”

In what could be considered a sign of the 
times, from December 2003 through January 
2004, a group of some 200 militant Islamists 
calling themselves the “Taliban” waged a 
brief insurgency, intending to establish an 
independent Muslim state along Nigeria’s 
border with the Niger Republic. Only after 
several weeks and after a number of mur-
ders by this group was the insurrection 
crushed by the Nigerian army.

Islamism is well advanced in Nigeria and 
has the very real potential to engulf the 
country in full-scale conflict. The Nigerian 
Nobel Prize winner in Literature, Wole 
Soyinka, captured the mood best, as quoted 
by Nigeria’s News in February 2000: “The 
roof is already burning over our head . . . the 
prelude to war, civil war.”

Kenya

Across the continent, Kenya—whose 3 mil-
lion Muslims constitute roughly 10 percent 
of the population and reside primarily in 
the North-Eastern Province adjacent to the 
Somali border and in the Coast Province 
along the Indian Ocean seaboard—has been 
experiencing Islamism in a manner not 
unlike Nigeria but on a smaller scale.

Because of the Horn’s geographic proxim-
ity to the Arabian Peninsula, Islam arrived 
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early to Kenya (perhaps by the eighth centu-
ry) principally through commercial exchang-
es, allowing it to maintain a close connection 
with the heart of the Muslim world. Still, 
the Islam that developed retained a distinc-
tive nature that incorporated local religious 
practices and cultural (mostly Somali and 
Swahili) attributes, and moderate tenden-
cies prevailed to the present age.

Upon emerging from colonialism in 1963, 
radical Islam in Kenya was contained by the 
muscular rule of the Kenya Africa National 
Union (KANU) party under the leadership 
of Jomo Kenyatta (1963–1978) and Daniel 
Arap Moi (1978–2002). At the same time, 
however, such quasi-dictatorial rule created 
a climate that convinced some Muslims to see 
the Islamist order as a desirable alternative. 
It was only with political liberalization— 
arising in the context of the first free elec-
tions held in 1992 and the first civilian 
transfer of power in 2002—that Islamists 
were finally given the freedom needed to 
advance their agenda.

The life of Shaykh Abdallah Salih al-
Farsi features prominently in Islamism’s 
early development there. A Zanzibari by 
birth who immigrated to Kenya in 1967, 
Farsi spent part of his spiritual life as 
a renowned scholar of a prominent East 
African Sufi order—a status that helped 
him gain appointment as chief qadi (Islamic 
jurist) of Kenya, a position he held from 
1968 to 1980.

In the years that followed his selection, 
however, Farsi revealed himself as a fierce 
supporter of Wahhabi ideology, propagat-
ing versions of the Koran that he, himself, 
translated into Kiswahili, in addition to 
other literature from the Islamist intelli-
gentsia. He also disseminated more than 50 
original works that attacked “un-Islamic” 
religious practices, even becoming a vocifer-
ous critic of his former Sufi order. The com-

pilation of these ideas would reach a broad 
audience throughout East Africa.

The revolution in Iran was a watershed 
event in Islamism’s advance on Kenya, as 
it was in many other parts of sub-Saharan 
Africa. In addition to awakening Kenyan 
Muslims—marginalized during the colo-
nial period and after—to the global Islamic 
resurgence, it served as inspiration for those 
who sought radical transformation of their 
own society.

Hardly covert in its attempt to export its 
revolution to Kenya, Iran embarked on a 
campaign to facilitate the spread of Islamism 
in the country by publishing and distribut-
ing literature, convening public lectures, 
employing mass-media outlets, and inviting 
young Kenyans to study in Iran. In this, one 
of its most influential tools has been the 
monthly magazine Sauti ya Umma, printed 
in Kiswahili by the Foundation for Islamic 
Thought in Iran.

Libya has also figured prominently in 
Kenyan Islamism. By the early 1980s, Tripoli 
was sending Islamic teachers to Kenya 
and bringing Kenyan students to Libya for 
study. So strong was Qadhafi’s support for 
unrest in Kenya that in 1987 Moi ordered 
the Libyan embassy closed and its staff 
expelled. Also, the hand of Riyadh has been 
evident through the work of its various 
NGOs—such as the Islamic Foundation that 
builds mosques and publishes a quarterly 
journal, al-Islam, in English and Kiswahili.

The Council of Imams and Preachers in 
Kenya (CIPK) can be considered the face of 
Kenyan Islamism, under the leadership of its 
long-time chairman, Shaykh Ali Shee, who 
in 1990 became head of the Jami’a Mosque, 
the country’s largest Muslim holy site. He 
began advocating reducing the authority of 
the chief qadi, claiming the position was too 
closely tied to the government. In so doing, 
Shee directly challenged the authority of the 
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established ulama (religious clerics), repre-
sented in the much larger Supreme Council 
of Kenyan Muslims (SUPKEM), which holds 
great sway over the qadi’s appointment.

Recognizing the importance of Muslim 
unity to Islamism’s success and hoping to 
undermine SUPKEM’s influence, Shee—a 
Sunni of Yemeni descent—has called for 
greater cooperation between Sunni and 
Shi’a and for establishing stronger ties with 
Iran. This position led the committee that 
oversees Jami’a to force his resignation in 
1996, but in so doing strengthened his cred-
ibility among Kenya’s Muslims desiring a 
unifying force. Although he stepped down 
as CIPK’s chairman in 2005, Shee’s legacy 
lives on within the organization, which is 
currently led by Shaykh Muhammad Idris.

For its part, SUPKEM was established 
in 1973 with subsidies from the Islamic 
Foundation (as well as funding from Libya 
and Sudan, among other foreign coun-
tries) and the intention of unifying Kenya’s 
Muslims. Its past loyalty to KANU, more-
over, led the government to recognize it in 
1979 as the only organization entitled to 
represent all Muslims in the country and to 
maintain links with foreign Islamic organi-
zations. In the face of more recent attempts 
by other Islamist organizations to discredit 
it by claiming it was too closely tied to 
the interests of KANU, however, SUPKEM 
began to adopt an increasingly independent 
and Islamist line in the mid-1990s.

SUPKEM, whose leadership is elected 
every three years, seeks to coordinate the 
activities of approximately 150 registered 
Muslim associations through a tightly man-
aged network of district councils set up 
across the country. Its work program covers 
the range of religious, political, and social 
matters. SUPKEM has, for instance, deep-
ly involved itself in Islamic education by 
recruiting Arab scholars to teach in Kenya 

and by obtaining scholarships from Arab 
countries for Kenyan students to study 
abroad.

In competing over who has the best Islamist 
credentials, both CIPK and SUPKEM have 
done battle on numerous fronts. They have 
opposed the government’s efforts to cur-
tail terrorist activity, being vocal critics of 
measures such as the 2003 Suppression 
of Terrorism Bill. According to Kenya’s 
Nation, they have condemned the investi-
gation of madrasas suspected of harboring 
terrorists, represented in CIPK Secretary 
General Muhammad Dor’s contention that 
the move was “influenced by the American 
government in its bid to suppress Islam.” 
They have also criticized the government’s 
closing of several Islamist charities on sus-
picion of supporting terrorism.

Kenyan Islamists found their most effec-
tive tool, however, to be Christian and 
secular opposition to the enshrining of qadi 
courts (Islamic courts) in the national con-
stitution drafted in the years following the 
first civilian transfer of power in 2002. Such 
resistance provided Islamists the ammuni-
tion necessary to rally Kenyan Muslims to 
their program and quickly became one of 
the most divisive issues in Kenyan politics. 
Ali Shee even went so far as to threaten 
secession by Muslims in the North-Eastern 
and Coast Provinces if the courts were 
rejected.

Even efforts to find a resolution to the 
qadi courts dispute through democratic 
processes were portrayed by Islamists as 
attempts to suppress Islam. The sugges-
tion that the issue become subject to a 
referendum, as favored by many among 
the opposition, was brusquely rejected by 
SUPKEM Secretary General Adan Wachu, 
who, according to a March 2004 report in 
Ecumenical News International, threatened 
that Muslims would fight for qadi courts “if 
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it means going through fire or bloodshed.”
This tension significantly subsided when, 

in 2005, the draft constitution was thor-
oughly defeated in a nationwide referendum 
widely seen as a confidence vote on the 
government rather than on the qadi courts. 
Still, the issue promises to flare up again, 
as the draft constitution continues to be 
reviewed with an eye toward making it ame-
nable to a majority of the population.

Threats such as those from Wachu should 
not be considered idle, as political Islam in 
Kenya appears only one degree removed 
from violence. Kenya’s porous borders, 
its proximity to the lawless and war-torn 
regions of Sudan and Somalia, and the 
increasingly radical Muslim population 
have made it inviting to Islamic militants. 
The 1998 bombing of the U.S. embassy in 
Nairobi and the 2002 attacks on Israeli tar-
gets in Mombassa demonstrate how Kenya 
is viewed as a soft target by Islamist terror-
ists, because of the large Western presence 
in the country.

CIPK itself has been closely tied to militant 
Islam—its support for which is evidenced 
by the group’s organization of violent pro-
Taliban rallies in late 2001. More specifical-
ly, according to Jordanian intelligence and 
statements by UN officials in the region, 
it is possible that CIPK helped al-Qa’ida 
set up operations in Kenya. Furthermore, 
an assessment by the French publication 
Intelligence Online suggests that “it appears 
improbable” the 2002 attacks in Mombassa 
“could have been planned without the help 
of elements gravitating around [CIPK].”

Although not nearly approaching the lev-
els of the Nigerian situation, small signs of 
Islamism’s potential to impinge on the rights 
of the individual—especially those who are 
Muslim—emerge. According to a March 
2004 report in the East African Standard, 
SUPKEM, for instance, has expressed its 

desire to disallow women from dressing in 
a manner that contravenes Islamic morals. 
Furthermore, in a possible sign of a larger-
scale problem, in 2003 a madrasa was discov-
ered in a Nairobi neighborhood where teen-
age boys were chained, tortured, and indoc-
trinated with violent anti-Christian ideas.

Education is an area of particular con-
cern. Distrustful of the government’s effort 
to expand secular education throughout the 
country, Kenyan Muslims began a program 
in the 1970s that saw the vast expansion of 
madrasas. The Islamic education offered, 
however, fails to equip students with the 
tools needed to succeed in the emerging 
modern order, exacerbating an education 
gap between Muslims and non-Muslims 
that polarizes society to the advantage of 
Islamism.

Not surprisingly, efforts to close this gap 
have been staunchly resisted by Islamists. 
For instance, according to a February 2004 
report in Kenya’s Nation, offers of fund-
ing for the improvement of these madra-
sas from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development were rejected in a campaign 
led by CIPK and the unregistered Islamic 
Party of Kenya (IPK), whose chairman sug-
gested “an ulterior [anti-Muslim] motive 
behind the offer.”

Thus far attempts by Islamists to orga-
nize politically have met with little success. 
As Kenya approached its first multiparty 
elections in 1992, Islamist politics began 
to coalesce around the IPK, led by radical 
Shaykh Khalid Balala since 1992. Having 
studied in Saudi Arabia for more than 10 
years, Balala became Kenya’s chief propo-
nent of Wahhabi-style Islamism, arguing 
that Islam does not distinguish between 
religion and state and advocating for the 
strict application of Shari’a for the coun-
try’s Muslims.

The fiery Balala—who, according to 
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Kenyan political observer Arye Oded, 
received financial backing from Arab and 
Iranian sources—gained widespread sup-
port from the Muslim community and drew 
many, especially youths, into the Islamist 
fold. One of the IPK’s favorite activities 
over the past decade and a half has been 
the organization of mass demonstrations in 
support of the Islamist issue of the moment 
that have often led to rioting.

The IPK’s influence has waned sub-
stantially since the height of its power in 
the mid-1990s. Nevertheless, it maintains a 
formidable, if unofficial, position in Muslim 
society through which it shapes Islamist 
discourse and policy in a manner similar to 
CIPK and SUPKEM. The IPK is led by its 
chairman, Shaykh Khalifa Muhammad—
who doubles as organizing- secretary of 
CIPK—and Secretary General Abd al-Rah-
man Wandati, while Balala remains its 
spiritual leader.

By virtue of their strong numbers in the 
North-Eastern and Coast Provinces and 
the nature of the Kenyan electoral system, 
Muslims are of political importance dispro-
portionate to their small numbers nation-
ally. By bringing an increasing segment of 
this population into the fold, the Islamists 
have created a bloc significant enough to be 
courted heavily of late by KANU, which is 
today the main opposition party. For exam-
ple, the party recently came out against 
the “harassment” of Muslims—demanding 
among other things the rejection of antiter-
rorist legislation.

Demonstrating the Islamists’ restless-
ness, however, the East African Standard 
reported that CIPK declared in early 2006, 
“We are tired of being used as mere rub-
ber stamps to propel others to power,” and 
vowed to rally the country’s Muslims around 
a single Muslim candidate in the 2007 presi-
dential elections. Shortly thereafter, CIPK, 

SUPKEM, and the IPK came together to 
announce their support for the bid of MP 
Najib Balala, who has Islamist sympathies, 
for that office.

That declaration offers a sign that Kenya’s 
Islamist groups are increasingly willing to 
consolidate their efforts. If such unity is 
enhanced in the years ahead, one should 
expect Islamism to transform progressively 
the Kenyan political and social landscape.

South Africa

South Africa presents a third type of frame-
work in which Islamists operate in sub-
Saharan Africa, deftly exploiting limited 
opportunities that arise in a country whose 
1.5 million Muslims account for only 2 per-
cent of the total population.

Islam arrived comparatively late to South 
Africa. From the seventeenth through the 
nineteenth centuries, Muslim slaves, con-
victs, leaders disruptive of the colonial order 
in India and the Pacific islands, and later 
freed slaves from other parts of Africa were 
transplanted involuntarily into the country. 
Perhaps growing out of the Dutch colonial 
legacy that forbade open practice of the 
religion and because Muslims—almost all of 
whom were nonwhite—constituted a minor-
ity within an already marginalized segment 
of society, Islam in South Africa was highly 
decentralized and tended toward quietism 
for the better part of its history.

This began to change following the 
Afrikaner (Dutch colonist)–dominated 
Nationalist Party’s consolidation of power 
in the 1950s, leading, however slowly, to the 
development of a debate within the Muslim 
community between those who favored con-
tinued separation from the political process 
and those demanding a confrontation with 
the apartheid regime’s increasingly oppres-
sive policies.
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Abdallah Harun, appointed in 1956 as 
imam of the prominent al-Jami’a Mosque 
in Capetown, led the break, first organizing 
humanitarian relief for the oppressed black 
population and then proselytizing among 
them. Proclaiming Islam to be a total way 
of life, Harun saw little distinction between 
his religious and political commitments and 
began to mobilize his followers against the 
apartheid government.

Harun’s sway was augmented consider-
ably in 1960, when he became editor of 
the country’s leading Muslim periodical, 
the Muslim News. Through this outlet, he 
set out to unify South African Muslims by 
focusing on global Islamist issues, often 
expounding a vitriolic anti-Israel message. 
In 1969 Harun was arrested on allegations 
of working as an agent of the outlawed Pan-
African Congress and of sending its mem-
bers abroad for military training and was 
murdered by authorities in prison.

By the early 1970s, the growing political 
awareness for which Harun was initially 
responsible, especially among the young-
er generation of Muslims, encouraged the 
establishment of the first Islamist-oriented 
organizations in South Africa. This trend 
was buttressed by the global Islamic resur-
gence of the same decade that significantly 
influenced the burgeoning Islamic-political 
discourse. As it did throughout much of 
the rest of the continent, Saudi Arabia 
actively supported the Islamist awakening 
in South Africa—for example, by funding 
an umbrella Islamist organization known 
as the Islamic Council of South Africa that 
was established in 1975. As elsewhere, the 
success of the Iranian Revolution provided 
inspiration to those who sought to impose 
Islamist ideologies adhered to by a minority 
within a minority within a minority.

The Muslim Youth Movement (MYM), 
founded in 1970, sought to challenge the 

traditionalist ulama—who dominated the 
Muslim Judicial Council that served a limited 
role in settling disputes between Muslims—
for leadership of the community. In this vein, 
according to scholar Abdulkader Tayob, the 
MYM attempted to create the perception of 
a threat from powerful “un-Islamic” forces 
to the realization of an Islamic order. This 
effort was visible in its first leadership train-
ing manual, which contained a warning by 
Hasan al-Banna, founder of the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood, from many decades 
earlier: “I would like to avow to you frankly 
that your message is yet unknown to many 
people, and that when they know of it and 
recognize its purpose, they will meet with 
the severest of opposition and the cruelest 
enmity.”

The MYM was heavily influenced by Abul 
Ala Mawdudi, Qutb, and other Islamist 
philosophers. Consequently, it adopted 
a program based on that of the Muslim 
Brotherhood—with a focus on education 
and leadership training—and an organiza-
tional structure modeled after the Jama’at-
i-Islami of South Asia.

In their early years, the MYM and 
other like-minded groups (most especially, 
the South African branch of the Muslim 
Students Association founded in 1974) 
remained absent from politics, choosing 
instead to focus on the Islamization of the 
Muslim community. Among other activi-
ties, the MYM hosted annual leadership 
training programs at which foreign scholars 
instructed youths in Islamist ideologies, in 
addition to less frequent orientation camps 
and weekly study circles that exposed them 
to the same. It also established Islamic cen-
ters throughout the country and set up its 
own press through which it inexpensively 
reproduced Islamist literature disseminated 
through a chain of bookshops financed by a 
loan from WAMY, explains Tayub.
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By the early 1980s, however, greater polit-
ical upheaval arising from the increasingly 
powerful antiapartheid movement led to a 
noticeable break from the past practice of 
eschewing politics. Recognizing that remain-
ing on the sideline in this fight would leave 
them in a poor position to effect any change 
in the country, the MYM and its brethren 
began drawing closer to the secular opposi-
tion by promoting the idea that the Islamist 
program could be contextualized to agree 
with South African conditions, including 
support for democracy.

Far from attempting to transform society 
along revolutionary lines, then, the Islamist 
agenda would henceforth remain largely 
within the parameters of what could be 
digested by their newfound allies. The move 
would pay off, as this partnership has afford-
ed Islamists significant influence within the 
African National Congress (ANC) that has 
governed South Africa since 1994.

Despite their tempered program, the 
Islamists have nevertheless pressed their 
campaign to alter South African society by 
identifying narrow targets of opportunity. 
Recognizing the impossibility of effect-
ing the full implementation of Shari’a, 
for instance, Islamists set out to oust the 
apartheid regime to secure the legal rec-
ognition of limited aspects of Shari’a that 
could be applied to South Africa’s Muslims 
in the areas of marriage, custody, and 
divorce. This push for the institutionaliza-
tion of Muslim personal law (MPL) met 
with no opposition from the ANC, perhaps 
as a reward to proponents of MPL who had 
contributed to the antiapartheid struggle 
and undoubtedly to gain their support in 
future elections.

Toward this end, a government-sponsored 
MPL Board (later replaced by the Project 
Committee on MPL) was established in 
1994 to determine the nature and scope of 

MPL. However, a stark ideological divide 
between its members has deadlocked the 
process, with pragmatists favoring bringing 
MPL into line with rights guaranteed by the 
South African constitution, and the more 
hard-line Islamists arguing that Shari’a is 
divine and cannot be modified by any man-
made document.

Despite their limited capacity to trans-
form South African society, Islamists have 
achieved measurably greater success on 
global Islamist issues, which are of little 
concern to the broader population that gen-
erally defers on these matters to what can 
be identified as an Islamist foreign policy. 
This has, importantly, been a unifying force 
among the disparate groups.

The brunt of this effort is focused on 
cultivating anti-U.S. and anti-Israel senti-
ment, as Islamists of all persuasions regu-
larly join together to host demonstrations 
against the two and to meet with govern-
ment officials to discuss related issues. 
That the Islamist line is often adopted by 
the ANC is evident. For instance, upon 
receiving a memorandum from a coali-
tion of Islamist groups upset with Israel’s 
efforts to combat terrorism in 2005, South 
Africa’s deputy minister of foreign affairs, 
Aziz Pahad, told Al-Jazeera Online, “I 
can ensure [sic] you your government is 
totally committed to the just cause of the 
Palestinians and we will continue doing 
everything to ensure that the Palestinian 
cause is successful.”

This influence even reaches the high-
est levels of the country’s political estab-
lishment. Following the terrorist attacks 
of September 11, an Islamist backlash—
manifest in large demonstrations opposing 
U.S.-led strikes against the Taliban and al-
Qa’ida—to Nelson Mandela’s determination 
that Osama bin Ladin’s al-Qa’ida network 
should be “smashed” persuaded the former 



  A f r I C A  1 7

president to recant, later apologizing for 
views that were “one-sided and overstated,” 
according to a January 2002 CNS News 
report.

The published reaction—quoted by 
Charlotte A. Quinn and Frederick Quinn 
in Pride, Faith, and Fear: Islam in Sub-
Saharan Africa—of the Jami’at al-Ulama 
(JU, Council of Theologians) in KwaZulu-
Natal (KZN) Province to the attacks pro-
vides perhaps the greatest insight into the 
position and objective of the Islamist foreign 
policy:

It is indeed a great pity that ordi-
nary civilians become victims of political 
deception and duplicity. They are the 
innocent pawns who pay the price of 
embargos, sanctions, murder, and pil-
lage on behalf of their political masters. 
. . . We must guard against falling prey 
to internal conflict within the Umma, by 
debating the integrity of the Taliban, by 
questioning the legitimacy of their rule; 
this is not the time for Muslim discord 
and bickering.

JU is one of the more prominent Islamist 
organizations in South Africa and is strongly 
influenced by the Deobandi-inspired funda-
mentalist Tablighi Jama’at, which Ebrahim 
Moosa, the foremost scholar on Islamic 
affairs in South Africa, maintains is one of 
the fastest-growing religious movements in 
the country. JU’s membership consists of 
“qualified” ulama that are well organized 
at the provincial level but more loosely 
knit nationally, with its strongest branches 
located in KZN and Gauteng.

Through its fatwa department, JU’s ideol-
ogy strictly promotes the line that Shi’a are 
apostates and it advocates segregation of 
the sexes. This creates friction with other 
Islamist and Muslim groups pressing for 

inclusiveness. Further, it proclaims that 
suicide bombers are “evil but this evil is 
opposed by a greater evil for which there is 
no adequate substitute, therefore, their act 
will be justified as lesser of the two evils in 
terms of Islamic law.”

Currently led by Harun Abasoomar, JU 
(KZN) engages the community particularly 
effectively through its various agencies, 
which include judicial, social welfare, and 
public relations committees. To spread 
its message even further, JU operates the 
radio station Radio Islam—which, prior to a 
threat from the government to shut it down, 
had refused to allow women on the air—
and issues an assortment of publications. 
According to the organization, however, 
education and the establishment of madra-
sas have been of “primary importance.”

The Islamist penetration of education is 
an area of increasing concern to authorities. 
The country’s large South Asian Muslim 
population has made South Africa a natural 
spot for the illegal relocation of students 
and teachers displaced by the closing of 
extremist madrasas in their home countries, 
especially Pakistan and Malaysia. Muslim 
officials in South Africa report a surge in 
construction of new madrasas to accommo-
date this influx, and government officials 
have expressed worries that international 
terror networks may be operating out of 
these.

One organization above all has served as 
the face of Islamism in South Africa. Qibla 
was established in 1977 by associates of the 
MYM and MSA who were disaffected by 
the lack of vigor with which Islamism was 
being applied. When the model presented 
itself two years later in Iran, the group 
began working to promote the aims of that 
revolution in South Africa under the banner 
“One solution, Islamic revolution,” and is, 
according to South African terrorism expert 
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Anneli Botha, manipulated by Iranian intel-
ligence. Unlike many other Islamist groups 
in the country, Qibla rejects adjusting the 
Islamist agenda to the country’s status quo 
and thus remains an opponent of the ANC 
government.

The ultrasecretive Qibla is organized 
into small cells that seek to penetrate and 
gain sway over other Islamic groups. In 
the early 1990s, the fiery Ahmad Cassiem 
assumed leadership of Qibla and set out to 
unify the Islamist movement behind his 
outfit. In 1994 Qibla created the Islamic 
Unity Convention (IUC), which claims to 
serve as an umbrella organization for over 
250 Islamic groups operating in South 
Africa. To spread its message, the IUC 
set up Radio 786 in 1995 to voice support 
for terrorist organizations and deny the 
Holocaust. Furthermore, the IUC is per-
haps the greatest player in organizing ral-
lies that support the spectrum of Islamist 
causes.

While the activities of these groups are 
largely nonviolent, they have demonstrated 
a willingness to try the alternative approach 
when conditions appear permissible. Around 
late 1996, Qibla’s infiltration of the popu-
lar People Against Gangsterism and Drugs 
(PAGAD)—set up a year earlier as a com-
munity advocacy group to confront rampant 
criminal activity in the Western Cape—
reached a level that allowed it to gain sway 
over the organization.

Under Qibla’s control, the well-organized 
PAGAD—which has legal, education, and 
social welfare departments, among others—
initially engaged the Muslim community 
primarily by convening anticrime rallies 
intended to create broad-based opposition 
to those things deemed un-Islamic. Covertly, 
however, PAGAD developed an underground 
structure of militant cells known as the 
G-Force. These units carried out hundreds 

of acts of violence over the following years, 
including some against the United States 
and other Western targets. Although the 
arrest of many of its members and the turn-
ing of public opinion against PAGAD have 
brought these attacks to a halt, it is reason-
able to believe the organization will resume 
its violent campaign if it again senses an 
amenable climate.

International terrorists have also made 
use of South Africa, albeit largely for 
fund-raising and money laundering rather 
than training and recruiting. The coun-
try, in fact, has been an integral part of 
the route in al-Qa’ida’s trade of African 
gemstones used to finance its global activi-
ties. As acknowledged by South African 
intelligence minister Ronnie Kasrils in the 
Armed Forces Journal in February 2006, 
“The activities of suspected international 
terrorists have been an area of focus of 
the South African Intelligence Services for 
some time.”

Islamism in South Africa is weak rela-
tive to its position in many other sub-
Saharan countries, primarily because of 
the small Muslim population available 
to be leveraged to achieve its objectives. 
Yet, when able to unify on issues of little 
concern to the broader population, the 
Islamists have demonstrated a remark-
able ability to influence the position of the 
government and the direction of society, 
although the prospect for increased coop-
eration on issues beyond foreign affairs 
remains unclear.

Conclusions and Indications for 
the Future 

The motivation for, and aim of, Islamism’s 
advance on sub-Saharan Africa remains 
as once described by the movement’s most 
prominent theoretician, Sayyid Qutb, quot-
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ed by scholars A.H. Abdel Salam and Alex 
de Waal:

When Islam entered the central parts of 
Africa, it clothed naked human beings, 
civilized them, brought them out of the 
deep recesses of isolation. . . . It brought 
them out of the narrow circles of tribe 
and clan into the vast circle of the 
Islamic community.

As observed in the three countries exam-
ined in this chapter, Islamism is by no 
means uniformly achieving its goal. Yet it 
unvaryingly maximizes the opportunities 
presented through a general pattern that 
first works toward the Islamization of soci-
ety, then co-opts this awakened population 
by creating a perception of the existence of 
threats to the Islamic order.

Not only has Islamism become a perma-
nent feature of the region’s landscape, but 
the future also appears favorable for its con-
tinued expansion. The weakness of African 
governments inhibits them from addressing 
conditions that draw Muslims to the move-
ment, and foreign states have demonstrated 
little willingness to curtail the export of 
extremist ideologies to Africa.

The likely result will be the further 
transformation of a moderate and inte-
grated Muslim population into one that 
is ever more radical and isolated from 
its non-Muslim neighbors. Along the way, 
Islamism’s rise will entail an erosion of 
individual rights and present a challenge 
to the authority of African governments. 
It will lead to intrafaith conflict between 
moderates and extremists while generating 
progressively unmanageable intercommunal 
strife between Muslims and non-Muslims. 
Additionally, it will create an increasingly 
hospitable environment for the operation 
of Islamist terror networks. Let there be 

no doubt: Islamism is on the march in sub-
Saharan Africa.
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the north than among some groups in the 
settled regions of the south, where reli-
gious leaders were at one time an integral 
part of the social and political structure. 
Among nomads, the exigencies of pastoral 
life gave greater weight to the warrior’s 
role, and religious leaders were expected 
to remain detached from political matters. 
This phenomenon explains the existence of 
a democratic regime in Somaliland, in which 
the religious scholars do not have a say and 
which fights radical Islam successfully.

In Somalia it had been difficult to adapt 
Islam to the social, economic, and political 
changes that began with the expansion of 
colonial rule in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. One response was to stress a return to 
orthodox Muslim traditions and to oppose 
Westernization totally. The Sufi orders were 
at the forefront of this movement, personi-
fied in Somalia by Muhammad Abdallah 
Hasan in the early 1900s. Generally, the 
leaders of the Sufi orders opposed the spread 
of Western education. Another response was 
to reform Islam by reinterpreting it. Hence, 
reformers attempted to prove that Muslim 
scriptures contain all elements needed 
for dealing with modernization. Islamic 
socialism, identified particularly with the 
Egyptian nationalist Gamal Abdel Nasser, 

Somalia has a long and intimate history 
with Islam. However, the country’s social 
structure and organization—including the 
low level of urbanization, the coexistence 
of pastoral production systems in a large 
part of the country and agriculture in the 
interriverine area, and a system of clan-
ship—have shaped a form of Islam distinct 
from that of other countries in the Horn of 
Africa.

Religious Sufi orders (turuk) have played 
a significant role in Somali Islam. Sufi 
orders appeared in Somali towns during the 
fifteenth century and rapidly became a revi-
talizing force. Three Sufi orders have been 
prominent in Somalia: the Qadiriyya, the 
Idrisiyya, and the Salihiyya. The Rifa’iyya, 
an offshoot of the Qadiriyya, was repre-
sented mainly among Arabs resident in 
Mogadishu.

Although Islam has been prevalent in 
Somalia since the ninth century and 99 
percent of the population is Muslim, there 
is a major difference in social practices 
within the country. The Islamic ideal is 
a society organized for the implementa-
tion of Muslim precepts in which there 
is no distinction between the secular and 
the religious spheres. Among Somalis this 
ideal has been approximated less fully in 
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belongs to this school of thought. His ideas 
appealed to a number of Somalis, especially 
those who had studied in Cairo in the 1950s 
and 1960s.

The 1961 constitution guaranteed free-
dom of religion but also declared the newly 
independent Somalia to be an Islamist 
state. The first two postindependence gov-
ernments paid lip service to the principles 
of Islamic socialism but made relatively 
few changes. Yet the coup of October 21, 
1969, installed a radical regime committed 
to profound change. This regime preached 
scientific socialism, which it claimed was 
based on the altruistic values that inspired 
genuine Islam. According to the regime, 
religious leaders were to leave secular 
affairs to the regime, which strove for goals 
that conformed to Islamic principles. Soon 
after, the government arrested several pro-
testing religious leaders and accused them 
of disseminating counterrevolutionary pro-
paganda and of conniving with reactionary 
elements in the Arabian Peninsula. The 
authorities also dismissed several members 
of religious tribunals for corruption and 
incompetence.

The campaign for scientific socialism 
intensified in 1972. On the occasion of 
Idd al-Adha, the Somali president defined 
scientific socialism as half practical work 
and half ideological belief. He declared that 
work and belief were compatible with Islam 
because the Koran condemned exploitation 
and money lending and urged compassion, 
unity, and cooperation among Muslims. He 
stressed the distinction between religion as 
an ideological instrument for the manipula-
tion of power and as a moral force. Religion, 
according to President Siyyad Barre, was an 
integral part of the Somali worldview, but 
it belonged in the private sphere, whereas 
scientific socialism dealt with material con-
cerns such as poverty. Thus, religious lead-

ers should exercise their moral influence 
but refrain from interfering in political or 
economic matters.

In early January 1975, evoking the mes-
sage of equality, justice, and social prog-
ress contained in the Koran, Siyyad Barre 
announced a new family law that gave women 
the right to an inheritance on an equal basis 
with men. Some Somalis believed the law 
was proof that the regime wanted to under-
mine the basic structure of Islamic society. 
In Mogadishu, 23 religious leaders protested 
in their mosques. They were arrested and 
charged with acting at the instigation of a 
foreign power and with violating state secu-
rity; 10 were executed. Most religious lead-
ers, however, kept silent, though some reli-
gious people who were already concerned by 
the growth of Somali cooperation with com-
munist countries thought that the military 
regime would eventually lead Somali society 
toward atheism.

Nevertheless, the most crucial factor in 
the rise of Islamism in Somalia was not to 
be found in the political debates, though 
they did play an important role in trigger-
ing a new Islamic consciousness. Rather, 
it was because Somalia did not remain the 
isolated country it had been. In February 
1974, Somalia became a member of the 
Arab League, mostly to get increased inter-
national aid and diplomatic support against 
Ethiopia. Through grants and scholarships, 
this decision helped to increase the number 
of students trained in foreign religious 
institutions, not only in the still-quiet 
Sudan but also at al-Azhar in Egypt and in 
Saudi Arabia, where new Islamist trends 
were developing. This dynamic was not 
reversed by Somalia’s alignment with the 
West after the Somali army was defeated 
in the Ogaden War of 1977–78. On the 
contrary, Islamism was invigorated dur-
ing this period. The Iranian Revolution in 
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1979 and its effect on the Arab countries 
fostered the development of political Islam 
throughout the region. In the 1980s, this 
alignment was strengthened by the United 
Arab Emirates becoming an important 
trading partner, though to a lesser extent 
than Saudi Arabia or Italy. Flights con-
nected the two countries twice a week, and 
the movement of people from Somalia to 
the Gulf States increased.

The Rise of Islamism

Somali Islamism can be traced to a common 
source, Wahdat al-Shabab al-Islami (Islamic 
Youth Unity, known in Somali as Waxda) and 
Jama’at Ahl al-Islami (also known as al-Ahli 
Group). Waxda was established in August 
1969 in Hargeysa, the capital of the former 
British colony of Somaliland. It was an Islamic 
institution whose teachings referred to Sayyid 
Qutb, Abul Ala Mawdudi, Abu al-Hasan al-
Nadawi, and other Islamist thinkers. When 
the secularist trend became prominent in 
the regime, the group went underground and 
started publishing leaflets against the “social-
ist” regime. In 1978, in the aftermath of the 
defeat in Ogaden, dozens of members were 
arrested and jailed in southern Somalia. After 
the national Somali army destroyed most of 
Hargeysa and Burao in 1988, Waxda started 
up again in the refugee camps in Ethiopia. 
The group supported the Somali National 
Movement (SNM), which was leading the 
struggle against the regime in Somaliland. 
After 1991, when Somaliland declared its 
independence again, this group became deeply 
involved with educational institutions, main-
taining close links with Kuwait.

The other group, Jama’at Ahl al-Isla-
mi, was founded by Shaykh Muhammad 
Mu’alim after he received his religious 
degrees from al-Azhar. This important fig-
ure of Somali Islam was Qadiri and initi-

ated tafsir (commentary on the Koran) at 
the Abd al-Qadir mosque in Mogadishu 
with modern references and a wish to 
address contemporary issues. After the 
religious scholars became openly critical of 
the regime in 1975, many followers were 
arrested, and Ahli disbanded completely. 
Some members who escaped to Saudi Arabia 
set up a new group under the leadership of 
Shaykh Muhammad Ahmad Garyare that 
became known as Jam’at Islah. This group 
was the first and only one to be acquainted 
with the Muslim Brotherhood.

With time, other groups, more radical in 
their approach, arose in Mogadishu. Takfir 
wal-Hijra already had a few followers. By 
1980 a new group of former religious stu-
dents of Saudi institutions established a 
group called Salafism, characterized by a 
strong adhesion to Wahhabism. This growth 
of Islamist groups, especially in Mogadishu, 
but in other urban centers too, meant that 
an Islamist trend was growing among the 
urban youths.

Nevertheless, Islamism was too weak then 
to appear as an alternative to the regime. Its 
organizations were not strong enough and 
could not effectively appeal to large sections 
of the population, especially the rural com-
munities and nomads who had a very dif-
ferent understanding of Islam and politics. 
As the framework for political activities 
became increasingly clan based, Islamic mil-
itants had little to offer. Moreover, although 
political Islam was not marginal in the 
1980s, it could not get support from large 
portions of the youth and urban popula-
tions. The reasons are linked not only to 
the social fabric of Somali society (clanship) 
but to other factors as well. For example, its 
leading figures were considered too young, 
lacking the moral authority of clan elders. 
Furthermore, their propaganda was seen as 
too alien to Somali society.
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With the government’s collapse in 1991, 
Islamists experienced unprecedented free-
dom. An array of Islamic associations sud-
denly emerged, each representing a discrete 
religious doctrine. Their common denomi-
nator was the desire for an “authentic” 
form of Islamic governance in Somalia. To 
a certain extent, the differences between 
Somalia’s Islamist groups were doctrinal: 
Traditionalists resisted the encroachment 
of what they considered to be alien reform-
ist strands of Islamic thought. Among the 
reformists, there was friction between mod-
ernist thinkers affiliated with the Muslim 
Brotherhood and conservative groups 
inspired by Salafism. Moreover, convention-
al Salafists disapproved of those from their 
ranks who embraced political and military 
action.

Such distinctions, however, are only part 
of the picture. As the French scholar Roland 
Marchal has observed, many Somali Islamist 
groups share the same intellectual reference 
points, including Muhammad ibn Abd al-
Wahhab, Hasan al-Banna, and Sayyid Qutb. 
Therefore, there are no clear-cut doctrinal 
or ideological boundaries between them, 
and sympathizers may shift from one group 
to another. The reason there are so many 
of these groups is because of the numer-
ous differences among them on issues such 
as ablution, age of marriage, and so forth. 
Rituals more than ideology have been the 
bone of contention. Even more important in 
distinguishing one group from another has 
been the character of the leadership and the 
dominant clan affiliation of the members. 
In this respect, the behavior of the Islamist 
groups has differed little from that of the 
more “secular” and overtly political factions 
competing to fill the power vacuum left by 
the disintegration of the state: They have 
cooperated little, entering into opportunis-
tic and short-lived alliances; they have quar-

reled and split, often along clan lines; and 
members have moved with relative freedom 
from one group to another.

Islamic Associations and 
Organizations

As elsewhere in the Muslim world, there 
have been three main currents prevalent in 
Somali Islamic activism since 1991: political, 
missionary, and Salafi-jihadi. The behavior 
of Somali Islamist groups is characterized 
by competition and disaccord. They are 
neither uniformly anti-Western nor hostile 
to Somalia’s neighbors, and only a tiny 
minority has been associated with terrorist 
violence.

Three main groups are affiliated with 
the political Islamism category: Harakat al-
Islah, Ahl al-Sunna wal-Jama’a, and Majma 
Ulimadda Islaamka ee Soomaaliya. Harakat 
al-Islah (The Reform Movement) originated 
in 1978 as a loose network of affiliated under-
ground groups, borrowing its vision from the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Today, it publicly pro-
fesses its commitment to the basic tenets of 
democracy and cultural pluralism. Its stated 
commitment to this philosophy of inclusion 
is enshrined in the organization’s social 
makeup and mode of action. The organiza-
tion’s forward-looking views on religion and 
politics and attempts to reconcile the tenets 
of Islam with the modern notion of democ-
racy are apparent in its internal structure. 
Members of its “High Council” are elected by 
Majlis al-Shura for five years and limited to a 
maximum of two terms. Al-Islah’s democrat-
ic credentials, however, have so far failed to 
translate into broad public support. In effect, 
it remains a relatively small organization 
dominated by a highly educated urban elite 
whose professional, middle-class status and 
extensive expatriate experiences are alien to 
most Somalis.
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With the overthrow of the Barre dic-
tatorship, al-Islah has come out of the 
shadows and has operated exclusively for 
the promotion of social and humanitarian 
activities. Al-Islah members play promi-
nent roles in the state’s educational appa-
ratuses. Its current leadership comprises 
Ali Shaykh (the president of Mogadishu 
University), who serves as the chairman; 
Abdirahman Baadiyo, the vice chairman; 
and Ibrahim Dusuqi, who is the secretary 
general. Al-Islah has nothing to do with 
radical Islam. On the contrary, its leaders 
condemn violence and takfir (the practice of 
proclaiming fellow Muslims to be heretics) 
as un-Islamic and counterproductive. They 
have long called for building a shared future 
that transcends the extremism and bigotry 
embodied in the Salafi-jihadi groups.

Ahl al-Sunna wal-Jama’a (ASWJ) is anoth-
er modern political Islamist group, compris-
ing traditional Somali Sufi leaders, created 
in 1991 as an offshoot of Majma Ulimadda 
Islaamka ee Soomaaliya to counter the influ-
ence of the most radical Islamist trends. 
The movement brings together politically 
motivated shaykhs whose primary goal is 
to unify the Sufi community under one 
leadership capable of consolidating the pow-
ers of the three main Sufi orders into one 
front. Its sole mission is the rejuvenation of 
the “traditionalist” interpretation of Islam 
and the delegitimization of the beliefs and 
political views of the radical Islamist move-
ments. The organization remained little 
known until 2002, when it reinvented itself 
as a modern political umbrella group under 
which politically motivated shaykhs from 
the Sufi orders could join to espouse a tra-
ditionalist interpretation of Islam. Its most 
important activity is to preach a message of 
peace and delegitimize the beliefs and politi-
cal platform of any radical movement. On 
this basis, the group’s leadership began to 

play an active role at the Somali peace talks 
in Kenya, where it campaigned against the 
inclusion of radical Islamist groups.

The third political Islamist group is Majma 
Ulimadda Islaamka ee Soomaaliya. It repre-
sents an assembly of Islamic scholars who 
follow the Shafi’i school of law and whose 
main goal is the establishment of a Somali 
government that will rule in accordance 
with the Shafi’i school of law’s interpreta-
tion of Shari’a. In the early 1990s, it became 
involved in a variety of peace initiatives. 
Since then, it has concentrated more and 
more on performing basic social functions, 
such as religious education and engage-
ment and marriage services. Although it 
has remained detached from politics, its 
commitment to the realization of Shari’a 
is manifest in its support for the Islamic 
Courts Union. The organization has been 
led by Shaykh Ahmad Abdi Dhi’isow since 
the death of its founding chairman, Shaykh 
Muhammad Ma’alim Hasan in 2001. He 
heads an executive committee of 11 mem-
bers, many of them clerics who served in 
government mosques under the previous 
regime. The group’s total membership is 
estimated to be between 200 and 300 and 
comprises religious leaders from most clans 
and regions of Somalia.

There are differences of view among the 
three political Islamist groups concerning 
the nature of the state, but a general con-
sensus seems to have developed among 
them about the need to apply a certain 
interpretation of Islam within a modern 
framework of government.

Missionary Islamists largely avoid engag-
ing in political activism—even if their brand 
of activism has some political objectives and 
implications. This current is represented by 
Salafiyya Jadida and the most structured 
movement in Somalia, Jama’at al-Tabligh.

Not much is known about the Salafiyya 
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Jadida movement. However, it is best exem-
plified by Shaykh Ali Wajis, a prominent 
Salafi ideologue who has gone from sup-
porting and briefly leading the Salafi-jihadi 
group al-Itihaad al-Islaami to opposing its 
violent dogmatic theology. Wajis’s qualified 
repudiation of the jihadi ideology and his 
reexamination of its theoretical position 
in light of a rational reassessment of the 
Islamic rules of warfare and the prevail-
ing realities on the ground exemplify the 
fractures rocking the jihadi and Islamist 
movements. It is also an encouraging sign of 
the debate occurring within the new Salafi 
and Salafi-jihadi circles concerning the need 
for a contextualized understanding of the 
issues of jihad and political violence.

The Tabligh movement, launched in India 
in 1926 by Jama’at al-Da’wa wal-Tabligh (the 
Group for Preaching and Propagation) as an 
apolitical, quietist movement, constitutes 
the largest group of religious proselytizers 
in Somalia. It owns the largest mosques and 
centers of instruction. Tablighi missionar-
ies’ aggressive and dedicated peaceful and 
apolitical preaching tactics are part of the 
reason for the great increase in the number 
of Tablighi sympathizers and supporters. 
This notable success in recruitment and 
significant growth in membership left the 
movement wide open to infiltration and 
manipulation by radical groups. Out of 
the 500 to 700 foreign shaykhs present in 
Somalia, many are from the Arab world, but 
they also come from Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
Chechnya, and other regions. Given the 
size and heterogeneity of the movement, its 
infiltration by jihadi elements should come 
as no surprise.

The Salafi-jihadi current represents the 
third type of Islamist activity. Unlike the 
political and missionary currents, Salafi-
jihadi activists are committed to violence, 
because they are involved in what they con-

sider to be the defense of dar al-Islam (The 
Muslim world) and the community of believ-
ers against infidel enemies. In Somalia, this 
form of Islamist activism has very few sym-
pathizers, although it is actively involved 
in trying to recruit or infiltrate missionary 
organizations such as Salafiyya Jadida and 
the Tabligh movement. Its fortunes have 
ebbed and flowed over the years.

This current was represented by al-Iti-
haad al-Islaami (AIAI). In fact, AIAI did 
not start out as a jihadi organization, and 
its gradual embrace of extremism and mili-
tancy proved divisive and ultimately self-
destructive. From its formation in the early 
1980s to its peak in 1992, the movement’s 
failure to attain its objective of a pan-Soma-
li, Salafi emirate resulted in its steady and 
involuntary decline. By 2005 it had essen-
tially ceased to exist. A few “alumni” of the 
organization, however, went on to establish 
a new and ruthless jihadi network with links 
to al-Qa’ida and no clear political aims.

The background for the establishment of 
AIAI was the steady growth of the Salafiyya 
during the 1970s. One of the most success-
ful Wahhabi centers emerged at Eel Hindi, a 
suburb of Mogadishu. The group, al-Jama’a 
al-Islamiyya, considered itself a Salafi soci-
ety concentrating on “purification of the 
faith.” Several of the group’s clerics became 
renowned for the instruction in tafsir they 
offered after evening prayers, and their 
mosques were often full. Its most promi-
nent imams were Shaykh Dahir Indhabuur, 
Shaykh Abdallah Ali Hashi, and Shaykh 
Abd al-Qadir Ga’amey—all of whom later 
became prominent as leaders of al-Itihaad. 
During the early 1980s, the leadership of 
al-Jama’a developed a relationship with 
Wahdat al-Shabab al-Islamiyya, a north-
ern Somali Islamist group popular among 
secondary school teachers and students 
in Hargeysa and Burao. Although essen-
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tially Wahhabi in its outlook and teach-
ings, al-Wahdat also drew inspiration from 
the Muslim Brotherhood—especially in its 
emphasis on education and the promotion 
of a public social role for women. Among 
the leaders was a Muslim cleric from the 
northern town of Burao, educated in Saudi 
Arabia, Shaykh Ali Warsame, who went on 
to become a key figure in al-Itihaad.

The merger of the two organizations at 
some point between 1982 and 1984 brought 
with it the new name of al-Itihaad al-
Islaami (AIAI). In practice, however, the 
organizations retained their identities, and 
toward the end of the 1980s, al-Wahdat 
reemerged as a distinctly northern entity 
with only a few members—Warsame among 
them—retaining their AIAI affiliation. In 
Mogadishu, AIAI soon began to attract 
attention both for its growing popularity 
and for its radical new message. The move-
ment’s visibility grew as its membership 
expanded to include faculty and students at 
secondary schools, colleges, and the Somali 
National University.

AIAI’s assertion that Islam could not be 
separated from politics offered a bold chal-
lenge to the regime at a time when Barre’s 
“revolution” had run out of steam. It also 
challenged Somalia’s Sufi orders, ridiculing 
their emphasis on spirituality and disparag-
ing some of their traditional practices as un-
Islamic. In return, Sufi leaders denounced 
AIAI adherents as “innovators” and labeled 
the movement “al-Saruriyyin”—an epi-
thet referring to the disciples of Shaykh 
Muhammad Zayn al-Abidin Sarur, a Saudi 
religious dissident expelled from the king-
dom for his radical teachings. Toward the 
end of the 1980s, tensions between the 
Salafists and the Sufis began to overflow 
from the mosques into the streets. Clashes 
between youths from the two groups were 
common and occasionally cost lives.

Following the collapse of the Barre regime, 
northeastern Somalia had fallen under con-
trol of the Somali Salvation Democratic 
Front (SSDF). The seat of the SSDF admin-
istration was the port town of Bosasso. With 
the tacit blessing of the SSDF chairman, 
General Muhammad Abshir Musa, AIAI 
took control of strategic facilities across the 
northeast, including the Bosasso port and 
hospital. They also established a large base 
near Qaw, some twenty kilometers west of 
Bosasso. Modeled on training facilities in 
Afghanistan, it was known as Nasr al-Din 
and rapidly became the hub of AIAI activity 
in the region. By mid-1991, an estimated 
1,000 AIAI militia members were based in 
the region. AIAI derived part of its revenue 
from Bosasso port charges but got much 
more from foreign donors, including the 
Saudi charities the Muslim World League 
(MWL) and the International Islamic Relief 
Organization (IIRO). On the morning of 
June 19, 1992, al-Itihaad’s forces in Garoowe 
sealed the roads leading to and from the 
town and seized control of a former military 
compound on the outskirts, where the SSDF 
leadership was in session. At the same time, 
they attacked three locations throughout 
the northeast, including Bosasso. With the 
leadership of the SSDF and the key stra-
tegic towns of the regions in their hands, 
they declared a new Islamic administration 
for the northeast. AIAI’s Islamic emirate 
was short lived. SSDF forces, supported by 
hastily assembled militias from local clans, 
responded quickly and effectively. Hundreds 
of AIAI militia and their leaders were killed, 
and the movement was routed. By June 26, 
1992, over 600 AIAI militia members had 
been killed, and no jihadi fighters remained 
in SSDF-controlled areas of the northeast.

Following this failed attempt to create 
an Islamic emirate, a second attempt was 
conducted, this time in the Gedo region, 
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near the Ethiopian border. The AIAI first 
established a presence in Luuq, the prin-
cipal town of Gedo region, in August 1992. 
Over the next few years, it emerged as the 
preeminent military and political force in 
Gedo, largely thanks to the order and disci-
pline it represented in the otherwise lawless 
and chaotic environment. The new admin-
istration banned the carrying of weapons 
by private citizens, guaranteed a measure 
of security, and persuaded a number of 
international NGOs and donors to carry out 
activities. However, the Islamists’ efficiency 
did not translate into popularity. Edicts 
such as those calling for strict implementa-
tion of Shari’a law and the banning of khat 
(a narcotic plant native of East Africa and 
the Arabian Peninsula) were unpopular.

Just as AIAI’s influence in northeast-
ern Somalia had brought the movement 
into conflict with the SSDF, its presence 
in Gedo antagonized the Somali National 
Front (SNF), a politico-military faction 
anchored in the Marehaan clan. The SNF 
found an ally in the Ethiopian government, 
which had long sought to eliminate AIAI 
presence in the Somali-inhabited “Fifth 
Region” of Ethiopia. In communications 
with Ethiopia, the SNF alleged that AIAI 
camps near Luuq and Armo were training 
Islamist guerillas from Somalia, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Kenya, and Uganda in a variety 
of activities that included the use of small 
arms, guerilla warfare, mines and explo-
sives, espionage, and logistics. According to 
the SNF, the camps were financed in part 
by an Islamic NGO based in Dublin, Mercy 
International Relief Agency (MIRA).

The most virulent strain of AIAI mili-
tancy emerged in Ethiopia, where the move-
ment’s armed struggle against Ethiopian 
control over Somali-inhabited territories in 
the east culminated in a series of terrorist 
attacks in Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa. In 

1990, or even earlier, al-Itihaad al-Islaami 
ee Soomaaliya Galbeed (the Islamic Union 
of Western Somalia) began to agitate for the 
liberation of the Ogaden. It envisioned the 
reunification of all Somali territories within 
a single polity. Yet its objectives included an 
Islamic political order based on a narrow 
interpretation of the Koran and the Sunna 
(tradition). The organization described itself 
as a front for da’wa (the call to Islam) and 
jihad and cast its struggle in terms of the 
liberation of Muslims from a Christian 
oppressor. The organization continued to 
develop its military wing, building a fleet of 
gun-mounted four-wheel-drive vehicles and 
maintaining training facilities at various 
facilities in the Ogaden. AIAI fighters made 
their presence known throughout the region 
by steadily escalating guerilla actions. As a 
result, Ethiopian forces stepped up ground 
and air attacks on AIAI along the Somali 
borders in late 1993 and early 1994. In 
December 1994, Ethiopian military pressure 
appeared to be paying off when al-Itihaad 
agreed to meet with the Ethiopian regime’s 
representatives for peace talks, which broke 
down in March 1995. The breakdown of the 
peace talks signaled the resumption of hos-
tilities between the two sides.

The collapse of the talks heralded a new 
phase in al-Itihaad’s campaign against 
Ethiopian rule. In May 1995, a grenade 
attack at a busy outdoor market in Dire 
Dawa, Ethiopia’s second-largest city, claimed 
15 lives. Eight men, all alleged members of 
AIAI, were subsequently convicted by an 
Ethiopian court. Less than a year later, 
bomb blasts at two hotels in Addis Ababa 
and Dire Dawa left 7 dead and 23 injured. 
An AIAI spokesman in Mogadishu subse-
quently claimed responsibility on behalf of 
the organization. In July 1996 Ethiopian 
Minister for Transport and Communications 
Abd al-Majid Husayn, an ethnic Somali, was 
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shot when arriving at his office, though 
he survived. Once again, the AIAI spokes-
man in Mogadishu claimed responsibility. 
Ethiopia resolved to eliminate AIAI. Thus, 
on August 9, 1996, it launched the first of 
two raids on AIAI bases across the border 
in Somalia at Luuq and Buulo Haawa. The 
strike was limited and targeted but failed 
to find and destroy the AIAI leadership, 
which had gone into hiding. In January 
1997 Ethiopian forces returned. Many of the 
Islamists were killed or injured, the training 
camps were dismantled, and AIAI’s short-
lived terrorist activities in Ethiopia came 
to an end. Officially, at least, AIAI, both in 
Ethiopia and in Somalia, ceased to exist. In 
2001 the United States named AIAI as a 
group linked to international terrorism.

The dissolution of AIAI did not mean its 
total disappearance. Its leaders returned to 
their communities as respected Salafi clerics 
and have continued to inspire followers with 
their beliefs. Many other members stepped 
into visible public roles as religious leaders, 
judges, elders, and businessmen. Only a 
few, such as Hasan Dahir Aweys and Hasan 
Turki, have continued to be associated with 
militancy.

Since 2003, evidence has emerged of a 
new, ruthless independent Somali jihadi 
network, called al-Shabab, whose most vis-
ible figure has been a young militia leader 
known as Adan Hashi Farah Ayro. Based 
in Mogadishu, its core membership prob-
ably numbers in the tens. Since August 
2003, Ayro’s group was linked to the mur-
ders of four foreign aid workers and over a 
dozen Somalis believed to be working with 
Western counterterrorism networks. Ayro 
himself was in some respects a product of 
AIAI. He was the protégé of its former vice 
chairman and military commander, Hasan 
Dahir Aweys, and was reportedly trained 
in Afghanistan. In July 2005 Ayro was 

appointed commander of the Ifka Halane 
court militia in Mogadishu.

In Mogadishu, these new jihadists appear 
to be an alarming new player on the Somali 
stage. Ayro’s appointment as Ifka Halane 
militia commander established a disturb-
ing link between jihadi Islamists and the 
Islamic Courts Union (ICU). Signs of sup-
port for Ayro’s militia from the business-
men reinforced the perception that the 
jihadists are no longer as isolated as they 
once were and may be set to assert them-
selves even more boldly. The new face of 
Somali jihadism resembles less the AIAI of 
the 1990s than the many other local radical 
groups worldwide inspired by al-Qa’ida. Its 
adoption of fluid organizational structures 
and unconventional and terrorist tactics has 
proved to pose a greater menace to regional 
and wider international security than the 
old AIAI.

The Islamic Courts Union

All the above-mentioned currents have 
merged in the form of the Islamic Courts 
Union. Mogadishu’s first Islamic court was 
established in the Madina district by for-
mer members of AIAI in 1993. In 1994 Ali 
Dheere, a shaykh with alleged links to AIAI, 
presided over the establishment of Islamic 
courts in north Mogadishu and introduced 
draconian sentences, including amputations. 
Dheere was a member of the Abgaal subclan 
of the Hawiye, and his courts only had juris-
diction among the Abgaal, the most popu-
lous subclan in north Mogadishu. Public 
opposition soon put an end to the draconian 
sentences. Nevertheless, the Islamic courts 
had effected a dramatic improvement in 
security, and Abgaal political leaders began 
to fear its influence, militia, and conserva-
tive Islamic agenda. In February 1998 they 
secured the dissolution of the courts. The 
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effectiveness of the Abgaal Islamic courts 
did not escape notice, and other communi-
ties began to emulate them. In 1996 the 
Xawaadle clan of Beledweyne established an 
Islamic court, and a number of clan-based 
Shari’a courts were opened in Mogadishu. 
In 1998 Hasan Dahir Aweys was a central 
figure in the establishment of an Islamic 
court in western Mogadishu known as Ifka 
Halane and another in Marka, the princi-
pal town in Lower Shabelle region. In the 
absence of a police force, each court main-
tained its own militia, usually paid for by 
contributions from the clan’s businessmen. 
In comparison with the various clan and 
factional forces in the anarchic Mogadishu, 
the court militia acquired a reputation for 
discipline and good conduct.

In early 2000, a group of court leaders 
took the initiative to form the “Shari’a 
Implementation Council” to unify the 
efforts of the various courts in Mogadishu 
and consolidate resources and power. Its 
assembly of 63 members elected as its chair-
man Shaykh Ali Dheere, and Hasan Dahir 
Aweys was appointed secretary general. The 
council’s primary functions included pris-
oner exchanges and occasional joint militia 
operations. Although they represented only 
some of the clans in the area, the collective 
leverage of the courts was formidable: Their 
influence extended throughout much of 
Mogadishu and the Lower Shabelle region; 
their militia numbered in the thousands; 
and they physically controlled many major 
courts and prisons. Few people shared the 
courts’ puritanical religious views, but they 
were popular for their ability to provide 
security.

In 2004 a new umbrella organization was 
established for Mogadishu’s Shari’a courts: 
the Supreme Council of Islamic Courts of 
Somalia. The council members elected as 
its chairman Shaykh Sharif Shaykh Ahmed, 

a cleric previously associated with the tra-
ditionalist Sufi association Ahl al-Sunna 
wal-Jama’a (ASWJ), which had played a 
leading role in the establishment of the 
judicial system in Middle Shabelle. Several 
other members represented the traditional-
ist Shafi’i organization, Majma. Under the 
leadership of the new council, and in collab-
oration with the voluntary “neighborhood 
watch” committee, the Shari’a court system 
in Mogadishu experienced unprecedented 
expansion.

The courts came into conflict with the 
secular warlords, who controlled most of 
Mogadishu. In reaction to the ever-growing 
power of the ICU, a group of Mogadishu war-
lords formed the Alliance for the Restoration 
of Peace and Counter-Terrorism (ARPCT) 
in February 2006. In May 2006 the clash-
es between the two groups escalated into 
street fighting in the capital. This fighting 
ended on June 5, 2006, when the ICU took 
over Mogadishu.

The ICU consisted of three groups, each 
with its own goal and objective. At the head 
of the moderate group stood Shaykh Sharif 
Shaykh Ahmad. In general, its main goals 
are to bring back security and unite the 
country. Shaykh Hasan Dahir Aweys heads 
the Salafi-jihadi element, which wants to 
establish a Taliban-like regime in Somalia. 
The third group consists of the remnants 
of the Greater Somalia advocates. Greater 
Somalia comprises Somalia and Somali-
inhabited regions in Ethiopia and Kenya.

On October 5, 2006, the “Supreme Islamic 
Court of Banadir” was created with the 
aim of organizing the courts into a more 
coherent organization, with the most senior 
judges forming this high court. This court 
dealt with wide issues as well as with for-
eign relations and commanded the ICU 
military forces as a whole. Shaykh Sharif 
Shaykh Ahmad was its chairman. A con-
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sultative Shura Council chaired by Shaykh 
Hasan Dahir Aweys approved the decisions 
made by the Supreme Islamic Court and 
was therefore called the “real power” in the 
ICU. This was not entirely true, however, 
because the Shura could not act unilater-
ally either. Below the Supreme Council and 
Shura Council were the regional courts 
spread throughout Somalia, which governed 
over the day-to-day issues of justice and law. 
These courts had enormous independence, 
so the laws and regulations in ICU territory 
could vary widely from town to town, based 
on the particular moderation or radicalism 
of the specific court.

Another body affiliated with the ICU was 
Hizb al-Shabab, also known as al-Shabab, 
which was mentioned earlier in connection 
with the jihadi elements active in Mogadishu 
following the dissolution of AIAI. It was a 
radical and independent organization under 
the ICU umbrella. It was integrated quite 
tightly with the ICU armed forces, acting 
as a sort of “special forces” for the ICU. 
The Shabab abducted journalists, harassed 
overly hip youngsters, and even murdered 
wounded Juba Valley Alliance soldiers in a 
Bu’aale hospital. The Shabab was headed by 
Adan Hashi Ayro.

The analysts’ attempts to explain the 
ICU’s success in defeating the warlords and 
taking control of Mogadishu (and a short 
time later, most of southern Somalia) have 
focused on the weariness of Somalia’s popu-
lation with chronic conflict and its weaken-
ing effects and on disaffection with the war-
lords who were responsible for the distress. 
Yet, above all, the ICU’s ability to move so 
effectively with singleness of purpose result-
ed from the eruption of Somali nationalism 
throughout the first half of 2006. Thus, the 
immediate cause for the ICU’s power surge 
was the revelation in early 2006 that the 
ARPCT had been receiving funds to arm 

itself from the United States through the 
CIA, working with the Ethiopian secret 
services. This revelation, and especially the 
implication of Ethiopia, Somalia’s tradition-
al adversary, in the affair, set off a national-
ist reaction, which was exploited to the full 
by the ICU.

Following its taking control of Mogadishu, 
internal divisions emerged between mod-
erates and radicals within the ICU over 
whether to negotiate with the Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG) on a national 
unity government or to form a separate gov-
ernment based on Islamic law. Another bone 
of contention between the two factions was 
their attitudes toward foreign influences. 
The hardliners wanted to curb foreign influ-
ences, while the moderates did not.

At first, it seemed like the moderates had 
gained the upper hand. At that time, the 
ICU wanted to solidify its rule while reas-
suring the West that it was not its intention 
to impose an extremist, Taliban-like govern-
ment on Somalia. To further prove the point 
that the group’s aim was to bring back secu-
rity to chaotic Mogadishu and the rest of 
Somalia, on July 3, 2006, the ICU announced 
new guidelines on travel to Mogadishu, say-
ing it wanted to boost traveler safety. On 
July 15, 2006, it opened Mogadishu’s inter-
national airport, which had been closed for 
the previous 11 years. On August 15, 2006, 
the ICU captured Haradhere, some 500 
kilometers northeast of Mogadishu, which 
had become a safe haven for pirates who 
had forced shipping firms and international 
organizations to pay large ransoms for the 
release of vessels and crews. On August 25, 
2006, the Islamic Courts reopened historical 
Mogadishu seaport, which was formerly one 
of the busiest in East Africa but had been 
shut down for 10 years.

However, with time the situation reversed 
and the more radical elements prevailed 
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over the moderates. Thus, already at the 
beginning of its rule, the radical elements 
within the ICU were shutting cinema halls 
and barring residents from watching the 
World Cup Soccer games. Furthermore, the 
ICU’s militias had beaten members of the 
Mogadishu Stars, a musical band, with elec-
tric cables after they performed at a wed-
ding ceremony, because the wedding includ-
ed the mixing of men and women as well as 
the playing of music, which was regarded as 
un-Islamic. All these radical measures cul-
minated on November 17, 2006, with a ban 
on the use, sale, and transportation of khat, 
while the Islamic Court of Kismayo banned 
the sale of cigarettes. This was a controver-
sial move, as khat was the main source of 
income for many war widows and orphans 
and a huge export-import business in the 
whole Horn of Africa region.

These and much more repressive measures 
that were enacted against the population, 
which contrasted with the moderate Islam 
that had dominated Somali culture for centu-
ries, led the Somalis to demonstrate against 
the regime. The ICU, which in the beginning 
was regarded as bearing the banner of Somali 
nationalism, was now regarded as preaching 
radical Islamism, alien to most Somali citi-
zens, who belonged to Sufi orders.

The ICU seemed unstoppable in its quest 
to unite the country under strict Islamic laws 
and to destroy its rival, Somalia’s interna-
tionally recognized but weak secular interim 
government, the TFG, headquartered in the 
town of Baidoa. The Islamists said that their 
aim was to restore law and order in Somalia. 
However, the Islamists were perceived as 
linked directly to al-Qa’ida, through people 
such as Shaykh Hasan Dahir Aweys and 
others. Thus, even before the taking of 
Mogadishu by the ICU, the U.S. government 
was funding the ARPCT because of con-
cerns that the ICU was linked to al-Qa’ida 

and was sheltering three al-Qa’ida leaders 
involved in the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings 
in Kenya and Tanzania. Later, following the 
taking of Mogadishu, the Ethiopian govern-
ment decided to support the exiled warlords 
in order to oppose what in their view was 
a critical threat posed by the ICU to their 
administration of the Ogaden region. It was 
spurred primarily by the ICU’s expansion 
and troop deployment up to the Ethiopian 
border. By mid-June 2006, Ethiopia began 
vocally referring to the ICU as “al-Qa’ida 
allies” and “terrorists.” The TFG also adopt-
ed this American and Ethiopian perception 
of the Islamists as sheltering al-Qa’ida mem-
bers. From the beginning, then, the rise to 
power of the ICU in Somalia was regarded 
as another victory for al-Qa’ida. The United 
States, Ethiopia, and the TFG were deter-
mined to fight the ICU and al-Qa’ida until 
victory was achieved. The United States 
regarded this war against the ICU as part 
of its global “war on terror” policy. Hence, 
a local conflict between the warlords and 
the TFG on the one side and the ICU on the 
other evolved into a global conflict between 
the United States and al-Qa’ida, in which 
the United States won a partial victory.

Thus, the war in Somalia was in essence 
an armed conflict in which the Ethiopian and 
the TFG forces fought against the ICU and 
affiliated militias over control of the country. 
The war officially began on December 21, 
2006, when the ICU’s leader, Hasan Dahir 
Aweys, declared Somalia to be in a state of 
war and called on all Somalis to take part in 
the jihad against Ethiopia. Three days after 
that, Ethiopia stated that it would actively 
fight against the ICU. The ICU was engaged 
in fighting against the forces of the Somali 
TFG and the autonomous regional govern-
ments of Puntland and Somaliland, all of 
which were backed by Ethiopian troops. 
The outbreak of heavy fighting began on 
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December 20, with the Battle of Baidoa. This 
was after the one-week deadline the ICU 
imposed on Ethiopia for withdrawing from 
Somalia lapsed. Ethiopia, however, refused 
to withdraw from its positions around the 
TFG interim capital in Baidoa, and thus, 
to leave the TFG to the mercy of the ICU. 
On December 29, after several successful 
battles, TFG and Ethiopian troops entered 
Mogadishu following the evacuation of the 
TFG one day earlier. On January 12, 2007, 
the Ethiopian army-backed TFG forces cap-
tured Ras Kamboni, the last remaining 
stronghold of the ICU in southern Somalia, 
after five days of heavy fighting. Thus, it 
completed the defeat of the ICU.

Insurgency and Conciliation

Following the victory of the Ethiopian-
backed TFG forces over the ICU, chaos 
returned to rule Somalia, especially 
Mogadishu, as all attempts to disarm the 
various Somali clans failed and were met 
with resistance. Indeed, since February 
2007, Mogadishu has been witness to a 
great deal of violence, consisting of mortar 
and rocket attacks on TFG and Ethiopian 
installations and Mogadishu’s airport and 
seaport; machine-gun attacks on police sta-
tions and checkpoints; targeted assassina-
tions of public officials, military and secu-
rity personnel, nongovernmental activists, 
and their relatives; unexplained homicides; 
intraclan gunfights; car hijackings; and the 
erection of roadblocks by local militias to 
extol tolls from motorists. The fighting has 
escalated since the end of March 2007, when 
the insurgents introduced new warfare tac-
tics that are more and more reminiscent of 
Iraqi scenes of war, such as the downing of 
planes, the burning of TFG and Ethiopian 
soldiers and the mutilation of their bodies, 
open artillery duels instead of hit-and-run 

mobile mortar assaults, the use of road-
side bombs and other improvised explosive 
devices, and suicide-bombing operations. 
This fierce fighting caused hundreds to 
be killed, thousands to be wounded, and 
more than 200,000 to flee Mogadishu. This 
conflict symbolized the transition of the 
insurgency against the TFG, Ethiopian 
occupiers, and the African Union Mission 
in Somalia (AMISOM) Ugandan peace-
keepers from one that was merely inspired 
by Iraqi-style tactics to one that emulated 
them.

The most prominent groups among the 
insurgents have been the Islamist ones. 
At first, the Popular Resistance Movement 
in the Land of the Two Migrations (PRM) 
was the most prominent group among the 
insurgents. It was established on January 
19, 2007, exactly the same day that the 
AMISOM mission was formally defined and 
approved by the African Union at the sixty-
ninth meeting of the Peace and Security 
Council. It repeatedly warned African Union 
peacekeepers to avoid coming to Somalia 
and threatened to shoot down airplanes 
using the Mogadishu International Airport 
and to carry out suicide attacks against 
them. On March 24, 2007, the PRM cre-
ated a “comprehensive plan to isolate the 
enemy that has come to Mogadishu,” called 
Operation Suffocate the Enemy. The plan 
included operational instructions for 29 
“Squads of the Resistance” to be concen-
trated in Mogadishu.

The place of the PRM, which may have 
ceased to exist, is now held by the Youth 
Mujahidin Movement (Harakat Shabab al-
Mujahidin), which announced its estab-
lishment on March 26, 2007. It presented 
itself as an Islamist Salafi movement, which 
achieves its goals by Islamic legal means, 
including propagation (da’wa) and jihad. 
Among the operations against the TFG, the 
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Ethiopians, and the Ugandan peacekeepers 
for which they claimed responsibility are 
the suicide bombing at an Ethiopian army 
base, the detonation of roadside bombs 
on Ethiopian army vehicles, the shooting 
down of an Ethiopian plane, the shoot-
ing down of a Belarusian cargo plane near 
Mogadishu Airport, artillery shelling of 
the army airport in Mogadishu while the 
Ugandan peacekeepers arrived, and more. It 
seems like this movement is an offshoot of 
the military arm of the ICU, which was also 
called Shabab and was under the command 
of Aden Hashi Ayro, who is still alive and in 
hiding somewhere in Somalia. Therefore, it 
is possible that some of its members might 
have been members of the former Shabab. 
More important, it seems like the leading 
role among the Islamist insurgent groups 
is now reserved for the Youth Mujahidin 
Movement, while the PRM has disappeared 
completely from the scene.

Yet, despite the prominent role of the 
Islamist groups within the Mogadishu insur-
gency, the leading role is still reserved for 
the Hawiye clan leaders, those who declared 
war on Ethiopian troops and called on all 
Somalis to join them following attempts to 
disarm them, and who were also responsible 
for brokering cease-fires with the Ethiopians 
and the Ugandan peacekeepers.

Thus, the attempts of the Ethiopian and 
TFG forces to forcibly disarm the Hawiye 
clan members while giving key security 
posts to members of President Abdallah 
Yusuf’s clan, the Darod, have alarmed the 
Hawiye clan. Much more important than 
that, it seems as though these moves have 
caused the Hawiye subclans to unite their 
forces in opposition to Ethiopia and the 
TFG. Since a large segment of the Islamists 
was always based on the Hawiye, they 
seem now to adhere to their clan identity 
and affiliation while still maintaining their 

Islamist teachings and giving the insurgen-
cy a taste of Iraqi-style insurgency.

This national reconciliation conference 
was announced by President Abdallah Yusuf 
on March 1, 2007, to be held in Mogadishu 
to reconcile differences among Somalis and 
to move Somalia toward a stable, democratic 
future. According to the announcement, the 
conference would bring together 3,000 par-
ticipants from throughout the country and 
the diaspora for two months of meetings and 
discussions. The basis of the talks would be 
“reconciliation among clans,” which ruled 
out the participation of any representatives 
of the Islamists. Of course, this announce-
ment was met with immediate rejection 
from the opposition. Most important, major 
elements of the Hawiye clan held a meeting 
and issued a statement urging the TFG to 
hold an open reconciliation conference that 
would include the ICU as a political entity. 
The statement also requested that the inter-
national community affect the withdrawal 
of Ethiopian forces from Somalia and orga-
nize a “real national reconciliation meeting” 
based on political representation in a “neu-
tral place.” The ICU also responded to the 
TFG’s reconciliation project, with its mod-
erate wing—based in Yemen—expressing 
willingness to negotiate, but only as political 
equals. On March 1, 2007, the ICU issued 
an official statement, in which it called for 
a reconciliation process that would include 
all sectors of Somali society in the politi-
cal process, especially intellectuals, experts, 
traditional elders, members of civil society, 
and civil servants.

Conclusions and Indications for 
the Future

Politically, Somalia has now returned 
roughly to where it was when the TFG was 
formed in October 2004. The government 
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is weak, unpopular, and faction ridden, and 
the power vacuum in southern Somalia 
is rapidly being filled by the same faction 
leaders and warlords the ICU overthrew 
less than a year ago. Many Mogadishu 
residents resent the ICU’s defeat, feel 
threatened by the TFG, and are dismayed 
by the presence of Ethiopian troops in 
Mogadishu. Ethiopia’s military victory has 
dismantled only the most visible part of the 
ICU: the regional administrative authority 
in south-central Somalia, which essentially 
served as a political platform for Hawiye 
clan interests. Other elements, including 
the militant Shabab leadership, remain 
largely intact and have dispersed through-
out the country, threatening to wage a 
prolonged war. The grassroots network 
of mosques, schools, and private enter-
prises that has underpinned the spread of 
Salafi teachings and their extremist vari-
ants remains in place and continues to 
expand, thanks to generous contributions 
from Islamic charities and the private sec-
tor. Whether the Islamists, including their 
more extreme jihadi element, can stage a 
comeback depends largely on whether the 
TFG can restore stability and win public 
support across southern Somalia.

Yet it should be recalled that despite the 
important role played by the Islamists in 
the insurgency and despite the six-month 
rule of the ICU over most of southern 
Somalia and the security and order it 
brought with it, Islamist extremism has 
failed to take a broader hold in Somalia 
because of Somali resistance—not foreign 
counterterrorism efforts. The vast major-
ity of Somalis desire a government—dem-
ocratic, broadly based, and responsive—
that reflects the Islamic faith as they have 
practiced it for centuries: with tolerance, 
moderation, and respect for variation in 
religious observance. Somalis in general 

show little interest in jihadi Islamism; 
most are deeply opposed. Somali militant 
movements have failed to gain broad pop-
ular support, encountering instead wide-
spread hostility.

Thus, the situation in Somalia is unpre-
dictable and precarious. The potential 
for violence remains high because of clan 
rivalries, resentment of the government’s 
Ethiopian backers, and the risk of a relapse 
into the previous warlord-controlled anar-
chy. With the Ethiopians still present in 
Somalia and the Ethiopian-backed TFG 
refusing to have anything to do with the 
ICU’s moderate leaders, the moderates 
within the ICU, even those who still wish 
to negotiate with the TFG, will be radical-
ized too. This radicalization process, which 
might happen very fast, is the real threat 
for Somalia. If it can be prevented, then a 
national reconciliation can prevail and, as 
a consequence, law and order can be estab-
lished. If not, the destiny of Somalia might 
relapse into chaos again.
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Islamism in Sudan reflects both modern 
and older cultural-historical movements. 
While similar to Islamist movements in the 
wider Middle East, it is distinguished by 
the sophisticated leadership of its ideologi-
cal and strategic engineer, Hasan al-Tura-
bi; by a period of official empowerment 
and support among elites in Khartoum as 
well as among acolytes outside the capital; 
and by violent implementation campaigns 
during the 1980s and 1990s. Islamism’s 
proponents, including Sudan’s leaders, 
have not only called for a return to Shari’a 
as well as for an Islamic constitution; they 
have also mounted a thorough program of 
social engineering (“the Comprehensive 
Call to God”), which, for a brief period 
in the early 1990s, threatened to prosely-
tize non-Muslims and forcibly impose an 
Islamist orthodoxy on Sudan’s population. 
Such an agenda also supposes an active, 
sometimes violent, homogenization of the 
community of Muslims. Its engine is a 
reinterpreted, rerooted Islam, relevant to 
the technology of modernity but resistant 
to the perceived cultural pollution of liber-
alism and secularism.

The brief Islamist rule by the Mahdist 
movement in the late nineteenth century 
offers a precedent for strict Islamic gov-

ernment in Sudan. Yet there are three 
problems here. First, in Sudan even a uni-
fied national identity remains contested as 
well. Second, the population of the country 
is not unanimously Islamic. Third, the 
character of historical Islam in Sudan, as 
well the population itself, is pluralistic. At 
the same time, Khartoum’s Islamist pro-
gram reflects a political agenda more than 
a religious revival.

Historical Islam, the nominal religion 
of most of the country, provides perhaps a 
logical platform for a thrust toward Islamist 
militancy and Islamic nationalism, but at 
the grassroots it provides a weak and divided 
foundation for constructing such a regime. 
The Islamist agenda has waxed and waned 
through several decades, imposed by force 
at times and in different regions. The two 
main bases are the Arab-centered version 
in the capital, Khartoum, and in the Nile 
Valley—and a variant version in the west 
of the country. The southern part of Sudan, 
where the Muslim population is proportion-
ately smallest, has, after years of warfare, 
won a constitutional barrier to Islamism 
being imposed there.

The logic of the still-contested appeal of 
the National Islamic Front (NIF)—renamed 
the National Congress Party (NCP) and now 

Sudan
Harvey Glickman and Emma Rodman
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in charge of the government—is a product 
of four factors: a legitimate, indigenous 
development of Islam and Islamic law; the 
rise of a wily and charismatic Islamist 
leader, Hasan al-Turabi; a mixing of derived 
and locally developed Islamist ideas; and the 
political utility of this doctrine for the rul-
ing, Arabized elites.

Present Circumstances

In comparison to neighboring territories, 
Islam was late in coming to Sudan. Nearly 
900 years elapsed between the death of 
Muhammad and the official acceptance of 
Islam by the Sudanese ruling elite. The area 
of present-day Sudan is home to African, 
Christian, Nubian, Egyptian, Arab, and 
Islamic religious and cultural traditions. 
Yet Sudan was the first Islamist state in 
the world, under the Mahdi (Redeemer) 
between 1885 and 1899. Sudan was also 
the first modern Sunni state in the late 
twentieth century to adopt explicitly rigor-
ous Islamic government and laws, with the 
seizure of power by the National Islamic 
Front in 1989.

Violence and warfare have character-
ized Sudan in the 1955–72 and 1983–2005 
periods. Waxing and waning throughout 
Sudan’s half century of postindependence 
history, with but a decade of respite, Africa’s 
longest-running internal conflict reflected 
deep differences, largely between the north-
ern and southern parts of Sudan and their 
populations over issues of power sharing, 
wealth, identity, and Islamization. More 
recently, Sudan’s proclivity toward civil 
strife and ideological battles with the West 
converged in Darfur, a region encompassing 
three provinces in the far west of Sudan 
along the Chadian border. The fighting 
there is rooted in a lack of power and access 
in Khartoum, a failed Islamist project, and 

economic underdevelopment and exploita-
tion. On April 23, 2006, as reported by 
Reuters, Osama bin Ladin, long-linked to 
the NIF government and once a Khartoum 
resident, called on “the mujahidin and their 
supporters in Sudan . . . to wage a long-
term war against the Crusaders in western 
Sudan.” For Khartoum, jihad is a powerfully 
evocative term that mobilizes domestic and 
international support.

Sudan is at the boundary between the 
Arab-Islamic world and the African world of 
various and mixed traditions. Estimates for 
Sudan’s population range from 36 to 41 mil-
lion people, of which about 15 million claim 
Arab descent, living along the Nile River 
in north-central Sudan and in or around 
Khartoum. Aside from Khartoum—whose 
residents are diverse, the whole of the north 
is generally characterized as Muslim, and 
the south as the home of Christianity and 
traditional African beliefs. In Sudan as a 
whole, Sunni Muslims account for between 
60 and 70 percent of the population. Islam 
in Sudan, however, according to Francis 
Deng, “tends to be associated with Arabism 
as a composite concept of race, ethnicity 
and culture,” allowing for a complex schism 
of ostensibly Muslim Sudanese into ethnic, 
geographical, and sectarian groups.

Sudan’s heterogeneity and pluralism—
with over a hundred languages, it cannot 
objectively be called anything else—compete 
with its Muslim majority and heritage for 
the national soul. Khartoum is not only the 
population center but also the country’s 
political heart. Educated urban elites from 
the military academies and universities 
formed the overwhelming majority of those 
pressing for, and eventually designing, the 
country. The Graduates General Conference, 
which demanded self-determination in 
1942, sprang from university-schooled Arab 
Muslims. The educated Arab elites dominate 
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the political life of the country in dispropor-
tion to their numbers. Ethnically—and to 
some extent  religiously—distinct groups, 
such as the Nuba, the Fur, the Beja, and the 
Dinka, have historically been in inequitable 
relationships with the Arabized elite. The 
bias toward Arab Muslim leadership under 
colonial rulers, Khartoum’s location as the 
seat of Ottoman and British administra-
tions, along with the educational and eco-
nomic opportunities available in the capital, 
all contributed to Arab-Muslim political 
hegemony.

Crisis of Identity in 
Independent Sudan

The political history of Sudan after inde-
pendence can be divided into two peri-
od types: parliamentary “democracy” and 
military dictatorship, which alternated in 
three cycles, culminating in the 1989 coup/
takeover by military allies of the National 
Islamic Front. Afflicting both periods, how-
ever, has been the lack of agreement on 
Sudanese nationhood, reflected by years 
of civil strife in the southern and western 
provinces and in the continued inability to 
write an acceptable, durable constitution. 
The first parliamentary period lasted two 
years before the advent of the first dictator-
ship, that of General Ibrahim Abboud. His 
ouster, in 1964, preceded an incompetent 
parliamentarianism. In 1968 two claimant 
coalition governments functioned simul-
taneously in different buildings, unable to 
form a coalition.

Attempts at power grabs alternat-
ed between the two main parties: the 
Umma and the Democratic Unionist Party 
(DUP), which was the political wing of the 
Khatmiyya Brotherhood. These two par-
ties also represented two possible paths 
for Sudan. The Umma platform called 

for a strong Sudanese and Islamic state; 
the DUP favored close ties and eventual 
integration with Egypt in a pan-Arab alli-
ance. Smaller parties, including the Islamic 
Charter Front, Communist Party, and trade 
and professional unions, completed the mix 
of interests wrangling over power. In 1969 
Colonel Gaafar Nimeiri seized power in the 
second military coup; his reign lasted until 
1985.

In the third parliamentary period, govern-
ment continued to be juggled between the 
two parties, which were based more on fam-
ily history and religious affiliations than on 
political platforms. Their influence waned 
under the pressures of increasing urban-
ization and economic downturns. Marxism 
and Islamism were emerging in the urban 
centers of Khartoum and Omdurman, paral-
leling the growth.

In Sudan, the Muslim Brotherhood 
emerged in 1949 as the Islamic Charter 
Front (ICF), in part from student groups 
organizing in the universities. Its members 
were urban and highly educated. Unlike 
the Brotherhood in Egypt, the Sudanese 
branch drew on elite support and lacked 
membership from the lower classes or rural 
poor. In 1964 the dean of the law school 
at the University of Khartoum, Hasan al-
Turabi, was elected secretary general of 
the ICF. Turabi had recently returned from 
studies at the University of London and 
the Sorbonne in Paris, where he had been 
active in Muslim student organizing. The 
U.S. September 11 Commission Report 
labeled him “Sudan’s longtime hard-line 
ideological leader.” By mixing the histori-
cal Islamism of Shari’a along with some 
adaptive philosophical interpretations, he 
related doctrinal Islam to a contemporary 
political agenda. He has focused on drafting 
for Sudan an Islamic constitution and on 
instituting Shari’a. He has also generated 
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a program, the Comprehensive Call of the 
1990s, toward social transformation and the 
imposed practice of social virtues. Although 
deprived of official authority for long peri-
ods, he has nevertheless driven the politics 
of the country for more than 40 years.

Sudan confronted two kinds of political 
Islam. There was the Islam of the old sects 
and families that reflected accommodation 
with tradition as well as elements of mod-
ernization. It evinced broad social concerns 
and remained intermittently interested in 
something like a comprehensive Islamic 
government. In parallel was the Islam of 
Turabi and the National Islamic Front, 
radically Islamist and seeking a government 
strictly by Islamic law. Turabi has been the 
force behind the National Islamic Front, 
the Islamic Charter Front, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and other incarnations of 
Islamism in the country. Turabi and the 
National Islamic Front interweave with the 
third period of dictatorship, of President 
Umar Bashir. Since 1989, the country has 
shifted profoundly toward Islamic govern-
ment, seeking to suppress Muslim and other 
elements of the pluralistic traditions of 
Sudan.

The Roots of modern 
Islamism

Shari’a gained a strong foothold in a uni-
fied Sudanese legal system with the rise of 
the Mahdiyya, the indigenous, messianic 
Islamic state that ousted the Ottomans in 
1885. The Islam of the Mahdiyya was puri-
tanical and harsh. Shari’a was enforced 
in its more extreme forms. Women who 
left their homes unaccompanied, who were 
unveiled, or who spoke in loud voices were 
flogged. Visits to the tombs of Sufi saints 
were banned, and variant and local forms 
of Islamic practice were rejected. The 

Mahdiyya was the product of both localized 
Sudanese traditions—the Mahdist myth of 
deliverance—and imports from outside the 
country, specifically the African jihadists 
in Nigeria and elsewhere in West Africa, 
especially in the early nineteenth century, 
distinguished scholars whose views rested 
on a tradition of authoritarian, unchallenge-
able authority. It also reflects the Wahhabist 
movement of the Hijaz, exemplified in Saudi 
Arabia, which sought to establish a purified 
Islam and railed against Sufi idolatrism and 
other localized innovations.

Shari’a and the question of Sudan’s legal 
code continued to haunt the country after 
independence. Wrangling over a constitution 
contributed to the overthrow of parliamen-
tary civilian government in 1958. General 
Abboud’s military government failed to 
write a constitution, choosing instead to 
emphasize the national identity issue via 
Islamization and by suppressing political 
and cultural differences in the south. The 
Sudan African National Union, formed in 
1963, grew increasingly active in the refu-
gee camps and among guerrilla groups in 
opposition. As noted by Øystein Rolandsen, 
“It was only after the military coup led by 
General Abboud in 1958 . . . that occasional 
skirmishes escalated into a full-fledged civil 
war. The escalation was mainly caused by 
Abboud’s program of Islamization, which 
led to increased repression in the south.” 
Islamization, in the form of the penetration 
of Islamist philanthropy and nongovern-
mental organizations, along with the threat 
of introducing universal Shari’a, combined 
to inflame north-south tensions and guar-
anteed a stalemate over writing a national 
constitution.

Ironically, Shari’a served, after Abboud, 
as both a rallying point for national unity 
and a source of deeper division. Despite the 
country’s heterogeneity, the possibility of 
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Islam as a national identity was persuasive 
to many Arab Muslim leaders in the north. 
After another brief parliamentary interlude, 
the Sudanese Free Officers Movement took 
power in a second military coup, declaring 
Colonel Gaafar Nimeiri prime minister in 
1969. Influenced by leftist trends in the 
Arab world, Nimeiri—who admired Egypt’s 
Gamal Abdel Nasser and his Arab socialism 
ideology—raised the banner of Arab social-
ism and outlawed all political parties. In an 
attempt to consolidate his socialist position, 
Nimeiri published a provisional constitu-
tion in August 1971, describing Sudan as a 
“socialist democracy.” His newly acquired 
political ideology attracted rewards from 
the Soviet Union. Between 1969 and 1971, 
the USSR supplied Sudan with arms and 
advanced military equipment for the strug-
gle against the “Anya Nya” rebels in the 
south.

After a coup attempt against him by 
more orthodox Marxists in the Sudanese 
Communist Party, Nimeiri cooled toward 
socialism. By the late 1970s, he reached out 
to other political elements, including Hasan 
al-Turabi’s Muslim Brotherhood and Sadiq 
al-Mahdi’s Umma Party. Nimeiri’s later 
embrace of the Islamist movement in Sudan 
was the cornerstone of his 1977 policy 
of national reconciliation. To cement this 
new alliance, he appointed Turabi chair-
man of a new committee for the “return of 
the laws to compatibility with the sharia,” 
notes Gabriel Warburg. This enabled him to 
exchange military aid from the Soviet Union 
for donations from Saudi Arabia.

In southern Sudan, which had been grant-
ed some autonomy under the 1972 Addis 
Ababa peace agreement (ending the first 
era of civil war in the country), local poli-
ticians began to campaign for extending 
their authority. Nimeiri struck back by sus-
pending the Southern Regional Assembly 

in 1981. Two years later he redivided the 
south into the three former provinces of 
Bahr al-Ghazal, al-Istiwai, and Ahali al-Nil. 
Additionally, in a move doubtless influenced 
by Turabi’s position as attorney general, 
Nimeiri introduced Shari’a in September 
1983 as the national law of Sudan, including 
the controversial hudud corporal punish-
ments, a move applauded by the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Nimeiri, having shifted dra-
matically from socialist to Islamist, insisted 
that military officers swear allegiance to 
him as the imam of the Sudanese umma 
(nation). The implementation of Shari’a 
was equally dramatic: Thousands of bot-
tles of alcohol were dumped into the Nile, 
and public corporal punishments ensued. 
People in the south and moderate north-
ern Muslims staggered under the wave of 
amputations and floggings. Reportedly, even 
Turabi fainted upon witnessing a public 
amputation. Shari’a, however, had become 
the premier law of 1980s Sudan. It remained 
in place after Nimeiri’s removal in 1985.

Equally important as the effect of 
Islamism and Shari’a inside Sudan has been 
their influence on Sudan’s international 
image. Turabi and the Islamic Charter 
Front (later the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the National Islamic Front, and now the 
National Congress Party) received a great 
deal of aid from pro-Islamist Saudi banks 
and charities. Pro-Islamist relief agencies—
such as Da’wa al-Islamiyya, secretive and 
suspected of connections to jihadism as well 
as to more benign charitable associations—
moved in. Relations between Sudan and 
neighboring Arab states were ambivalent 
but strengthening in the 1970s and early 
1980s. Turabi cultivated connections with 
maverick Islamic states, such as Libya, 
where he spent three years in exile during 
the Nimeiri years. Turabi and the Sudanese 
Islamists continued to press for an Islamic 
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constitution. In Sudan, this encounter 
between a burgeoning pan-Arab trend and 
previous indigenous trends meshed—revolv-
ing around the application of Shari’a law 
and a growingly open Arab racism against 
“blacks” in the east—and ran parallel to 
ideological changes in Sudan’s past, ranging 
from the Funj Kingdom through the Mahdi 
era, and into Nimeiri’s “socialist” period.

The Islamic State:  
Sudan After the National 
Salvation Revolution

On June 30, 1989, a third parliamentary 
period in Sudan’s history abruptly ended 
in a coup. Colonel Umar Bashir established 
the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) 
for National Salvation. He commenced gov-
erning the country in adherence to Islamist 
principles, committed to retaining Nimeiri’s 
Shari’a laws. In a bit of tactical jujitsu, the 
RCC imprisoned the major leaders of the 
National Islamic Front, including Turabi, to 
safeguard the legitimacy of the NIF by dis-
tancing it from the coup and to gain interna-
tional acceptability, especially from Egypt, 
by avoiding the taint of hard-line Islamism. 
The RCC regime achieved immediate recog-
nition by Egypt and the United States. After 
a few months in jail, Turabi popped up in 
the new government.

Under the NIF, Sudan attracted Islamist 
groups, many with terrorist pedigrees, 
including Osama bin Ladin and his al-Qa’ida 
network. Into the 1990s, Sudan cultivated 
its dual status as problematic global pariah 
and magnet for Islamic and Arab organi-
zations unwelcome in other states. When 
Iraq invaded Kuwait on August 2, 1990, 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference 
(OIC), as well as the Arab League, urged 
Iraq’s immediate withdrawal. Bashir 
denounced the invasion. However, after 

Turabi emerged to side with Iraq, Sudan 
abstained from the ultimate vote in the 
OIC. Reflecting the tide of evidence placing 
Sudan in the midst of Islamist destabiliza-
tion efforts in Egypt, Yemen, and Saudi 
Arabia, in 1993 the U.S. State Department 
placed Sudan on the list of state sponsors of 
terrorism. The United States, already alien-
ated by Sudanese statements of support for 
Iraq, had protested to the Sudanese govern-
ment when anti-American demonstrators 
threw rocks and burned American flags at 
the U.S. embassy in Khartoum. American 
disapproval mounted as reports of terrorist 
support and FBI investigations pointed to 
Khartoum.

State-Sponsored Terror

Sudan’s isolation grew in the 1990s, par-
allel to the implication of Sudan’s state 
apparatus in assisting terrorist networks 
in its international neighborhood. Much 
material and consultative assistance flowed 
to Sudan from Iran. In 1994 Turabi dis-
ingenuously claimed that there were no 
Iranian military personnel in Sudan, “not 
one Iranian businessman or even tourist,” 
as quoted by the Islamic Republic News 
Agency Report in December 1994. Turabi 
was personally committed to the relation-
ship as an example of ideological and politi-
cal rapprochement between Sunni and Shi’a 
Islamist organizations, one of the goals of 
his Popular Arab and Islamic Conference 
(PAIC), envisioned as a rival to the older 
pan-Islamic, pan-Arab organizations. In 
November 1989, after a visit to Tehran by 
Ali Usman Taha—then second vice presi-
dent of Sudan—the presidents of Iran and 
Sudan met there. President Bashir sought 
material support for his radical direc-
tion. Iran’s president Ali Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani promised a major road-building 
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project and agreed to cooperate on security 
and intelligence matters.

Turabi diligently built working relation-
ships with the Iranian mullahs and facili-
tated, with bin Ladin, a training alliance 
between the Iranian-sponsored Lebanese 
Hizballah and bin Ladin’s Sudan-based al-
Qa’ida, as noted by J. Millard Burr and 
Robert O. Collins in their Revolutionary 
Sudan: Hassan al-Turabi and the Islamist 
State, 1989–2000. Furthermore, Shaul Shay 
writes in The Red Sea Terror Triangle: 
Sudan, Somalia, Yemen and Islamic Terror 
that in September 1991, while visiting Sudan 
to provide assistance, an Iranian military 
delegation prepared a military cooperation 
pact between the two countries. In late 1991 
President Rafsanjani traveled to Khartoum, 
where he proclaimed the north-south civil 
war a “jihad” that should be pursued with all 
vigor. To underscore his point, he presented 
Sudan with a gift of $300 million in Chinese 
arms. In a pattern similar to its relationship 
with Hizballah in Lebanon, Iran assisted 
with arms, commercial development, and 
jihadi training in camps established around 
Khartoum—camps actually run by al-Qa’ida 
with help from the Sudanese security ser-
vices. Iranian advisers died in battle in 
1992, participating in the jihad in Kordofan, 
opposed by the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA) forces, during the period of 
the renewed civil war. The Sudanese gov-
ernment also opened Port Sudan to Iranian 
use; Iranian warships were occasionally 
spotted in the Red Sea en route to Sudan, 
write Burr and Collins.

In March 1990 the Sudan government 
had officially welcomed all “Arab brothers,” 
who could henceforth enter Sudan without 
a visa, thus commencing a mass migration 
of Islamist militants and peripatetic terror-
ists. This prefigured a rise in Arab racism 
in the burgeoning Darfur conflict. Many 

Afghan-Arab fighters, unwelcome in their 
home countries at the end of the Afghan-
Soviet war—often traveling through Iran—
wound up in Sudan. At the Khartoum air-
port, according to Collins, mujahidin were 
welcomed with grants of Sudanese pass-
ports; influential people received diplomatic 
passports. Operatives departed Sudan for 
Bosnia, Eritrea, Somalia, Libya, and other 
Arab countries in a widening effort to help 
Islamic militants.

The long, interrupted, and renewed civil 
war, especially in the 1990s, invited inter-
vention by Sudan’s neighbors. Southern 
resistance groups, especially the largest 
and most renowned, John Garang’s Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement and Army 
(SPLM/A) drew help from Ethiopia and 
Uganda. Sudan reciprocated in those coun-
tries by funding antigovernment guerrilla 
movements. Eritrea, Ethiopia, Egypt, Libya, 
Chad, and Uganda all have accused the 
Sudanese government of providing material 
support to armed insurrectionists. Uganda, 
for example, charged the NIF government 
with funding the Lord’s Resistance Army, a 
cult militia that regularly kidnapped child 
soldiers. Uganda retaliated by supporting 
the SPLA. Sudan channeled resources to 
Islamists struggling in other countries, such 
as Somalia and Yemen.

membership in the 
International Islamist Club

Al-Turabi’s Islamist project went beyond 
pan-Islamic unity. The object was to bring 
together various extremist Islamic organiza-
tions to discuss theory, strategy, and insurrec-
tionary tactics. To this end, with President 
Bashir’s blessing, Turabi organized a meet-
ing of militant and terrorist groups in the 
Popular Arab and Islamic Congress (PAIC), 
a direct competitor to the Organization of 
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Islamic Conference and the Arab League. 
Delegates representing over forty states 
attended the first PAIC General Assembly, 
in Khartoum, April 25–28, 1991. Turabi pre-
sided and was elected secretary general. In 
attendance were Yasir Arafat and represen-
tatives of Hamas, as well as bin Ladin, mem-
bers of the Filipino Abu Sayyaf movement, 
Imad Mughniya of Hizballah, Tunisian lead-
er Rashid al-Ghannushi, Anwar Haddam of 
the Algerian group Islamic Salvation Front 
(FIS), and Ayatollah Mahdi Karrubi, head 
of the Iranian Society of Combatant Clergy. 

The group spanned a wide range of the geo-
graphic, sectarian, and ideological groups 
within the now global Islamist movement. 
As Turabi noted in an address in Madrid in 
August 1994, he envisioned the PAIC as a 
means to assemble “Muslims from all over 
the world,” overcoming “internal divisions, 
Shia, Sunni, differences in jurisprudence 
or spiritual orders.” Both the first and 
second general assemblies offered Turabi 
and his cohorts opportunities to attack the 
West, expatiate on Islamist principles, and 
expand the PAIC as an Islamist intellectual 
clearinghouse. Turabi envisioned Islamism 
playing as historic a role as liberalism 
in the West, providing the materials of a 
global revival. In London in 1992, at a time 
when he was publishing and recording ser-
mons and lectures widely distributed in the 
Arab world, al-Turabi paused to enunciate a 
grand strategy for Islamists:

The historical test for Muslims has 
always been to recover after every set-
back, seeking through the renewal of 
faith (iman), the renewal of thought 
(ijtihad) and the resurgence of action 
(jihad) to salvage religion from temporal 
containment and ensure its progressive 
development, relevance and continuity 
in history.

Turabi’s vision of Sudan as the philo-
sophical and logistical heartbeat of the 
global Islamist movement also encompassed 
jihad and violence. The 1993 bombing of 
the World Trade Center in New York in 
some part involved Sudanese nationals, 
some working in Sudanese diplomatic offic-
es in the United States and linked to the 
NIF regime itself, according to a prepared 
statement before the U.S. Senate Judiciary 
Committee Subcommittee on Terrorism 
in 1998. Al-Qa’ida’s bombings of the U.S. 
embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam 
in 1998 led to American retaliation, the 
bombing of a site purportedly involved in 
manufacturing chemicals for explosives in 
Khartoum, after bin Ladin departed Sudan 
for Afghanistan. The June 25, 1995, assassi-
nation attempt against Egyptian President 
Husni Mubarak in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 
has been traced to Khartoum. Sudan’s fail-
ure to meet UN demands for the extradition 
of suspects from that country led to the 
imposition of UN sanctions.

Facing Problems at Home

In a limited sense, the Islamist project in 
Sudan has instigated some mobilization of 
opinion and action toward a vague interna-
tional goal. The threat of militant Islamism 
has also stiffened governments in neighbor-
ing states against ties with Sudan. Libya 
has blown hot and cold on spillover actions 
from Darfur, which had an impact on the 
politics of Chad. Sudan’s ideological hard 
line has invited economic repercussions, 
by way of international sanctions, the loss 
of humanitarian and military donors, and 
escalating war costs. Internally, as well, by 
most measures, domestic Islamist policies 
have failed. The implacable commitment to 
Islamism of the regime’s early years led to 
a turn to Islamic solutions for economic and 
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social problems unconnected to needs and 
realities on the ground. Ideology trumped 
workability. While the NIF regime faced 
the conditions of a “failed state” when 
it took over in 1989, the regime’s tenure 
has resulted in little improvement in basic 
infrastructure, economic conditions, and 
human development.

economic Stagnation  
and Failure

In the 1980s, the country’s economic crisis 
deepened; traditional investors divested, 
but Islamic banks and businesses expanded 
with assistance from tax incentives, access 
to hard currency, and political connec-
tions to the powerful Muslim Brotherhood. 
Nimeiri’s regime, increasingly Islamist in 
orientation, encouraged the Islamic eco-
nomic institutions with large-scale exemp-
tions from private-sector regulations. The 
Faisal Islamic Bank, for example, reaped 
spectacular results, as a result of exemp-
tion from most banking regulations and 
from profits and capital gains taxes, write 
Adbel Salam Sidahmed and Alsir Sidahmed. 
Several Islamic banks were owned or linked 
to the Saudi royal family, which supported 
the “neo-Wahhabi” Islamists of the Muslim 
Brotherhood inside Sudan. These banks 
served to funnel money through unregulat-
ed channels into terrorist networks. Saudi 
and Sudanese links to the Islamic banks in 
Khartoum led several families of 9/11 vic-
tims to file a lawsuit seeking damages for 
the Sudanese government’s involvement in 
financing al-Qa’ida, according to an August 
2002 CBS News Report.

As early as September 1990, divergent 
Sudanese policies evinced concern about 
continued Saudi support. Sudanese sup-
port for Iraq during the first Gulf War led 
Minister of Finance Abd al-Rahim Hamdi 

to worry that Saudi Arabia would restrict 
Khartoum’s banks and force the closing of 
those with Saudi royal ties, note Burr and 
Collins. Nevertheless, the NIF regime con-
tinued to support Islamic banking practices 
and restrictions. Bashir’s announcement 
that Shari’a would continue to govern 
the country involved expanding Islamic 
economic practices, including state col-
lection of zakat—the charitable contri-
bution enjoined on every Muslim—and 
the banning of usury and the collection 
of interest. Quasi-governmental organiza-
tions, such as the Diwan al-Zakat and the 
Islamic Pious Endowments Organization, 
were established to regulate the expand-
ing Islamic orientations of the financial 
sector, write Alex De Waal and A.H. Abdel 
Salam.

Economic problems, however, contin-
ued to plague the NIF regime, especially 
connected to increasing entanglements 
in terrorism. In 1995 the UN instituted 
minimal sanctions against Sudan for its 
refusal to hand over suspects in the inves-
tigation of the failed Mubarak assassina-
tion. The United States instituted eco-
nomic restrictions in 1997 and commenced 
assistance to the exiled opposition group 
of Sudanese, the National Democratic 
Alliance (NDA), which was operating out 
of Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Uganda. Then 
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright met 
with representatives of the NDA and of 
John Garang’s Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement in Kampala in December 1997. 
The Saudi government, too, grew reluctant 
to provide assistance, as it became clear 
that Sudan was supporting insurgent ele-
ments inside Saudi Arabia, including bin 
Ladin, whose Saudi citizenship had been 
revoked in 1993 and who was implicated in 
the bombing of the Khobar Towers there 
in 1996. Even Iran cooled its ardor for the 
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NIF regime, responding to a 1997 request 
for military material with a modest offer of 
a team of mechanics.

While the regime was facing a problem 
of willing donors, it also faced a surge of 
expenditures. The war in the south was 
costing over $1 million a day. The regime 
had inherited a crippling international 
debt. Sudan had been declared ineligible in 
1986 for additional International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) lending, because of account 
arrears to the Fund. In 1993, the IMF took 
the drastic step of suspending Sudan’s vot-
ing rights. In 2000 Sudan’s accumulated 
debt stood at $20 billion, including $1.6 
billion to the IMF.

Among the remaining sources of fund-
ing available to the regime was the inter-
national network of Islamic charities that 
had provided support for the civil war, as 
well as for famine relief and social services. 
In 1993 Sudan received a large payment 
from the massive Iranian Foundation for 
the Oppressed. Sudan had already received 
large sums from Saudi charities, as well as 
from humanitarian charities in the United 
States and Western Europe. Yet “Islamic 
economics” failed to provide the stability 
and revenue stream required by the inter-
national donor community. By 1994 Sudan 
had adopted the standard liberal economic 
reforms and austerity measures prescribed 
by the IMF and the World Bank in a desper-
ate bid to return to eligibility for the inter-
national donor pool.

Petroleum, not Islamic economics, saved 
the Sudanese economy. By 2000 oil alone 
had caused Sudan to achieve a trade 
surplus for the first time in 20 years. In 
2005 Sudan was producing an average of 
363,000 barrels of crude oil per day at 
its Unity and Heglig fields in the south, 
according to the U.S. Energy Information 
Administration.

National Disunity and  
Civil War

Coming to power, the NIF government faced 
two major domestic political issues. First, it 
had inherited a country divided by civil war 
and heterogeneity—a continuing problem 
exacerbated by the NIF’s rigorous ideologi-
cal and religious stances. Second, the NIF 
lacked a popular mandate to govern, seizing 
power and discouraging both dissent and the 
possibility of countercoups. Southern rebel 
victories in the early 1990s and the expand-
ing insurgency in Darfur, the east, and the 
Nuba Mountains undermined confidence in 
the regime. Reaction grew apace against the 
intransigent Islamist policies begun under 
Nimeiri and the NIF. Moderate and secular-
ized Muslims in the north mounted stron-
ger opposition to policies of Arabization or 
Islamization on pragmatic grounds. Finally, 
the sociocultural pluralism of the country 
blocked the formation of a unified Sudanese 
national identity, making law and govern-
ment a patchwork of compromises at best 
and incitement to mutiny at worst. The sec-
ond issue, legitimacy of authority, remained 
untethered to the fractured national iden-
tity and the continuing controversy over 
an acceptable constitution. Several military 
coup attempts failed. This web of unre-
solved issues contributed to the unification 
of all the opposition parties—the Umma, the 
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), the trade 
unions, the Darfur rebels, and the southern 
rebel forces—against Khartoum.

The NIF regime tackled the first problem 
in a feckless fashion: The lack of a national 
identity putatively would be remedied by 
embarking on a program of Islamization, 
making Sudan a Muslim country and sup-
pressing the Christian and animist obsta-
cles to Shari’a. The government initiated 
Comprehensive Call (da’wa) in southern 
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Sudan between 1992 and 1996, replete 
with extensive funding from Islamic chari-
ties. The project sought to unify education, 
proselytization, humanitarian development, 
economic assistance, and counterinsurgen-
cy efforts by forcibly establishing camps 
for black Africans, where they would be 
instructed in the Koran and in subservience 
to Khartoum. Apostasy became a criminal 
offense; Shari’a continued to be enforced as 
the law of Sudan.

The NIF articulation of a national Islamic 
character had been flawed by an inability to 
separate Islam from Arab descent. A malig-
nant racism has characterized relationships 
with fundamentalist Muslims in the Beja 
Mountains and in Darfur. In 1999, when 
Turabi was sidelined by Bashir, the Sudanese 
Islamist movement split mainly along eth-
nic lines. Most of the westerners supported 
Turabi, although not without recriminations 
and bitterness, while the central Arabs sup-
ported Bashir. Turabi’s fall in 2000—Bashir 
suspended parliament and declared a state 
of emergency to remove him—seems to 
reflect a subtle shift in Sudanese politics, 
although belied by few immediate substan-
tive policy changes, as Bashir’s government 
has continued to rely on the backing of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the NIF/National 
Congress Party, as explain Gerard Prunier 
and Rachel Gisselquist in “The Sudan: A 
Successfully Failed State.”

The division caused by the civil wars (in 
the south and in the east) was addressed 
solely as a military, rather than a political 
or cultural, matter. The NIF poured money 
into the wars, hoping for a swift military 
solution. The government conscripted the 
jihadist Popular Defense Front (PDF), forc-
ing northern Muslims to wage a bloody and 
indecisive war against the southern rebels—
largely non-Muslim, and including minority 
Christians, who invited aid and succor from 

Christian missionary charities and Christian 
politicians in the West, especially in Britain 
and the United States. The government con-
tributed to the religious war label by enlist-
ing support for its campaign in Islamist 
terms to muster assistance, domestically 
and internationally. In 1989, al-Turabi char-
acterized the war in the south as a jihad; 
in 1992, six progovernment ulama (Islamic 
scholars) in Kordofan issued a fatwa in 
support of jihad in the Nuba Mountains. 
But with jihad came a “scorched earth”—
even genocidal—military strategy. A 1991 
Africa Watch report on the Nubian people 
in Eastern Kordofan Province described 
widespread killings, disappearances, attacks 
on the educated and leadership class, and 
forcible efforts to Islamize the Nubians—
tantamount to ethnic cleansing. President 
Bashir reinforced the Islamist rhetoric on 
Sudanese Independence Day in 1995, when 
he called for a mass public jihad against all 
unbelievers in Sudan.

Exacerbating the second issue of severe-
ly limited domestic legitimacy, Khartoum 
embarked on an equally ambitious program 
of elimination of dissenters and opponents of 
the regime. The notorious “Ghost Houses” 
of Khartoum appeared; stories of disappear-
ances and torture were rampant through-
out the city. Reports of violent repression 
against opponents were met with the blithe 
pronouncement by Turabi, quoted by de 
Waal and Abdel Salam, that “Islam does not 
permit such things.” Many prominent politi-
cians were jailed, exiled, or fled. In 1992 the 
government invaded the headquarters of the 
DUP and the Umma in Khartoum North; 
tortured Sid Ahmad al-Husayn, the most 
senior member of the DUP; and arrested 
the Khatmiyya leader Shaykh Muhammad 
al-Hadiyya, according to a June 2006 report 
in the Sudan Tribune. Egypt, Eritrea, 
Western Europe, Canada, and the United 



4 8   s u b - s A h A r A n  A f r I C A  

States attracted large numbers of a growing 
Sudanese expatriate community. Contacts 
increased among the leaders of exiled orga-
nizations and the Sudanese rebel move-
ments operating inside the country. The 13 
major parties, including the SPLM, formed 
an umbrella opposition-in-exile group called 
the National Democratic Alliance in 1989 
and helped augment international opposi-
tion to the NIF regime, although the politi-
cal, religious, and ethnic factions inside 
and outside Sudan have little in common 
even today, besides their intense dislike of 
the NIF regime. However, they constitute a 
large slice of the numerical population and 
potential political influence inside Sudan. 
To counter them, the NIF regime continues 
to oscillate between brute force and tactical 
conciliation.

Reconciliation and Defiance

In January 2005, the Khartoum govern-
ment of NIF/NCP and the main Sudan 
People’s Liberation Army\Movement south-
ern factions signed a comprehensive peace 
agreement (CPA) in Nairobi, Kenya, to 
end the decades-long civil war. The CPA 
spells out the terms of the peace settlement 
in detail, including power sharing, wealth 
(including oil revenues) division, security 
arrangements, and the disarmament and 
integration of southern militia units into 
the national army. In addition, the CPA 
allows the south to hold a referendum, 
after six years, on the question of indepen-
dence. Under the integrated Government of 
National Unity (GoNU), an interim national 
constitution and declaration of principles 
was signed on July 5, 2005, preliminary to 
drafting a permanent constitution.

With the help of African Union media-
tors and international support, the GoNU 
and one major Darfurian rebel faction at 

Abuja signed a peace agreement on May 5, 
2006. Since the signing of the CPA, some 
senior Sudanese officials have recognized 
that lasting peace in other parts of the coun-
try must be based on a similarly compre-
hensive power- and wealth-sharing model. 
The Minni Minawi faction of the Sudan 
Liberation Army/Movement (SLA/M) signed 
the peace accords, but three other rebel 
splinter factions remained unconvinced that 
their demands were fully addressed. A joint 
statement from Asmara, Eritrea, on June 7, 
2006, as cited by Burr and Collins, asserted 
that the Abuja peace was brought about 
by international “intimidation”—that it 
merely reproduces “old divisive and partial 
solutions that cannot bring peace to Darfur 
or Sudan.” The three outlying rebel factions 
signed a cooperation agreement in Asmara, 
Eritrea, in late June 2006 and founded the 
National Redemption Front, pledging to 
continue their struggle against Khartoum 
in Darfur and elsewhere in Sudan.

Continuing International 
Pressure

Obviously, the NIF regime faces obstacles to 
acceptance in the international community. 
The International Monetary Fund has issued 
positive interim reports about Sudan’s debt 
repayment scheme. The continued flow of 
oil revenues ensures a new era for Sudan’s 
credit rating. Sudan has made concerted 
efforts to repair relations with Egypt and 
Libya, as well as with other Arab nations. 
In both the south and in Darfur, African 
mediators have succeeded in crafting peace 
agreements, serving to improve Sudanese 
relationships within Africa. Perhaps most 
remarkably, Sudan has emerged as a strate-
gic U.S. ally in the war on terrorism, provid-
ing key information about global Islamist 
networks and detaining suspects within its 
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borders, as an April 2005 Los Angeles Times 
report notes. At the same time, while the 
regime accepted an African Union peace-
keeping monitoring group in Darfur, an 
actual end to fighting and the emplacement 
of international or UN peacekeeping troops 
elude international efforts—indeed, such 
efforts are resisted by Sudanese authorities 
as a return to colonialism.

Despite this mix of developments, Sudan’s 
international legitimacy remains tarnished 
by the Darfur crisis, where ongoing accu-
sations of, at minimum, extensive human 
rights violations and, at maximum, genocide, 
have deterred diplomatic progress in greater 
measure. Amidst three years of public inter-
national discussion and debate, UN officials 
have issued several statements and brought 
forth Security Council resolutions on the 
situation. Resolution 1590 of the Security 
Council, dated March 24, 2005, authorized 
10,000 troops for a UN Mission in Sudan 
(UNMIS) to monitor peace arrangements 
in the south and to implement the CPA. 
The UN has pushed for a similar force to 
regulate the 2006 Darfur peace agreement. 
Sanctions and travel restrictions have been 
placed on Sudanese leaders deemed to be 
supporting the violence in accordance with 
UN Security Council Resolution 1672. The 
Security Council has referred the situation 
in Darfur to the International Criminal 
Court for investigation into possible “crimes 
against humanity.” The Sudanese govern-
ment agreed only to a UN study mission in 
mid-2006.

Walking the Tightrope

The fate of Islamism in Sudan hangs in the 
balance for the Government of National 
Unity between an effort toward renewed 
international (especially economic and 
commercial) acceptance and the residue 

of the sometimes bloody campaign to cre-
ate a unified national and Islamic identity. 
Bashir’s modified isolation of Turabi sug-
gested a shift toward greater pragmatism. 
Nevertheless, despite divisions among its 
adherents, Islamism remains influential in 
official circles, particularly in the security 
services and in the military. An Islamist pos-
ture appears central to the president’s grip 
on the country. An increase in cooperation 
with the United States in the realm of anti-
terrorism ruffles the feathers of militants in 
Khartoum. Bashir’s June 2006 pronounce-
ment, as quoted by Reuters, that he will not 
allow “colonizing forces” to “international-
ize” the Darfur conflict represents a gesture 
of appeasement.

Salah Gosh, the head of Sudanese nation-
al security and intelligence, revealed death 
pledges from members of the security 
services and the Popular Defense Forces, 
asserting, as quoted by Reuters: “[I]f the 
choice is between re-colonization of Sudan 
and incursion into its soil by foreign troops, 
then interior of earth is better than its 
surface.” Concurrently, Gosh cultivates a 
close relationship with U.S. intelligence ser-
vices. Gosh made an unpublicized flight in 
April 2005 to Washington, D.C., aboard a 
CIA jet to attend high-level meetings with 
intelligence staff, described in the State 
Department, according to an April 2005 Los 
Angeles Times report, as providing “specific 
information that is . . . important, function-
al and current”; Gosh acknowledges that 
Sudan’s partnership with the U.S. intelli-
gence community is strong. Sudan cooper-
ates with the United States in an effort to 
shed sanctions and to be dropped from the 
U.S. State Department’s list of state spon-
sors of terrorism. While the 2005 Report on 
Terrorism still designates Sudan as active, it 
also stresses Sudan’s “cooperative commit-
ment against known and suspected interna-
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tional terrorist elements” and its ability to 
produce “desired results” against them.

Regime stability remains a challenge 
in Sudan as long as the Government of 
National Unity (formed by the Coalition 
Peace Agreement) barely functions as a 
unit. Vice president and representative 
southerner Salva Kiir (successor to his 
SPLM chief, the late John Garang), claimed 
that the coalition was not consulted con-
cerning the rejection of UN troops. At a 
rally in the southern city of Juba on June 
30, 2006, Kiir announced, as quoted in 
the Sudan Tribune, “The position of the 
SPLM is obvious and has no problem with 
the deployment of international forces in 
Darfur.” In the past, Kiir favored secession 
for the south. His regional popularity ren-
ders ignoring him a problem for Bashir and 
the present National Congress government.

Internationally, Bashir’s rejection of a 
transition from African Union to UN peace-
keepers leaves the global community with 
few options for dealing with the Darfur 
crisis. Furthermore, it is unclear whether 
an expanded peacekeeping force could oper-
ate effectively in Darfur, because there is 
little peace to keep. The Darfurian National 
Redemption Front of rebel factions dimin-
ishes hopes that a series of weakly observed 
cease-fires provide any form of security 
there.

Where does this leave Islamism in Sudan? 
An enforced and effectively administered 
settlement with the south jeopardizes the 
campaign of militants in the north, especially 
in Khartoum, to impose Islamist governance 
over the whole country. As a consequence 
of the CPA, Shari’a no longer applies to the 
southerners. Islamism did not lose its nation-
al voice as its devotees diminished in national 
politics. Still, Islamism as officially promoted 
jihad has lost steam, as has its most powerful 
promoter, Turabi. He now shares influence 

with other actors, most less philosophical, 
some more simplistically militant, and some 
less ideological and more pragmatic. In some 
respects, the present position of Islamism 
in Sudan, as ideology and political program, 
resembles that in Pakistan.
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Bangladesh
Maneeza Hossain

Bangladesh is experiencing the possibility of 
an irreversible transformation. Slowly but 
surely, proponents of a monolithic under-
standing of Islam have been implement-
ing various facets of a program of cultural 
“purification” by means that vary from the 
peaceful to the violent. Social forces that 
have supported a more open conception of 
society, culture, and politics have not react-
ed to the emergent threat with any coherent 
program.

Questions that ensue are therefore: Does 
this impetus for transformation and the 
lack of response reflect a changing cultural 
mood in Bangladesh or does it result from 
extrinsic political factors? More important, 
can Bangladesh survive as a pluralistic, tol-
erant society?

The goal of the Islamists posits a fiction-
alized “society of the Prophet” as a model 
of emulation to the detriment of the expe-
riences and traditions of Bengali culture, 
creating a conflict where none existed 
between the components of a cultural real-
ity. The apogee of Bengali culture was a 
synthesis of Islamic values and cultural 
input with local traditions and practices. 
Islam has always been an integral part of 
Bengali culture, while Bengali culture has 
been the backbone of the moral, intellec-

tual, literary, and civil life of the Muslims 
of Bengal.

Background: Islam’s Place in 
Bengali Society

With a population of over 145 million, 
Bangladesh is home to the third-largest 
Muslim community in the world. Having 
gained independence in 1971, Bangladesh 
(formerly East Pakistan and prior to that 
East Bengal) has witnessed a tumultu-
ous political history, including the assas-
sination of two presidents who were also 
the founders of the major political parties 
that dominate politics to this day. Shaykh 
Mujibur Rahman, charismatic leader of the 
Awami League (AL), whose daughter Sheikh 
Hasina is the current opposition leader, was 
killed in 1975. Ziaur Rahman, founder of 
the Bangladesh National Party (BNP), the 
main partner in the ruling coalition led by 
Rahman’s widow, Khaleda Zia, was killed in 
1981.

After almost a decade of military dictator-
ship, the restoration of the democratic pro-
cess in 1991 brought a new era of political 
invigoration to Bangladesh. However, the 
political system was prone to corruption. 
Successive elections relied heavily on patron-
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age and cronyism, leading to a growing dis-
enchantment with the democratic process 
and the two main political formations. This 
gave Jamaate Islam, the prominent Islamist 
party, an opportunity to stand out with a 
platform seeking the implementation of a 
long-term program toward the fundamental 
transformation of Bangladeshi society and 
eventual creation of a Shari’a-based state (a 
state based on Islamic law).

The status of Islam in Bengali identity is 
deeply rooted. The important function of 
Islam in Bengali life prompted even secu-
larist ideologues, such as Mujibur Rahman, 
to seek to accommodate it. Yet, while 
Islam has a long history in Bangladesh, it 
is important to underline that Islamism 
in Bangladesh is a recent phenomenon. 
“Islamism” for our purposes is defined as 
a movement that considers that Islam as a 
religion has a primary function in politics. 
Islamists do not limit themselves to Islamic 
values in politics, but seek to implement 
what they consider to be an Islamic vision 
of the political state. These notions were 
not dominant even under British rule, in 
the context of the Pakistan movement. 
Muslim leaders under British control con-
ceived of an Indian-Muslim nation but 
did not constrain themselves with a rigid 
constant formula presumed to embody the 
essence of Islam.

The idea of Pakistan as an “Islamic state” 
understood “Islamic” as cultural and social, 
not ideological or political. The “Islamic 
state” was then the state of the Muslims, 
whether they chose a socialist, capitalist, or 
another political formula of state. The domi-
nant perception of the role of Islam in soci-
ety was that of a shared heritage common 
to all, which did not affect political outlook. 
In retrospect, the minority view promoted 
by Abdul Ala Mawdudi Ala Mawdidi fusing 
Islam and politics was a core precursor of 

the Islamist movements of today. However, 
it is important to underline that in then–
East Bengal and East Pakistan, Mawdudi’s 
conception was at the margins of the politi-
cal and cultural spectrums.

Against the background of rising Bengali 
nationalism in East Pakistan in the 1960s, 
many Bengali ideological supporters of 
Mawdudi backed the notion of a unified 
Pakistan and therefore stood against the 
aspirations for independence and self-rule 
of fellow Bengalis. This position was taken 
despite the nonreligious character of the 
Pakistani state. It should be noted that the 
Pakistani leadership, while not religious or 
Islamist, did use Islamic rhetoric to mobi-
lize support against the nascent Bengali 
independent movement. Many of the 
atrocities committed by the West Pakistani 
recruits in the Pakistani army were driven 
by the conviction that the enemy being 
fought was not “Muslim.” The potential 
for harm, even genocide through Islamic 
rhetoric, was demonstrated in the kill-
ings and rapes of up to one million East 
Pakistanis.

With the triumph of Bangladesh and the 
assertion of Bengali nationalism, the growth 
of Islamism in Bangladesh was checked, 
with the role of the many Islamists who 
opposed the emergence of the nation becom-
ing part and parcel of the political discourse. 
These Islamists were denounced as razakar 
(traitors). The fading of memory as time has 
passed has given these groups a new lease 
on life. Their reemergence, while shy in 
many respects, is taking on complex forms. 
It is useful to classify the various activities 
in which Islamist formations engage into 
four categories:

1. open political activism, above-surface 
action often in the form of organized 
political parties engaged in elections;
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2. underground political militancy of a 
more intransigent ideological outlook 
rejecting the current order and often 
engaged in violent actions;

3. social and cultural work in the form 
of civil society organizations and 
nongovernmental formations (NGOs) 
providing services in direct or indirect 
coordination with the aforementioned 
political parties;

4. economic initiatives and enterprises 
that espouse the ideological foundations 
of Islamism but operate independently 
of any stated political purpose.

The collective effect of this intricate web 
of structures is to imbue Bangladesh with an 
intensified “Islamic” character that serves 
the Islamist purpose. An Islamic bank, a 
rural orphanage, a band of armed militants, 
and a student association affiliated with 
a political party represented in govern-
ment might not have direct links among 
themselves, but they reflect an ideological 
agenda that seeks the transformation of 
Bangladesh.

The following survey is illustrative rather 
than exhaustive. It provides a spotlight into 
the various areas of activism and action 
that Islamist thought and practice have 
established in Bangladesh. It is not an 
Islamist conspiracy. There is no central com-
mand directing the new Islamist reality in 
Bangladesh. There is, however, awareness 
among leading Islamists of some evolving 
patterns and a desire to intensify and capi-
talize on them.

Open Political Activists: Jamaate 
Islam and the Lesser Islamists

Islamist political activism in Bangladesh 
has been dominated by Jamaate Islam 
(alternatively Jamaate Islami, or JI), the 

flagship Islamist organization. It is headed 
by Mawlana Motiur Rahman Nizami, for-
mer minister of industries in the BNP-
led government (2001–2006). The Jamaate 
Islam presents itself as “the vanguard of 
the Islamic Movement in Bangladesh” and 
explicitly aims to establish an Islamic social 
order in Bangladesh.

History

The Jamaate Islam has its roots in the 
mother organization of the same name, 
founded in prepartition India by Syed Ab’ul 
Ala Mawdudi in 1941. “Mawlana” Mawdudi 
moved to Pakistan from India after Pakistan 
gained independence. However, Jamaate 
had opposed the creation of a separate state 
for the Muslims of India. While persist-
ing in his anti-Pakistan ideology, Mawdudi 
wrote in one of his books, “If we have ever 
uttered a single word in the favor of creation 
of Pakistan, it must be proved with refer-
ences.” That is why Jamaate Islam also did 
not support the Muslim League, the largest 
Muslim party, in the key elections of 1946.

After the creation of Pakistan, Jamaate 
Islam was divided into separate Indian 
and Pakistani organizations. Jamaate Islam 
Bangladesh originates from the Jamaate 
wing in former East Pakistan.

Critics of Jamaate often accuse its core 
leaders of having opposed the independence 
of Bangladesh during the liberation war 
in 1971. They formed paramilitary struc-
tures like Razakars, al-Badr, and Peace 
Committees. The party is accused of actively 
aiding the Pakistani army throughout the 
war. It is alleged that its ex-chief, Golam 
Azam, and most of its top leaders, such as 
Motiur Rahman Nizami, Ali Ahsan Mujahid, 
Muhammad Kamaruzzaman, and Delwar 
Hossain Sayeedi, helped the Pakistani army 
in the war against India in 1971. These 
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accusations lost potency with time, with 
Nizami becoming the minister of industry 
and Mujahid the minister of social wel-
fare in the BNP-led cabinet in 2001. The 
Jamaate denies these allegations. However, 
they do not deny that they were opposed to 
the creation of Bangladesh as a nation-state. 
They argued that, instead, they actively 
campaigned for greater autonomy in East 
Pakistan.

For this stance, and for allegations of col-
lusion with the Pakistani army, the Jamaate 
was initially banned and members were 
arrested and often killed in revenge attacks. 
Though the Jamaate members’ role was for-
given publicly by Shaykh Mujibur Rahman, 
Jamaate’s political activities were banned 
and the citizenship of Golam Azam, the 
leader of Jamaate, was revoked. Jamaate 
was allowed to carry out political activi-
ties again in 1977, when Ziaur Rahman 
reintroduced a multiparty system and 
formed the Bangladesh Nationalist Party. 
He also allowed Golam Azam to return to 
Bangladesh from Great Britain. Azam came 
back and retook the position as the leader 
of Jamaate.

After the end of military rule in 1990, 
protests began against Golam Azam and 
Jamaate by groups that saw him as an 
Islamist. As a result of these protests, his 
citizenship was challenged by the state. Yet 
the supreme court of Bangladesh gave Azam 
Bangladeshi citizenship, because the panel 
of judges agreed that he was a Bangladeshi 
by birth.

modus operandi

Even if Jamaate Islam of Bangladesh had 
never had organizational connections with 
other national Islamist movements, its 
grassroots mobilization and political action 
methods resemble them. The model is one 

that capitalizes on the inefficiency of gov-
ernment, corruption, and lack of political 
vision in the mainstream, providing alter-
natives in practice, morality, and ideology. 
In the case of Bangladesh, as in other cases, 
this Islamist formation has behaved not as a 
conventional political party, which monitors 
the government’s performance and points 
out deficiencies, but rather as the kernel of 
a completely alternative system.

Jamaate strives to espouse a polished 
version of Islamism, presumably consis-
tent with democratic practices and civil 
liberties. Occasionally, though, notably in 
the treatment of minorities, this behav-
ior is more akin to a facade. In October 
2003, for example, as reported by Human 
Rights Watch, a Jamaate leader in Jessore, 
Mawlana Aminur Rahman, led a mob attack 
in which Muhammad Shah Alam, local lead-
er of Ahmadiyya, a religion Islamist groups 
consider heretical, was killed.

While open Islamist activism is dominated 
by the Jamaate, Islamism also manifests 
itself through smaller formations. These 
“lesser” parties often offer a stricter, more 
radical version of the Islamist ideology 
espoused by the Jamaate, positioning the 
latter as a result closer to the center of the 
political spectrum.

One such party is the Islamic Oike Joyte 
(IOJ). This small Islamist party formed 
part of the BNP-led coalition government 
between 2001 and 2006. Its two top lead-
ers, Mawlana Azizul Haq and Mawlana 
Fazlul Haq Amini, were both arrested in 
connection with the lynching of a police-
man in violence that followed a ruling by 
the Bangladesh High Court banning the use 
of fatwas (religious edicts). In addition, the 
IOJ leaders allegedly threatened the two 
judges who banned the issuance of fatwas.

Another, more recent, formation is 
Islamic Shasantantrik Andolan, the Islamic 
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Constitution Movement led by Mawlana 
Fazlul Karim, an influential Sufi leader. 
Notwithstanding the presumed implications 
of the “Constitutional” label affixed to it or 
the Sufi background of its leadership, this 
movement has demonstrated overt intoler-
ance. On November 18, 2006, one of its top 
leaders declared that the country was being 
made un-Islamic by reserving three seats 
for women in each local council.

Intolerance, in this case of the Ahmadiyya 
community, is also the openly declared pur-
pose of another formation, the International 
Khatme Nabuwat Movement (IKNM). 
The goal of this formation is to ban the 
Ahmadiyya religious movement as un-
Islamic. Outside of the party politics, IKNM 
is probably best known for announcing the 
dates of their planned attacks on minority 
groups in Bangladesh. In the fourth quarter 
of 2004, the government took a more active 
stance against this vigilante formation that 
had spearheaded anti-Ahmadiyya agita-
tion, stopping two planned marches on the 
Ahmadiyya headquarters in Dhaka by an 
effective combination of political pressure 
and police deployments. Under government 
direction, police in Ahmadiyya communi-
ties also became more active in protecting 
Ahmadiyya members.

However, in other cases, according to 
the U.S. State Department’s International 
Religious Freedom Report for 2005, police 
did not stop extremist demonstrators from 
placing provocative signboards at Ahmadi 
mosques. Ahmadiyya mosques have been 
attacked. Ahmadiyya families have been 
ostracized and occasionally subjected to 
violence. Promoters of cultural radicaliza-
tion have succeeded in inserting intolerance 
and calls to violent actions into the nor-
mal public discourse in Bangladesh. Even 
English-language dailies, including British 
Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) News 

(January 9, 2004), have published the dates 
and locations of the intended attacks on 
Ahmadiyya mosques, against a background 
of seeming apathy on the part of the govern-
ment and beyond.

While the government has occasionally 
shown its willingness to curb the aggres-
siveness of militant Islamists, in their ongo-
ing rivalry, neither of the two main politi-
cal parties has been immune to courting 
Islamist formations. For enhancing their 
activities and credibility, Islamist parties 
have been playing down their ideology to 
gain voter support. According to Aataai 
Gazi Mahbub, writing for OhmyNews, the 
Islamic Constitution Movement (ICM), along 
with other groups such as the Bangladesh 
Tarikat Federation (BTF), Islamic Kelaphat 
Majlish (IKM), and Islamic Unity Front 
led by Mawlana Meshbahur Rahaman, has 
been discussing joining any political coali-
tion. Reuters reports that they have been 
increasingly active in the prepoll agitation 
with their demands.

Underground Political Activists:  
Jamatul Mujahideen  
Bangladesh and Others

Jamatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) is 
the most notorious of the violent jihad-
ist organizations operating in Bangladesh. 
Mawlana Abdur Rahman is the chief of the 
JMB, which was formed in 1998. JMB claims 
to be an outgrowth of Jamatul Mujahideen, 
though there are also reports that it is 
a youth front of the outlawed militant 
group Harkat ul-Jihad. The JMB follows 
the  ideals of the Taliban militia and propa-
gates a movement based on a strict Salafist 
interpretation of Islamist activism. The 
JMB openly rejects the prevailing political 
system in Bangladesh and aims to “build a 
society based on the Islamic model laid out 
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in Holy Quran and Hadith,” as described by 
Hiranmay Karlekar. Karlekar explains in his 
book Bangladesh: The Next Afghanistan? 
that the JMB is opposed to democracy as a 
form of governance. Its position was spelled 
out in leaflets written in Bengali and Arabic, 
which were found at various bombing sites 
following its massive terrorist campaign 
on August 17, 2005, as reported by the Los 
Angeles Times (December 7, 2005):

In a Muslim country there can be no 
laws other than the laws of Allah. . . . 
The Qu’ran or hadith do not recognize 
any democratic or socialist system that 
is enacted by infidels and non-believers. 
. . . [We] reject the constitution that con-
flicts with Allah’s laws and call upon all 
to abandon the so-called election process 
and run the affairs of state according to 
the laws of Allah and the traditions of 
the Prophet.

In August 2005 the group launched more 
than 300 small bomb attacks simultaneous-
ly in 50 cities and towns across Bangladesh, 
including in the capital, Dhaka. The attacks 
were shocking, despite an otherwise “rich” 
history of terrorism. Other notable episodes 
include a February 13, 2003, mishap, during 
which JMB militants inadvertently trig-
gered seven bomb explosions at one of its 
hideouts. These bombs had been prepared 
to explode in northern Bangladeshi towns 
during International Mother Language Day. 
In addition, on January 12, 2005, the JMB 
claimed responsibility for bomb blasts at two 
separate cultural events in the Sherpur and 
Jamalpur districts, which injured 25 and 
10, respectively. In yet another bombing, on 
January 15, 2005, two were killed and over 
70 people were injured at performances in 
Bogra and Natore.

With its open recourse to terrorism and 

its proclamations to work for the estab-
lishment of a Shari’a state in Bangladesh, 
the JMB was banned by Prime Minister 
Khaleda Zia’s government in February 2005. 
It therefore espouses a radical Islamist ide-
ology that considers violence as a means 
toward achieving its goals. The JMB has 
international connections, at least with-
in South Asia, with Jamatul Mujahideen 
(based in India) and Jamatul Mujahideen 
Pakistan. However, its statements reveal 
a Salafist jihadist doctrine that is common 
across international radical Islamist orga-
nizations.

Beyond ideology, international links have 
also been alleged at the financial level. The 
JMB is claimed to have received financial 
assistance from individual donors in various 
Middle Eastern countries. Reports have also 
alleged that funding for the JMB has come 
from international NGOs based in Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab 
Emirates. These claims, however, remain 
unproven.

What is certain is that the JMB is but 
one star, albeit the most notorious, in a 
jihadist constellation in Bangladesh. Other 
organizations include Jama’atul Jihad, Ahle 
Hadith Andolan Bangladesh (AHAB), Ahle 
Hadith Jubo Shangha, Jagrata Muslim 
Janata Bangladesh (JMJB), Harkat ul-
Jihad al-Islami (HUJI), Hizbut Tawhid, 
Tawhidi Janata, Islami Jubo Shangha, 
Islami Shangha, al-Falah A’am Unnayan 
Shanstha, and Shahadat-e al-Hiqma. Mostly 
tracing their origins to the obscure al-
Mujahideen network of the 1990s, these 
formations surface periodically, often in con-
junction with gun battles or other violent 
confrontations. The same group of militants 
sometimes goes by many different names, 
with the intention to confuse.

It is thus believed that Jagrata Muslim 
Janata Bangladesh (JMJB) was part of the 
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JMB. However, it publicly began calling 
itself the JMJB following an August 15, 
2003, gunfight between its cadres and the 
police at its secret training camp in the vil-
lage of Khetlal in the Joypurhat district. 
The JMJB has nonetheless accumulated a 
record of its own. Newspaper reports sug-
gest that taxes have been levied on villagers 
by the JMJB and women have been ordered 
to wear hijabs (head scarves). Those who 
defy these decrees are subjected to physical 
abuse or their property is damaged. Both the 
JMB and the JMJB have terrorized people 
in western and southwestern Bangladesh. 
The two organizations identify antisocial 
elements by their own definition and mete 
out vigilante justice. They kill their victims 
in gruesome ways and often mutilate their 
bodies.

The JMJB has also threatened numer-
ous journalists, with more than 55 receiv-
ing death threats between September and 
December 2005. In addition, several captured 
members of the group have claimed that 
their targets include traditional Bangladeshi 
cultural organizations and NGOs such as 
Building Resources Across Communities 
(BRAC, formerly the Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee), Proshika, and 
the Grameen Bank.

Militant jihadism has also reached the 
frontiers of Bangladesh, as exemplified 
by Harkat ul-Jihad, an outlawed militant 
group engaged in terrorist activities in parts 
of Chittagong district (in association with 
several Rohingya Muslim militant organiza-
tions from Burma).

Apolitical Activism? The Tablighi 
Jamaat and Social Movements

The Tablighi Jamaat, an Islamic reviv-
al movement, was founded in India by 
Mawlana Ilyas. It advocates strict adher-

ence to Islamic values and religious prac-
tices. One of the movement’s main objec-
tives has been to rid local Islam of per-
ceived “Hindu influence.” As this author 
has written in “The Rise of the Islamic 
Tide in Bangladesh,” the Tablighi Jamaat 
is a self-described “apolitical” Islamic move-
ment and prominent missionary group that 
encourages the Islamization of politics in 
Bangladesh by seizing on growing political, 
economic, and social discontent to radi-
calize the disaffected. The movement has 
become particularly strong in Bangladesh. 
After the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, the 
world’s second-largest Islamic pilgrimage 
takes place in Tongi, a town only two miles 
outside the Bangladeshi capital, Dhaka. 
As reported in the Dhaka newspaper, New 
Nation, up to 4 million Muslims travel to a 
three-day Biswa Ijtema, or Islamic prayer 
meeting. Preachers and their congregation 
travel in large groups from different areas 
of the region to hear speeches delivered in 
Arabic, Urdu, and Bengali.

Tablighi Jamaat should be a serious 
concern for South Asian stability. As 
Alex Alexiev asserts in “Tablighi Jamaat: 
Jihad’s Stealthy Legions,” the movement’s 
sister organization in Pakistan encourages 
“Wahabi brethren to go on missions with 
them” and share their knowledge with 
one another. This collaboration ensures 
a stream of support and income from 
wealthy Saudi Arabian sources. In 1992 the 
group spawned a Bangladeshi branch of the 
Pakistan-based Harkat ul-Jihad al-Islami. 
Its leader, Fazlur Rahman, a powerful 
cleric from the port city of Chittagong, was 
one of the signatories of Osama bin Ladin’s 
1998 declaration of “Jihad Against Jews 
and Crusaders.”

The Islamist parties have not developed 
in isolation. Oil-rich Middle Eastern coun-
tries have funded both public and pri-
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vate Islamic activities, including NGOs, 
madrasas (religious schools), Koran societ-
ies, and orphanages. The increasing price 
of oil has translated into greater resources 
for Islamists, usually channeled through 
Islamic development organizations and 
banks like al-Arafah Islami Bank and al-
Haramain Islamic Foundation, as reported 
in the July 4, 2004, Bangladesh Observer. 
Many Islamists run financial institutions, 
schools, hospitals, and industries backed by 
foreign funding. The most prominent NGOs 
with an international Islamist dimension in 
the Bangladeshi context include:

1. Al-Haramain Islamic Foundation: 
An Islamic social welfare institution, 
initially known to organize orphanages 
in the region and was banned in 
Bangladesh in 2002. However, it soon 
disseminated its activities under a new 
name, the Qatar Charitable Society.

2. Islamic Relief Organization: One of the 
hundreds of NGOs, such as the Ishra 
Islamic Foundation and al-Maghrib 
Eye Hospital, that are registered with 
the social welfare department. Their 
activities have significantly increased 
since the Jamaate Islam leader became 
head of the Social Welfare Ministry.

3. Rabitat al-Alam al–Islam: Also known 
as the Muslim World League, it is a 
Mecca-based international organization 
operating several hospitals in the 
southeastern region of Bangladesh 
(Chittagong and Cox’s Bazaar). The 
organization, led by Dr. Abd al-Mohsin 
al-Turki as its secretary general, has 
been active in promoting Islamic charity 
work. As written on the Jamaate Islam 
Web site, the organization has had 
frequent exchanges with the leading 
officials of the Jamaate party in 
Bangladesh.

4. Revival of Islamic Heritage Society: A 
Kuwait-based organization believed 
to fund militants who attacked the 
premises of the largest local NGOs, the 
Grameen Bank, and BRAC.

Building Blocks: Islamic Banking 
and Beyond

In the banking sector, the Jamaate-influ-
enced Islamic Bank has been outperform-
ing other banking institutions. This has 
effectively created a parallel economy that 
fosters Islamist businesses while remaining 
out of the mainstream control of the state. 
In what may be an ominous sign of further 
Islamization of the banking system, the 
largest state bank was recently purchased 
by Saudi interests.

Public medical care in Bangladesh is full 
of gaps, but the Jamaate-sponsored Ibn Sina 
Hospital provides state-of-the-art health 
services that until recently were unheard of 
in the country. In the health sector, as well 
as education and banking, Jamaate institu-
tions are viewed as models of performance, 
efficiency, and integrity. In addition to pro-
viding necessary services for the population 
at large, these Jamaate institutions are 
excellent venues for employment for young 
professionals associated with the Jamaate 
movement.

Where the state has failed in providing 
the expected services in education, banking, 
health, and social welfare, the Jamaate has 
stepped in with exemplary—albeit highly 
ideological—institutions. The result is the 
creation of an effective state-within-the-
state, one that does not rely on conventional 
measures to assert its influence.

The Jamaate’s 12 seats in the 2001–2006 
parliament were often dismissed by those 
who did not see the growing influence of 
Jamaate institutions all over Bangladesh. 
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The criterion used here does not take into 
account that the Jamaate seeks power 
through transforming society, not by gain-
ing parliamentary seats. All indicators point 
to this transformation as taking place.

Conclusions and Indications for 
the Future

Islamism in Bangladesh is a complex phe-
nomenon with components that have local 
antecedents as well as newly introduced 
international dimensions. Proponents of 
liberal democratic values have often noted 
the innate compatibility of the notions they 
advocate with Bangladeshi culture. The 
current situation is indeed the test of this 
proposition.

According to this view, promoters of radi-
cal political views have succeeded in initiat-
ing a cultural transformation by various 
means, including an effective “bait and 
switch” approach. It is against a backdrop of 
political corruption and bureaucratic inef-
ficiency that promoters of radical formula-
tions present themselves, often credibly, 
as a countermodel of efficiency and integ-
rity. The cultural dimension is therefore not 
their primary offering. It does, however, fol-
low. Presented as the “true” form of the reli-
gion to a pious society, the transformation 
progresses forward often as a by-product 
of the political dimension. The implications 
of this phenomenon in Bangladesh are also 
considerable in the Bangladeshi diaspora. 
Cultural radicalization paves the way for 
political formulations that often espouse 
violence as the means for change. Europe 
has already experienced the effects of a radi-
calization that originated overseas.

It is essential to note that the future of 
cultural radicalization is conditional to the 
success of its promoters in positing a clash 
of cultures in Bangladesh.
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China
Dru C. Gladney

Muslims in China struggle over the answer 
to two fundamental questions regarding 
their religious and national identity. These 
questions, once thought resolved, reemerged 
with critical relevance in the aftermath of 
September 11 and the war over terrorism 
that has affected China’s Muslims more 
directly than any of its other peoples.

Since the end of the nineteenth century, 
China has been engaged in an unremitting 
project of nationalization and secularization 
that includes, among other things, emanci-
pation from its imperial past, engagement 
with Western political institutions, and the 
establishment of its sovereignty over its ter-
ritory. One recent challenge to this national-
ist project, with roots in the early twentieth 
century, is that of a widespread separatism 
movement among one Muslim group known 
as the Uyghurs. That the largest Muslim 
group in China, known as the Hui, have not 
participated in or been sympathetic to such 
a movement speaks volumes regarding the 
diversity of Islamic identity and practice 
in China. China’s government has suggest-
ed that Uyghur militants have killed and 
are threatening to kill other Chinese citi-
zens in the name of radical Islam, drawing 
direct parallels to current events in nearby 
Chechnya.

One of the defining moments of secular-
ization for China’s Muslims involved the 
redefinition of their very identity. In China, 
the people now known as the Hui have 
from the beginning been what Jonathan 
Lipman calls in the title of his Hui his-
tory, familiar strangers. Not only do they 
have an entirely different culture than that 
of China, but despite over 1,300 years of 
intermarriage and integration, they are still 
regarded as a separate race. In China, “Race 
. . . would create nationhood,” according to 
Frank Dikötter’s thesis, and it had much 
to do with Han Chinese representations of 
Hui otherness. Even their name, “Hui,” 
can mean “to return” in Chinese, as if they 
were never at home in China and destined 
to leave. Descended from Persian, Arab, 
Mongolian, and Turkish Muslim merchants, 
soldiers, and officials who settled in China 
from the seventh to fourteenth century and 
intermarried with Han women, largely liv-
ing in isolated communities, the only thing 
that some, but not all, had in common was 
a belief in Islam. Until the 1950s in China, 
Islam was simply known as the “Hui reli-
gion” (Hui jiao)—believers in Islam were 
Hui jiao believers. Until then, any person 
who was a believer in Islam was a “Hui reli-
gion disciple” (Huijiao tu).
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The term “Hui” narrowed in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century from a 
generic term including all Muslims, no mat-
ter what their ethnolinguistic background, 
to denote mostly Chinese-speaking Muslims 
who were caught up in the nationalist move-
ments of twentieth-century China. Jamal 
al-Din Bai Shouyi, the famous Hui Marxist 
historian, was the first to argue persuasive-
ly that “Islam” should be glossed in Chinese 
as Yisilan jiao (Islam), not the Hui religion 
(Hui jiao). In a chapter entitled “The Huihui 
People and the Huihui Religion,” Bai argued 
that even though Hui are descendants of 
Muslims and have inherited certain Muslim 
cultural traditions such as pork abstention, 
they do not all necessarily believe in Islam. 
“Muslim” is different from “Hui person” 
(Hui min), and one should not use the term 
Hui jiao (Hui religion) but “Islam” (yisilan 
jiao). He argued that the Hui believed not in 
their own religion but in the world religion 
of Islam, and are therefore Muslims in faith. 
In ethnicity they are the Hui people, not Hui 
religion disciples. In Marxist terms, he iden-
tified the process of the indigenization of a 
world religion, in this case Islam, to a local 
context, which for the communities now 
known as the Hui had been occurring for 
1,200 years. Muslim groups were identified 
by Chinese linguists according to what was 
seen to be their own language and derived 
their ethnonym from their language fam-
ily; in this way the Uyghur, Kazakh, Tajik, 
Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and Tatar groups were 
identified. In this, the Chinese were heavily 
influenced by the 1920s Soviet identification 
of these peoples in Soviet Central Asia.

Walker Connor quotes the following state-
ment by Stalin in 1923 that revealed his 
early intention of passing on their nation-
ality policy to China: “We must here, in 
Russia, in our federation, solve the national 
problem in a correct, a model way, in order 

to set an example to the East, which repre-
sents the heavy reserves of our revolution” 
(emphasis in original). Bai Shouyi went on 
to identify the Muslim peoples not distin-
guished by language or locality as a catchall 
residual group known as Hui min, not Hui 
jiao. Thus, the official category of the Hui 
was legitimated, and one might even say 
invented, so far as the legal definition of 
who was considered Hui is concerned.

For China’s Muslims, the two questions 
raised above strike at the heart of their 
ethnoreligious identity: Should they die for 
the nation, or should they support terror 
in the name of religion and heed the call of 
jihadi Islam? With the sequence of events 
before and after the turn of the century in 
Xinjiang, as well as deteriorating violence 
in nearby Chechnya and Uzbekistan, not to 
mention the ongoing presence of Osama bin 
Ladin in neighboring Afghanistan/Pakistan 
(most likely in the mountainous areas bor-
dering China), these questions are increas-
ingly demanding responses.

As part of China’s continuing efforts to 
maintain national unity and police sepa-
ratist movements at home and abroad, 
on December 14, 2003, for the first time 
in its history, China’s Ministry of Public 
Security released a list of four organiza-
tions and 11 individuals that it deemed to 
be terrorist. This list included the Eastern 
Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM), which 
was identified as an international terror-
ist organization by the United Nations in 
2002 after Chinese and U.S. prompting, as 
well as the Eastern Turkistan Liberation 
Organization (ETLO), the World Uyghur 
Youth Congress (WUYC), and the Eastern 
Turkistan Information Center (ETIC).

The 11 identified “Eastern Turkistan” 
terrorists, according to a report in Xinhua, 
include: Hasan Mahsum, Muhanmetemin 
Hazret, Dolqun Isa, Abu Dujayli Kalakash, 
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Abu al-Qadir Yapuquan, Abudumijit 
Abduhammatkelim, Abdallah Kariaji, 
Abu Limit Turxun, Huadaberdi Haxerbik, 
Yasin Muhammad, and Atahan Abuduhani. 
Interestingly, Hasan Mahsum, the reputed 
leader of ETIM, appeared on the list, though 
he had been reportedly killed in a Pakistani 
raid on an al-Qa’ida camp in Waziristan on 
October 2, 2003, according to Radio Free 
Asia. On November 10, 2003, the author had 
actually met Dolqun Isa, a young Uyghur 
living in Munich, who was also included on 
the list as one of 11 identified international 
terrorists and the elected president of the 
World Uyghur Youth Congress (also listed as 
one of four terrorist organizations). During 
that meeting he claimed that he had nothing 
to do with terrorism, that such violence was 
contrary to his devout faith in Islam, and 
he presented a printed antiterrorism bro-
chure of the East Turkistan (Uyghuristan) 
National Congress that was entitled: “Help 
the Uyghurs to Fight Terrorism.”

These rather conflicting reports raise 
important questions about Muslims, Islam, 
the institutional links between the state 
and the status of religion, and Muslim iden-
tity politics in the People’s Republic since 
September 11, 2001. Do all Muslims support 
Uyghur separatism? What are the roots of 
Uyghur separatism? Why do the Hui not 
support an independent Islamic state? How 
do these differences illustrate the “unity 
and diversity” of Islam in China today? How 
have Islamist movements appealed to both 
Hui and Uyghurs, and why have they not 
been adapted by many?

China’s Muslims are now facing their sec-
ond millennium under Chinese rule. Many 
of the challenges they confront remain the 
same as they have for the last 1,200 years 
of continuous interaction with Chinese soci-
ety, but many others are new as a result of 
China’s transformed and increasingly glo-

balized society, and especially the watershed 
events of the September 11 terrorist attacks 
and subsequent events. Muslims in China 
live as minority communities amid a sea of 
people who, in their view, are largely pork-
eating, polytheist, secularist, and “heathen” 
(kafir). Nevertheless, many of their small 
and isolated communities have survived in 
rather inhospitable circumstances for over 
a millennium.

Though small in population percentage 
(about 2 percent in China, 1 percent in 
Japan, and less than 1 percent in Korea), 
the Muslim populations of East Asia are 
nevertheless large in comparison with those 
of other Muslim states. In fact, there are 
more Muslims living in China today than 
there are in Malaysia, and more than in 
every Middle Eastern Muslim nation except 
Iran, Turkey, and Egypt (and about the same 
number as in Iraq). Indeed, China’s primary 
objection to NATO involvement in Kosovo 
centered on its fear that this might encour-
age the aiding and abetting of separatists, 
a potential problem in light of the fact that 
independence groups in Xinjiang, Tibet, and 
even Taiwan remain a major Chinese con-
cern. As Muslims in Asia, Chinese Muslims 
are part of the largest Islamic population in 
the world.

Islam in China Today

According to the reasonably accurate 2000 
national census of China, the total Muslim 
population is 20.3 million, including, by 
group: Hui (9,816,805); Uyghur (8,399,393); 
Kazakh (1,250,458); Dongxiang (513,805); 
Kyrgyz (160,823); Salar (104,503); Tajik 
(41,028); Uzbek (14,502); Bonan (16,505); 
and Tatar (4,890). (These statistics are 
further analyzed by Yang Shengmin and 
Ding Hong.) The Hui speak mainly Sino-
Tibetan languages; Turkic-language speak-
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ers include those of the Uyghur, Kazakh, 
Kyrgyz, Uzbek, Salar, and Tatar groups; com-
bined Turkic-Mongolian speakers include 
those of the Dongxiang and Bonan groups, 
concentrated in Gansu’s mountainous Hexi 
corridor; and the Tajiks speak a variety of 
Indo-Persian dialects. It is important to 
note, however, that the Chinese census reg-
istered people by nationality, not religious 
affiliation, so the actual number of Muslims 
is still unknown, and all population figures 
are clearly influenced by politics in their 
use and interpretation. Nevertheless, there 
are few Han converts to Islam, and perhaps 
even fewer members of the 10 nationalities 
listed above who would dare to say they 
are not Muslim, at least in front of their 
parents. As the author has argued else-
where, Muslim identity in China can best 
be described as ethnoreligious, in that his-
tory, ethnicity, and state nationality policy 
have left an indelible mark on contemporary 
Muslim identity. It is almost impossible to 
discuss Islam in China without reference to 
ethnic and national identity.

Archeological discoveries of large collec-
tions of Islamic artifacts and epigraphy on 
the southeastern coast suggest that the 
earliest Muslim communities in China were 
descended from Arab, Persian, Central 
Asian, and Mongolian Muslim merchants, 
militia, and officials who settled first along 
China’s southeastern coast from the sev-
enth through the tenth centuries. Later, 
larger migrations to the north from Central 
Asia under the Mongol-Yuan dynasty in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries added 
to these Muslim populations through grad-
ual intermarriage with the local Chinese 
populations and the raising of their children 
as Muslims. Practicing Sunni, Hanafi Islam 
and residing in independent, small commu-
nities clustered around a central mosque, 
these communities were characterized by 

relatively isolated, independent Islamic vil-
lages and urban enclaves that related with 
each other via trading networks and later 
came to be known as the “Gedimu” (from 
the Arabic, qadim, for ancient) or tradition-
alist Hui Muslims. Nevertheless, these scat-
tered Islamic settlements shared a common 
feeling of belonging to the wider Islamic 
community (umma), which was validated 
by origin myths and folktales and continu-
ally reinforced by traveling Muslim teachers 
known locally as Ahong.

Hui Muslims and  
Islamic Acculturation to 
Chinese Society

Islam in China has been propagated over 
the last 1,300 years primarily among the 
people now known as Hui, but many of the 
issues confronting them are also relevant to 
the Turkic and Indo-European Muslims on 
China’s inner Asian frontier. Though Hui 
speak a number of non-Chinese languages, 
most Hui are closer to Han Chinese than 
to other Muslim nationalities in terms of 
demographic proximity and cultural accom-
modation. The attempt to adapt many of 
their Muslim practices to the Han way 
of life has led to criticisms among some 
Muslim reformers. In the wake of modern 
Islamic reform movements that have swept 
across China, a wide spectrum of Islamic 
belief and practice can now be found among 
those Muslims in China referred to as the 
Hui.

The Hui have been labeled “Chinese-
speaking Muslims,” “Chinese Muslims,” 
and most recently, as “Sino-Muslims,” 
as both Lipman and the author explain. 
However, this terminology is misleading, 
because by law all Muslims living in China 
are “Chinese” by citizenship, and there are 
large Hui communities whose members 
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primarily speak the non-Chinese languages 
dominant in the areas where they live. To 
paraphrase Aihwa Ong, in this case citizen-
ship, like religious membership, has been 
rather inflexible in China since the end of 
the last dynasty. (Uyghurs waiting for an 
independent Uyghuristan find Chinese citi-
zenship the least flexible, especially when 
threatened with extradition while in the 
diaspora, while Hui have rarely challenged 
Chinese citizenship. Similarly, membership 
in the Muslim community in China is legis-
lated by birth, in the sense that once born 
a Hui, always a Hui, regardless of belief or 
even membership in the Communist Party.)

This is the case, for example, with the 
Tibetan, Mongolian, Thai (Dai zu), and 
Hainan Muslims of China, who are also 
classified by the state as Hui. These “Hui” 
Muslims speak Tibetan, Mongolian, or Thai 
as their first language, with Han Chinese 
the national language that they learn in 
school, along with the Arabic and Persian 
that some of them also learn at the mosque. 
Interestingly, since Tajik is not an official 
language in China, the Tajik schoolchildren 
of Xinjiang (who speak a Darian branch 
language, distantly related to old Persian 
and quite different from the Tajik lan-
guages spoken in Tajikistan) study in either 
Turkic Uyghur or Han Chinese. (Tajik is 
the only official nationality still lacking a 
script, and speakers must learn in either 
Uyghur or Han Chinese in their own Tajik 
Autonomous Country of Tashkurgan, accord-
ing to an interview with the Tashkurgan 
County chairman on August 25, 2001. Yang 
Shengmin has indicated that Uyghur cad-
res opposed granting a separate written 
language to the Tajiks; however, political 
concerns over links to Iran and Tajikistan 
through the promulgation of a Persian script 
are clearly an important factor.) The Tajiks 
are the only Shi’a Muslims in China. They 

adhere to Isma’ili Shi’ism and are quite 
distinct from the majority Sunni Tajiks in 
neighboring Tajikistan.

Nevertheless, it is true that compared to 
the other Muslim nationalities in China, 
most Hui are closer to the Han Chinese 
in terms of demographic proximity and 
cultural accommodation, adapting many of 
their Islamic practices to Han ways of life. 
However, this type of cultural accommoda-
tion can also be the target of sharp criti-
cism from some Muslim reformers. In the 
past, this was not as great a problem for 
the Turkic, Mongolian, and Tajik groups, as 
they were traditionally more isolated from 
the Han and their identities not as threat-
ened, though this has begun to change in 
the last 40 years. As a result of the state-
sponsored nationality identification cam-
paigns launched in the 1950s, these groups 
began to think of themselves more as ethnic 
nationalities, as something more than just 
“Muslims.” The Hui are unique among the 
55 identified nationalities in China in that 
they are the sole nationality for whom reli-
gion (Islam) is the only unifying category of 
identity, even though many members of the 
Hui nationality may not actively practice 
Islam. Indeed, in Shengmin’s ethnography 
of China, the Hui are included with the Han 
in the section dedicated to “Han language 
nationalities” (Hanyu Minzu).

The Nationalist’s Guomindang (GMD) 
“nationality” policy identified five peoples 
of China, dominated by the Han. They 
included Uyghurs under the general rubric 
of “Hui Muslims,” which referred to all 
Muslim groups in China at that time. The 
Communists continued this policy and even-
tually recognized 56 nationalities. Uyghurs 
and eight other Muslim groups were split 
off from the general category “Hui” (which 
henceforth was used only with reference to 
Muslims who primarily spoke Chinese or 
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did not have a separate language of their 
own). As a policy of ethnic control, this owed 
much to practices that the Soviet state had 
applied earlier in Central Asia. It proved to 
be an effective means by which the Chinese 
Communists could integrate the religion 
into China.

The institution most responsible 
for regulating and monitoring Islamic 
practices in China is the China Islamic 
Affairs Association (Zhongguo Yisilanjiao 
Xiehui). This association was founded in 
1956 at the same time China formed the 
“Three Self Organization” responsible for 
monitoring all Christian (Catholic and 
Protestant) activities. The China Islamic 
Affairs Association makes the final recom-
mendations to the government regard-
ing the establishment of new mosques, 
the formation of Islamic schools, and 
general policy regarding the legality of 
certain Islamic practices (such as outlaw-
ing head scarves in public schools). It 
also plays an increasingly important role 
in China’s Middle Eastern international 
affairs, as well as supports particularly 
Islamic schools among the Hui.

In the Northwest, in addition to allowing 
from two to four students (khalifat) to train 
privately in each mosque, the government 
approved and funded several Islamic Schools 
(yixueyuan) throughout the region. In 1988 
the state provided funding to establish a 
large Islamic seminary and mosque complex 
outside the West Gate of Yinchuan near Luo 
village. Similarly, in Urumqi, the Islamic 
college was established in 1985, and other 
regional and provincial governments have 
followed suit. This indicates a “regionaliza-
tion” of state-sponsored Islamic education, 
which until the 1980s had been officially 
concentrated at the China Islamic Affairs 
Commission in Beijing, located near the 
Oxen Street Mosque in the Xuanwu District 

in southwest Beijing, Graham Fuller and 
Lipman explain.

The increased promotion of exchange 
with foreign Muslim countries is exposing 
more urban Hui to international aspects of 
their Islamic heritage. Though in the past 
coverage of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
was rather minimal, increased coverage of 
the first Gulf War raised Muslim awareness 
of political and religious conflicts in the 
Middle East. Widespread coverage of the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan on China’s 
border have exposed Muslims in China like 
never before to the many tensions in the 
region. Among urban Hui, Islamic knowl-
edge tends to be higher than in rural areas, 
perhaps because of increased educational 
levels and more media exposure. Unlike the 
vast majority of Hui in rural areas, many 
urban Hui interviewed keep up on inter-
national affairs, and they often read the 
magazine published by the China Islamic 
Affairs Association, Zhongguo Musilin 
(China’s Muslims). Few were aware of and 
interested in the sectarian disputes in the 
earlier Iran/Iraq conflict, but most knew of 
Shi’ism, and most were keenly interested 
in the developments in the U.S.-led war in 
Iraq.

Institutions engaged in managing China’s 
Muslims, and the Muslims themselves, have 
all been strongly affected by Middle Eastern 
affairs since the 1990s. The People’s Republic 
of China (PRC), as one of five permanent 
voting members of the UN Security Council 
and as a significant exporter of military 
hardware to the Middle East, has become a 
recognized player in Middle Eastern affairs. 
With a temporary but precipitous decline 
in trade with many Western nations after 
the Tiananmen massacre in June 1989, the 
importance of China’s Middle Eastern trad-
ing partners (most of them Muslim, because 
China did not recognize Israel until 1992), 
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rose considerably. This may account for 
China’s establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions with Saudi Arabia in August 1990, with 
the first direct Sino-Saudi exchanges taking 
place since 1949. (Saudi Arabia canceled 
its long-standing diplomatic relationship 
with Taiwan and withdrew its ambassador, 
despite a lucrative trade history.) In the face 
of a long-term friendship with Iraq, China 
went along with most of the UN resolutions 
in the first Gulf War against Iraq. Although 
it abstained from Resolution 678 on sup-
porting the ground war and did not endorse 
the U.S.-led coalition war against Saddam 
Hussein in 2003, China continues to enjoy 
a fairly “Teflon” reputation in the Middle 
East as an untarnished source of low-grade 
weaponry and cheap reliable labor, as both 
Lillian Harris and Yitzhak Shichor explain. 
In the words of the late Hajji Shi Kunbing, 
former lead imam of the famous Oxen Street 
Mosque in Beijing, whom the author inter-
viewed during Ramadan in 1985, “With so 
much now at stake in the Middle East, the 
government cannot risk antagonizing its 
Muslim minorities.”

Interestingly, although China’s govern-
ment did not endorse the U.S.-led coalition 
war against Iraq and only voiced “strong 
concern” about the possible collateral injury 
of civilians, urging a peaceful resolution, its 
Muslim population was ahead of the govern-
ment in publicly condemning the U.S.-led 
war. In a statement issued on March 23, 
2003, by Chen Guangyan, vice president of 
the China Islamic Association, and quoted 
by the South China Morning Post, he said 
the following:

We strongly condemn the United States 
and its allies for attacking Iraq and not 
turning to diplomacy to resolve this con-
flict. . . . We side with the war protest-
ers in the United States and elsewhere 

around the world. We strongly urge the 
United States to stop its campaign and 
to return to the negotiating tables to 
resolve this issue. War is wrong.

The next day, Hajji Muhammad Nusr Ma 
Liangji, lead imam of the Great Mosque in 
Xi’an that boasts 70,000 members, made 
the following statement, quoted in the same 
article in the South China Morning Post:

Though we don’t go to the Middle East 
that often, we are all part of the same 
brotherhood. . . . Mr Bush’s invasion 
of Iraq is an incursion of Iraq’s sover-
eignty. Islam is a religion of peace and 
the United States shouldn’t do this. No 
one in the world agrees with this and 
we in the Muslim community in China 
absolutely object to this.

The author visited the headquarters of 
the China Islamic Association in the Niujie 
district of Beijing shortly after these state-
ments were made. Hajji Yu Zhengui, presi-
dent of the China Islamic Association, con-
firmed that Muslims across China were 
deeply angered by the U.S.-led war and had 
been asking the government for permis-
sion to engage in a public street protest. 
There were rumors of small Muslim protests 
in Changzhi (Shanxi), Tianjin, Nanjing, 
Beijing, and Shandong. The Chinese did 
give permission for some limited protests by 
foreigners and students in late March and 
early April, but perhaps out of fear that a 
Muslim protest might get out of hand, possi-
bly disturbing social stability, or even worse, 
disrupting the improving Sino-U.S. relation-
ship, Muslims were never allowed to protest 
the war on Iraq. These examples illustrate 
the increasing international role of institu-
tions engaged in managing China’s Muslims 
and their Islamic expression.
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Hui Islamic Orders and  
Chinese Culture

Sufism began to have a substantial effect 
in China proper in the late seventeenth 
century, arriving mainly along the Central 
Asian trade routes with saintly shaykhs, 
both Chinese and foreign, who brought 
new teachings from the pilgrimage cities. 
These charismatic teachers and tradesmen 
established widespread networks and broth-
erhood associations, including most promi-
nently the Naqshabandiyya, Qadiriyya, and 
Kubrawiyya. Islamic preachers in China, 
including Ma Laichi, Ma Mingxin, Qi Jingyi, 
and Ma Qixi, spent most of their time try-
ing to convert other traditionalist Gedimu 
Muslims to their religious order, leading 
to disputes that would have a great influ-
ence on twentieth-century Islam in China. 
Nevertheless, Islam in China for the most 
part has grown biologically through birth 
and intermarriage. Historical records do 
not yield evidence of large conversions of 
non-Muslims to Islam in China, except 
through birth, adoption, and intermarriage. 
The later mode of Sufi Islam was perhaps 
popular among traditionalist Gedimu, as 
it offered immediate experiential access 
to God without formal mosque training in 
Arabic or Islamic theology, in addition to 
providing patron-client protection of Hui 
adherents during the declining social order 
of the late Qing dynasty.

The hierarchical organization of Sufi net-
works helped in the mobilization of large 
numbers of Hui during the economic and 
political crises of the seventeenth through 
nineteenth centuries, assisting widespread 
Muslim-led rebellions and resistance move-
ments against late Ming and Qing impe-
rial rule in Yunnan, Shaanxi, Gansu, and 
Xinjiang. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, Wahhabi-inspired reform 

movements, known as the Yihewani, rose 
to popularity under Nationalist and war-
lord sponsorship. They were noted for their 
critical stance toward traditionalist Gedimu 
Islam, which they viewed as being overly 
acculturated to non-Muslim Chinese prac-
tices and to forms of popular Sufism such as 
saint and tomb veneration.

Beyond such internal Muslim critiques, 
the Chinese state also launched its own crit-
icisms of certain Islamic orders among the 
Hui. The stakes in such debates were often 
economic as well as ideological. For example, 
during the land reform campaigns of the 
1950s, the state appropriated mosque and 
waqf (Islamic endowment) holdings from 
traditional Muslim religious institutions. 
These measures met with great resistance 
from the Sufi menhuan (saintly lineage) 
that had accumulated a great deal because 
of their hierarchical centralized leadership. 
As the author has suggested elsewhere, the 
earlier movements of Islamic peoples and 
ideas into China can be divided into the ini-
tial diaspora mode of traditionalist Gedimu 
Islam and the later mode of interconnected 
alliances of Sufi patron-client networks. 
A third mode, or to use Joseph Fletcher’s 
terms, the tide of Islam in China, was 
caught up in the very nationalist conflicts 
that gave rise to World War I.

The Third Mode:  
Scripturalist Concerns and 
Modernist Reforms

An important new Islamic modality swept 
China’s Muslims, perhaps as a response 
to increasingly popular nationalism and 
secularization, in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. Nationalist reform-
ers sought to modernize China and over-
throw the imperial regime. Among Muslims, 
there was a period of increased interaction 
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between China and the outside world, as 
many Muslims began traveling to the Middle 
East. China was exposed to many new for-
eign ideas and, in the face of Japanese 
and Western imperialist encroachment, 
sought a Chinese approach to governance. 
Intellectual and organizational activity by 
Chinese Muslims during this period was 
intense. Increased contact with the Middle 
East led Chinese Muslims to reevaluate their 
traditional notions of Islam. The Protestant 
missionary Claude Pickens recorded that 
from 1923 to 1934 there were 834 known 
Hui Muslims who made the Hajj, or pilgrim-
age, to Mecca. In 1937, according to one 
observer, over 170 Hui pilgrims boarded a 
steamer in Shanghai bound for Mecca. By 
1939 at least 33 Hui Muslims had studied 
at Cairo’s prestigious al-Azhar University. 
While these numbers are small compared 
with pilgrims on the Hajj from other Asian 
Muslim areas, the influence and prestige 
attached to these returning Hui Hajji were 
profound, particularly in isolated com-
munities. “In this respect,” Fletcher once 
observed, “the more secluded and remote 
a Muslim community was from the main 
centers of Islamic cultural life in the Middle 
East, the more susceptible it was to those 
centers’ most recent trends.”

As a result of political events and the 
influence of foreign Muslim ideas, numer-
ous new Hui organizations emerged. In 
1912, one year after Sun Yat-sen was inau-
gurated as provisional president of the 
Chinese Republic in Nanjing, the Chinese 
Muslim Federation was also formed in that 
city. This was followed by the establish-
ment of other Hui Muslim associations: 
the Chinese Muslim Mutual Progress 
Association (Beijing, 1912), the Chinese 
Muslim Educational Association (Shanghai, 
1925), the Chinese Muslim Association 
(1925), the Chinese Muslim Young Students 

Association (Nanjing, 1931), the Society 
for the Promotion of Education Among 
Muslims (Nanjing, 1931), and the Chinese 
Muslim General Association (Jinan, 1934).

The Muslim periodical press flourished 
as never before. Although it was reported 
that circulation was low, over 100 known 
Muslim periodicals were produced before 
the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War 
in 1937. Thirty journals were published 
between 1911 and 1937 in Beijing alone, 
prompting one author to suggest that while 
Chinese Islam’s traditional religious center 
was still Linxia (Hezhou), its cultural center 
had shifted to Beijing. This took place when 
many Hui intellectuals traveled to Japan, 
the Middle East, and the West. Caught up 
in the nationalist fervor of the first half of 
the century, they published magazines and 
founded organizations, questioning their 
identity as never before in a process that 
one Hui historian, Ma Shouqian, has termed 
“The New Awakening of the Hui at the end 
of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centu-
ries.” As many of these Hui Hajji returned 
from their pilgrimages to the Middle East, 
they initiated several reforms, engaging 
themselves once again in the contested 
space between Islamic ideals and Chinese 
culture.

The Rise of the Secularist/
Modernist Islam in China:  
The Yihewani

Influenced by Wahhabi ideals in the Arabian 
peninsula, returning Hui reformers intro-
duced the Yihewani (Chinese for the Ikhwan 
al-Muslimin) to China—a religio- political 
movement that sometimes supported 
China’s nationalist concerns and at other 
times supported its warlord politics. While 
the Ikhwan Muslim Brotherhood elsewhere 
in the Islamic world has been depicted as 
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antimodernist and recidivist, this is not 
true of the movement in China. In fact, the 
Yihewani in China eventually diverged so 
far from its Ikhwan Muslim Brotherhood 
beginnings that it is misleading to even 
refer to the Yihewani in China as “Ikhwan” 
or as a single movement or order. It has now 
become merely another type of Islamic prac-
tice, an alternative to “Gedimu” traditional 
Islam and Sufism in China.

The beginnings of the Yihewani move-
ment in China can be traced to Ma Wanfu 
(1849–1934), who returned from the Hajj 
in 1892 to teach in the Hezhou area. The 
initial reformers were primarily concerned 
with religious scripturalist orthodoxy—so 
much so that they are still known as the 
“venerate the scriptures faction” (zunjing 
pai). Though the reformers were concerned 
with larger goals than merely “correcting” 
what they regarded as unorthodox practice, 
such as previous reforms in China, it is at 
the practical and ritual level that they ini-
tiated their critique. They proscribed the 
veneration of saints and their tombs and 
shrines and sought to stem the growing 
influence of well-known individual Ahong 
and Sufi menhuan leaders. Stressing ortho-
dox practice through advocating a purified, 
“non-Chinese” Islam, they criticized such 
cultural accretions as the wearing of a white 
mourning dress (dai xiao) and the decora-
tion of mosques with Chinese or Arabic 
texts. At one point, Ma Wanfu even proposed 
the exclusive use of Arabic and Persian in all 
education instead of Chinese.

Following strict Wahhabi practice, 
Yihewani mosques are distinguished by 
their almost complete lack of adornment 
on the inside, with white walls and no 
inscriptions, as well as a preference for 
Arabian-style mosque architecture. This 
contrasts sharply with other more Chinese-
style mosques in China, typical of the “old” 

Gedimu, whose architecture resembles 
Confucian temples in their sweeping roofs 
and symmetrical courtyards (with the Xi’an 
Huajue Great Mosque as the best example). 
The Yihewani also rejected the adornment 
of their mosques with Arabic, and especially 
Chinese, Koranic texts and banners, whereas 
this is the most striking iconographic mark-
er of Sufi mosques and worship centers in 
the Northwest, whose walls and tombs are 
often layered with Arabic and Chinese texts 
on silk and cloth banners in the distinctive 
Hui-style art that fluidly combines Arabic 
and Chinese calligraphy.

The Yihewani flourished in Northwestern 
China under the patronage of several 
Muslim warlords during the Nationalist 
period, most notably Ma Bufang. In a mod-
ernist approach, arguing that the Yihewani 
supported education, a rationalized, less 
mystical religious expression, and a strong 
Chinese nation, Ma Bufang supported the 
expansion of the Yihewani throughout 
Northwestern China. He must have been 
also aware that wherever the Yihewani 
went, the hierarchical authority of the Sufi 
shaykhs and the solidarity of their menhuan 
were contested, thus protecting Ma from 
other organized religious institutions that 
might orchestrate an effective resistance 
to his expansion. This could not have been 
lost on the early Communists either, who 
traveled through Ma Bufang’s territory and 
the Northwest on their Long March, which 
ended in Yan’an, near Ningxia, a heav-
ily populated Muslim area dominated at 
that time by Ma Hongkui, a cousin of Ma 
Bufang’s, who also supported the Yihewani.

After the founding of the People’s Republic, 
the state quickly suppressed all Sufi men-
huan as feudalistic and gave tacit support 
to the Yihewani. Though Ma Bufang and Ma 
Hongkui both fled with the Nationalists to 
Taiwan, their policy of opposing Sufi organi-
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zations was left behind with the Communists. 
The China Islamic Association, established 
in 1955, was heavily dominated by the 
Yihewani and supported the 1957–58 public 
criticisms and show trials of Naqshabandi 
Shaykh Ma Zhenwu specifically, and Sufism 
in general, as feudalist and exploitative of 
the masses. After the purges of the Cultural 
Revolution, in which eventually all Islamic 
orders were affected, the Yihewani was 
the first to receive renewed state patron-
age. Most of the large mosques that were 
rebuilt with state funds throughout China, 
as compensation for damages and destruc-
tion caused by the Red Guards during the 
now-repudiated Cultural Revolution, were 
Yihewani mosques, though all orders were 
equally criticized during the radical period.

While no Chinese official will admit that 
the Yihewani receive special treatment, 
this is cause for some resentment among 
Muslims. The great South Gate Mosque in 
Yinchuan city, the capital of the Ningxia 
Hui Autonomous Region, was one of the 
first mosques rebuilt in Ningxia with state 
funds—it just happened to be staffed by 
Yihewani imams, though the state claimed 
it was a “nonsectarian” mosque. After the 
state spent over 50,000 yuan to rebuild the 
mosque in 1982, the local Muslims, most of 
whom were Gedimu and Khufiyya, refused 
to attend. The building sat almost empty for 
the first few years, and the state attempted 
to recoup its losses over the large Arab-styled 
architectural structure by turning it into a 
tourist attraction and selling tickets at the 
entrance. This, of course, only confirmed 
its lack of religious legitimacy among many 
local Hui Muslims, especially the Gedimu 
and Sufis. In 1985 a visiting Kuwaiti del-
egation became aware of the situation and 
instead of donating money to the South 
Gate Mosque as originally planned, they 
gave $10,000 (about 30,000 yuan) toward 

refurbishing the much smaller traditional 
Central Mosque, a Gedimu mosque popular 
among the locals.

The Yihewani continue to be a powerful 
Islamic group throughout China. Like the 
Gedimu, the Yihewani emphasize leadership 
through training and education rather than 
inheritance and succession. The Yihewani 
differ from the Gedimu primarily in ritual 
matters and their stress on reform through 
Chinese education and modernism. Unlike 
the Gedimu, they do not chant the scrip-
tures collectively, do not visit tombs, do not 
celebrate the death days of their ancestors, 
and do not gather for Islamic festivals in 
remembrance of saints. Because of their 
emphasis on nationalist concerns, educa-
tion, modernization, and decentralized lead-
ership, the movement has attracted more 
urban intellectual Muslims.

The Yihewani’s nationalistic ideals, and 
their cooptation by the earlier Nationalists 
and later Communists, led many of the more 
religious Yihewani to become disillusioned 
with the order. It was seen by many to no lon-
ger be a fundamentalist agent of reform but 
rather an institutionalized organ of the state 
for systematizing and monitoring Islamic 
practice. Though still influential politically, 
it has lost its dynamic appeal to many of the 
most conservative Muslims in China. For 
the vast majority of urban Hui Muslims, and 
even many rural Muslims in the small towns 
of the northern plains, however, it is merely 
the mosque that they belong to by virtue of 
birth or marriage, and few could distinguish 
between Yihewani and Gedimu, let alone 
between the myriad orders of Sufis. One Hui 
worker in Hangzhou once said that the basic 
difference between the Gedimu (he used the 
term laojiao, “old teachings”) and in this 
case the Yihewani (xinjiao, “new teachings”) 
was that the Yihewani did not eat crab and 
the Gedimu did.
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The isolation of the early Gedimu com-
munities was mitigated somewhat dur-
ing the collectivization campaigns in the 
1950s, when Han and Hui villages were 
often administered as clusters by a single 
commune. They have also been brought 
closer together through national tele-
communications and transportation net-
works established by the state, including 
such umbrella organizations as the China 
Islamic Association, established in 1955, 
which seeks to coordinate religious affairs 
among all Muslim groups. With the com-
plete dismantling of the commune in China, 
however, these homogeneous Hui commu-
nities are once again becoming more segre-
gated. While these disparate communities 
among the Gedimu were generally linked 
only by trade and a sense of a common reli-
gious heritage—an attachment to the basic 
Islamic beliefs as handed down to them by 
their ancestors—it was the entrée of the 
Sufi brotherhoods into China that eventu-
ally began to link many of these isolated 
communities together through extensive 
socioreligious networks.

While the total population of the various 
Islamic associations in China has not been 
published, one Muslim Chinese scholar, 
Yang Huaizhong, estimates that of the 2,132 
mosques in Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region 
in 1990, 560 belonged to the Yihewani, 560 
to the Khufiyya, 464 to the Jahriyya, 415 to 
the traditional Gedimu, and 133 to Qadiriyya 
religious worship sites (some of which 
include mosques). The most comprehensive 
estimate given so far for Hui membership in 
Islamic orders throughout China is by the 
Hui historian Ma Tong. Out of an estimated 
total in 1988 of 6,781,500 Hui Muslims, 
Ma Tong recorded that 58.2 percent were 
Gedimu, 21 percent Yihewani, 10.9 percent 
Jahriyya, 7.2 percent Khufiyya, 1.4 percent 
Qadiriyya, and .7 percent Kubrawiyya.

The Rise of the Salafiyya:  
A Fourth Mode of 
Fundamentalist Islam?

The extent of the rise in popularity of the 
Salafiyya in Northwestern China is difficult 
to assess, because there are no published 
figures of its membership or number of 
mosques and few discussions of the move-
ment in the voluminous literature on Islam 
in China. However, many Muslims formerly 
associated with the Yihewani or Gedimu said 
they had either recently joined the Salafiyya 
or were considering doing so. Perhaps dis-
content with the official patronage of the 
Yihewani by the political warlords and offi-
cial organs of power in China, the Salafiyya 
originally arose out of the Yihewani in 
the mid-1930s and quickly spread through-
out the Northwest. Since the reforms of 
the early 1980s, when religious expres-
sion was again officially allowed in China, 
the Salafiyya have flourished perhaps more 
than any other Islamic movement among 
the Hui. One Chinese scholar, Da Yingyu, 
calls them “the faction that is most faithful 
to the original teaching of Islam.”

Unlike the Yihewani leadership in China, 
the Salafiyya stressed a nonpoliticized  
return to Wahhabi scripturalist  ideals. 
Arguing that the Yihewani had been cor-
rupted by Chinese cultural accretions, such 
as the loss of its original founder’s ideal to 
pursue pure Islamic education in Arabic 
and Persian, as well as being  co-opted by 
the state, the Salafiyya represent one of the 
most recent versions of reform  movements in 
China. While their scripturalist debates with 
the Yihewani did not lead to a “battle for the 
Koran” in China, the struggle for legitimacy 
of both Yihewani and Salafiyya took place in 
a discourse of Koranic  textualism.

Like previous Islamic reform movements, 
the Salafiyya were transmitted (and trans-
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lated) to China through the agency of a 
returned Hajji from the Islamic heartlands 
who began spreading his “new teaching” in 
China’s own Muslim heartland, Hezhou. In 
1934 a small group of Hui members of the 
Yihewani left Hezhou on the Hajj, led by Ma 
Debao, from the heavily Muslim-populated 
Guanghe County’s Bai (White) village, along 
with Ma Yinu, Ma Zhenliu, and Ma Ling, the 
four “Ma’s.” (“Ma” is the most common sur-
name among Hui Muslims in China, tracing 
its origins to the Ming dynasty, when many 
Muslims were required to take on Chinese 
surnames. “Ma” most closely resembled the 
first syllable of “Muhammad.” It is also the 
Chinese character for “horse,” and since 
many Hui were engaged as caravaneers, it 
was a natural choice for a surname.) While 
on the pilgrimage, Ma Debao came under 
the influence of a Salafist named in the 
Chinese sources as Huzhandi, who is report-
ed to be from the Soviet Union. It is not 
known if this Huzhandi was a direct disciple 
of Muhammad Abduh, the founder of the 
Salafiyya and a disciple of al-Afghani, but 
many Salafiyya Hui believe this to be the 
case. Many of China’s Muslims were educat-
ed at al-Azhar in Egypt, where Muhammad 
Abduh himself was schooled, so it is not 
unlikely that there would have been some 
connections. In addition to bringing back to 
China his new interpretations of the Koran 
and other original sources, he brought two 
Salafi manuals, listed in Chinese sources 
as the Buerhenu Satuier (the “Glorious 
Explanation”) and the Xianyoushe Islamu 
(the “Army of Islam”).

Upon his return to China, he was further 
trained under a visiting foreign Salafiyya 
teacher, Jialei Buhali, reportedly an Arab 
from Bukhara, according to Da. Under their 
teaching, Ma Debao began to suspect that 
Islam in China had been too influenced by 
Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist ideas. He 

wished to return to a more purified, Arabian 
Islam, free from Chinese cultural and syn-
cretic adaptations. Ma Debao was confront-
ed with a similar challenge as the founder 
of his order, only from a different direction. 
As Ira Lapidus notes, “For Abduh the cen-
tral problem was not political but religious: 
how, when Muslims were adopting Western 
ways and Western values, could they main-
tain the vitality of Islam in the modern 
world?” For Hui Muslims in 1930s China, 
caught between the fall of the last Chinese 
dynasty, the imperial aggrandizements of 
the Western colonial powers, and the civil 
war between Nationalists and Communists, 
their concerns were certainly political and 
religious. However, for Ma Debao and his 
followers, it was thought that only through 
a fundamentalist return to the precepts of 
the Koran and the teachings of Muhammad 
would the Muslims be able to survive this 
stormy period and help renew their nation, 
as opposed to the Yihewani, whom he saw 
as seeking the patronage of one political fac-
tion over another.

Since Ma Debao and his followers were 
critical of the Yihewani for moving away 
from their earlier Wahhabi ideals, they held 
several open debates with famous Yihewani 
scholars, particularly disputing the author-
ity of the four schools of jurisprudence. 
In 1937 the Salafiyya in China formally 
split from the Yihewani. Since the Yihewani 
were under the patronage at that time of 
the Nationalist warlord Ma Bufang, the 
Salafiyya were severely restricted in their 
movements, persecuted as “heterodox” (xie 
jiao) and followers of “foreign teachings” 
(wai dao), unable to propagate their order 
except in secret. It was only after the found-
ing of the People’s Republic in 1949 that 
they began to again come out into the open. 
By 1950, of the 12 Yihewani mosques in 
Hezhou’s Bafang Muslim district, there were 
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2, the New Fifth Mosque and the Qi Mosque, 
that belonged to the Salafiyya, along with 
seven imams. This period of open propaga-
tion was short-lived, however, as in 1958 the 
state initiated a series of radical Religious 
Reform Campaigns, which regarded almost 
all religious practices as feudal, forcing the 
Salafiyya once again to go underground.

Public approval did not come until 20 years 
later under the economic and social reforms 
of Deng Xiaoping, who in 1978 once again 
allowed more open religious expression. 
It was not until 1982, however, that most 
Muslims in the Northwest began to rebuild 
their mosques and practice Islam openly. 
According to the Linxia Hui Autonomous 
Prefectural Basic Situation Committee, the 
central mosque for the Salafiyya in Hezhou 
became the Qianhezhe Mosque in the 
Bafang district. The Salafiyya also claim to 
have mosques and followers throughout the 
Northwest, including in Qinghai, Ningxia, 
and Xinjiang, particularly in such mar-
ket and urban centers as Linxia, Lanzhou, 
Weixian, Wuwei, Tianshui, Zhangjiachuan, 
Pingliang, Yinchuan, and Xian.

Because of its suppressed and rather 
secretive beginnings, the Salafiyya became 
known by various names. Since Ma Debao 
was from Bai (White) Village, outside of 
Hezhou, and the movement gained quick 
acceptance there, it became known as the 
Bai, or White, Teaching. Since the Salafiyya 
emphasize that “salaf” in Arabic means 
“ancestral” or “the previous generations,” 
they say that their order reveres the first 
three generations of Islam. They signify 
their adherence to these first three gen-
erations by raising their hands three times, 
with palms extended upward, during namaz. 
Among outsiders, therefore, they have been 
derided as the “teaching of the three salu-
tations” (Santaijiao), as most Muslims in 
China raise their hands only once during 

prayer, as Shulin Qiu explains. Instead, they 
prefer to be known as either the Salafiyya, 
or in Chinese, the Shengxun pai (Faction of 
the Prophet’s Teaching).

Following the Yihewani, the Salafiyya pro-
mote a scripturalist Islam that is rationalist 
and antiexperiential. Like the late Rashid 
Rida (1865–1935), their fellow Salafi lead-
er in Syria, they emphasize opposition to 
Sufism and cultural syncretism, rather than 
modernism, as Lapidus writes. Perhaps as 
a result of the drift of the Yihewani toward 
secularism and nationalism, the Salafiyya 
in China put more stress on scripturalism 
and orthodox practice. Again publicly repu-
diating other Islamic expression in China at 
the level of practice, they emphasize divine 
unity and criticize the Sufis and Gedimu 
alike for their patronage of tombs, saints, 
and the miraculous. They also will not 
receive alms during readings but offer to 
use the money to buy scriptures instead. 
They regard the burning of incense during 
worship, still practiced by the Gedimu and 
Yihewani, as the syncretistic influence of 
Buddhism and Daoism. They also reject the 
commemoration ceremonies on the fourth, 
seventh, fortieth, one-year and three-year 
memorial death days as frequently practiced 
by Gedimu, Sufis, and some Yihewani. They 
also oppose the collection of fees for perform-
ing engagement and marriage ceremonies, 
as is common among the Yihewani. Like the 
Yihewani, the inside of their mosques are 
unadorned with Islamic insignia or scrip-
ture, while the outside may have one Arabic 
verse, in contrast to the Chinese frequently 
seen on the outside of Gedimu and even 
some Yihewani mosques, and the ornate 
Arabic and Chinese banners throughout 
Sufi mosques and tombs.

Like their founder, Muhammad Abduh, 
the Salafiyya see renewal as a result of 
educational, legal, and spiritual reform. Yet, 
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for them, these reforms are all based on 
the Koran, whereas the Yihewani allow for 
secular and even Marxist educational train-
ing. Both Dale F. Eickelman and Lapidus 
argue that just as the discrediting of the 
Sufis and urban Muslim intellectuals by the 
French in Morocco helped to promote the 
cause of the Salafiyya, so the domination of 
the intellectual elite among the Yihewani 
and other Islamic orders by the Communist 
Party in China might have contributed to 
the Salafiyya movement’s call for a purified, 
nonaccommodationist, and largely nonpo-
litical Islam. The further discrediting of the 
Communist Party in most of the world, if 
not eventually in China, may also give cre-
dence to the Salafiyya’s cause. The Salafiyya 
are one of the few Islamic movements in 
China that can claim both a resistance to 
Chinese cultural assimilation and a refusal 
to collaborate with the state. This may 
account for their dramatic rise in popularity 
since 1980 and may augur for their place 
at the forefront of a new tide of Islamic 
reform in China. It is one of the few Islamic 
movements to coalesce and flourish after 
the founding of the People’s Republic, when 
China’s diplomatic relations with Middle 
Eastern Muslim relations took several criti-
cal twists and unexpected turns.

Islam and Chinese Nationalism

In the twentieth century, many Muslims 
supported the earliest Communist call for 
economic equality, autonomy, freedom of 
religion, and recognized nationality status 
and were active in the early establishment 
of the PRC. However, many of them later 
became disenchanted by growing critiques 
of religious practice during several periods 
in the PRC beginning in 1957. During the 
Cultural Revolution (1966–76), Muslims 
became the focus for both antireligious and 

antiethnic nationalist critiques, leading to 
widespread persecutions, mosque closings, 
and at least one large massacre of 1,000 
Hui following a 1975 uprising in Yunnan 
Province. Since Deng Xiaoping’s post-1978 
reforms, Muslims have sought to take advan-
tage of liberalized economic and religious 
policies while keeping a watchful eye on the 
ever-swinging pendulum of Chinese politics. 
There are now more mosques open in China 
than there were before 1949, and Muslims 
are allowed to go on the hajj to Mecca, as 
well as engage in cross-border trade with 
coreligionists in Central Asia, the Middle 
East, and increasingly, Southeast Asia.

With the dramatic increase in the num-
ber of Muslims traveling back and forth to 
the Middle East came new waves of Islamic 
reformist thought, including criticism of 
local Muslim practices in China. Through 
similar channels, other Chinese Muslims 
have also been exposed to various types of 
new, often politically radical, Islamic ide-
ologies. These developments have fueled 
Islamic factional struggles that have con-
tinued to further China’s Muslims’ internal 
divisions. For example, in February 1994 
four Naqshabandi Sufi leaders were sen-
tenced to long-term imprisonment for their 
support of internal factional disputes in the 
southern Ningxia Region that had led to at 
least 60 deaths on both sides and the inter-
vention of the People’s Liberation Army.

Increasing Muslim political activism on 
a national scale and rapid state responses 
to such developments indicate the growing 
importance Beijing attaches to Muslim-
related issues. In 1986, Uyghurs in Xinjiang 
marched through the streets of Urumqi 
protesting against a wide range of issues, 
including the environmental degradation 
of the Zungharian plain, nuclear testing 
in the Taklamakan district, increased Han 
immigration to Xinjiang, and ethnic insults 
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at Xinjiang University. Muslims throughout 
China protested the publication of a Chinese 
book, Sexual Customs, in May 1989, and a 
children’s book in October 1993 that por-
trayed Muslims, particularly their restric-
tion against pork, in a derogatory fashion. 
In each case, the government responded 
quickly, meeting most of the Muslims’ 
demands, condemning the publications and 
arresting the authors, and closing down the 
printing houses.

These developments have influenced all 
Muslim nationalities in China. However, 
they have found their most overtly political 
expressions among those Hui who are most 
faced with the task of accommodating new 
Islamic movements within Chinese culture. 
By comparison, among the Uyghurs, a more 
recent integration into Chinese society as 
a result of Mongolian and Manchu expan-
sion into Central Asia has forced them to 
reach different degrees of social and political 
accommodations that have challenged their 
identity. In terms of integration, the Uyghurs 
as a people are perhaps the least integrated 
into Chinese society, while the Hui are, 
because of several historical and social fac-
tors, at the other end of the spectrum.

Increased Muslim activism in China 
might be thought of as “nationalistic,” 
but it is also a nationalism that may often 
transcend the boundaries of the contem-
porary nation-state, via mass communica-
tions, increased travel, and more recently, 
the Internet. Earlier Islamic movements in 
China were precipitated by China’s open-
ing to the outside world. No matter what 
conservative leaders in the government 
might wish, China’s Muslim politics have 
reached a new stage of openness. If China 
wants to further participate in the interna-
tional political sphere of the nation-states, 
this is unavoidable. With the opening to 
the West in recent years, travel to and from 

the Islamic heartlands has dramatically 
increased in China.

Uyghurs, Muslims, and  
Chinese Citizenship

In 1997 bombs exploded in a city park in 
Beijing on May 13 (killing one) and on two 
buses on March 7 (killing two), as well as on 
February 25 in the Northwest border city 
of Urumqi, the capital of Xinjiang Uyghur 
Autonomous Region (killing nine). Though 
sporadically reported since the early 1980s, 
such incidents have been increasingly com-
mon since 1997 and are documented in 
several scathing reports on Chinese gov-
ernment policy in the region by Amnesty 
International (1999, 2002, 2003).

Most Uyghurs firmly believe that their 
ancestors were the indigenous people of 
the Tarim basin, which did not become offi-
cially known in Chinese as Xinjiang (New 
Dominion) until 1884. It was not until 1760 
that the Manchu Qing dynasty exerted full 
and formal control over the region. This 
administration lasted for a century before 
it fell to the Yakub Beg rebellion (1864–
77) and expanding Russian influence, as 
Hodong Kim explains. With the resumption 
of Manchu Qing rule in the region, the area 
became known for the first time as Xinjiang, 
the “new borderland” in 1884, writes James 
A. Millward. The end of the Qing dynasty 
in 1912 and the rise of Great Game rival-
ries between China, Russia, and Britain 
saw the region torn by competing loyalties 
and marked by two short-lived and drasti-
cally different attempts at independence: 
the establishment of an East Turkestan 
Republic in Kashgar in 1933 and another 
in Yining in 1944, led largely by secular 
nationalist Uyghurs influenced by Soviet-
style bolshevism, as explained in books by 
Linda Benson and David D. Wang.
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As Andrew Forbes has noted, these rebel-
lions and attempts at self-rule did little to 
bridge competing political, religious, and 
regional differences among the Turkic peo-
ples who had only became known as the 
Uyghurs in 1921 under the Nationalist 
governor, Sheng Shicai. He was catering 
to Soviet nationality “divide-and-rule” 
strategies of recognizing groups such as 
Uyghur, Uzbek, and Kazakh as separate 
Turkic nationalities. Furthermore, Justin 
Rudelson’s research suggests, there remains 
persistent regional diversity along three, and 
perhaps four, macroregions of Uyghuristan: 
the northwestern Zungaria plateau, the 
southern Tarim basin, the southwestern 
Pamir region, and the eastern Kumul-
Turpan-Hami corridor.

Uyghur Identity and the 
Challenge to Chinese 
Sovereignty

The “minzu” policy under the Chinese 
Nationalists identified five peoples of China, 
with the Han in the majority. The recognition 
of the Uyghurs as an official Chinese nation-
ality (minzu) under a Soviet-influenced pol-
icy of nationality recognition contributed to 
a widespread acceptance of the idea of a con-
tinuity with the ancient Uyghur kingdom 
and their eventual concept of “Uyghur” as 
a bona fide nationality. This policy was con-
tinued under the Communists, who eventu-
ally recognized 56 nationalities, with the 
Han occupying a 91 percent majority in 
1990. The “peaceful liberation” of Xinjiang 
by the Chinese Communists in 1949, and its 
subsequent establishment as the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region on October 
1, 1955, perpetuated the Nationalist policy 
of recognizing the Uyghurs as a minority 
nationality under Chinese rule, as Burhan 
Shahidi explains.

However, the designation of the Uyghurs 
as a “nationality” masks tremendous region-
al and linguistic diversity. It also includes 
groups such as the Loplyk and Dolans that 
have very little in common with the oasis-
based Turkic Muslims who had come to be 
known as the Uyghurs. At the same time, 
contemporary Uyghur separatists look back 
to the brief periods of independent self-rule 
under Yakub Beg and the Eastern Turkestan 
Republics, in addition to the earlier glories 
of the Uyghur kingdoms in Turpan and 
Karabalghasan, as evidence of their rightful 
claims to the region.

Today a number of Uyghur separat-
ist organizations exist, based mainly in 
foreign cities such as Istanbul, Ankara, 
Almaty, Munich, Amsterdam, Melbourne, 
and Washington, D.C. They may differ in 
their political goals and strategies for the 
region, but they all share a common vision 
of a Uyghur claim on the region that has 
been disrupted by Chinese and Soviet inter-
vention. The independence of the former 
Soviet Central Asian Republics in 1991 
has done much to encourage these Uyghur 
organizations in their hopes for an indepen-
dent “Turkestan,” despite the fact the new, 
mainly Muslim Central Asian governments 
all signed protocols with China in the spring 
of 1996 that they would not harbor or sup-
port separatist groups.

Within the region, though many portray 
the Uyghurs as united around separatist 
or Islamist causes, Uyghurs continue to be 
divided from within by religious conflicts—
in this case competing Sufi and non-Sufi 
factions—territorial loyalties (whether they 
be oases or places of origin), linguistic dis-
crepancies, commoner-elite alienation, and 
competing political loyalties. These divided 
loyalties were evidenced by the attack in 
May 1996 on the imam of the Idgah mosque 
in Kashgar by other Uyghurs, as well as by 
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the assassination of at least six Uyghur offi-
cials in September 2001.

It is also important to note that Islam is 
only one of several unifying markers for 
Uyghur identity. For example, to the Hui 
Muslim Chinese, the Uyghurs distinguish 
themselves as the legitimate autochthonous 
minority, since both share a belief in Sunni 
Islam. In contrast to the nomadic Muslim 
peoples (Kazakh or Kyrgyz), Uyghurs might 
stress their attachment to the land and 
oases of origin. In opposition to the Han 
Chinese, the Uyghurs will generally empha-
size their long history in the region. It is 
this contested understanding of history that 
continues to influence much of the current 
debate over separatist and Chinese claims to 
the region. The multiple emphases in defin-
ing their identity have also served to miti-
gate the appeal that Islamic fundamentalist 
groups (often glossed as Wahhabiyya in the 
region) such as the Taliban in Afghanistan 
has had among the Uyghurs.

Alleged incursions of Taliban fighters 
through the Wakhan corridor into China 
where Xinjiang shares a narrow border with 
Afghanistan led to the area being swamped 
with Chinese security forces and large mili-
tary exercises, beginning at least one month 
before the September 11 attacks. These mili-
tary exercises suggested growing govern-
ment concern about these border areas much 
earlier than September 11. Under U.S. and 
Chinese pressure, Pakistan returned one 
Uyghur activist, apprehended among hun-
dreds of Taliban detainees, to China, which 
follows a pattern of repatriations of sus-
pected Uyghur separatists from Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. During the war 
in Afghanistan, U.S. forces arrested as many 
as 22 Uyghurs fighting with the Taliban; 
they have been incarcerated in Guantánamo 
Bay, Cuba, as reported by the Agence France-
Presse. Amnesty International has claimed 

that Chinese government roundups of so-
called terrorists and separatists have led to 
hurried public trials and immediate, sum-
mary executions of possibly thousands of 
locals. Troop movements to the area, related 
to the nationwide campaign against crime 
known as “Strike Hard,” launched in 1998, 
which includes the call to erect a “great wall 
of steel” against separatists in Xinjiang, were 
reportedly the largest since the suppres-
sion of the large Akto insurrection in April 
1990. (This was the first major uprising in 
Xinjiang. It took place in the Southern Tarim 
region near Baren township and initiated 
a series of unrelated and sporadic protests 
that took place in that region.) In September 
2005, the BBC reported that at the 50th-year 
anniversary celebrations of the establish-
ment of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 
Region in October 2005, Party Secretary 
Wang Lequan, promoted in 2004 to member-
ship in the Politburo for his effective sup-
pression of Uyghur separatism in the region, 
stated that the threat had not subsided and 
that there would an escalation of the Strike 
Hard campaign.

International campaigns for Uyghur 
rights and possible independence have 
become increasingly vocal and well orga-
nized, especially on the Internet. Repeated 
public appeals have been made to Abdulahat 
Abdurixit, the Uyghur People’s Government 
chairman of Xinjiang in Urumqi. Notably, the 
elected chair of the Unrepresented Nations 
and People’s Organization (UNPO), based in 
the Hague, is a Uyghur, Erkin Alptekin, son 
of the separatist leader Isa Yusuf Alptekin, 
who is buried in Istanbul, where there is 
a park dedicated to his memory. In spring 
2004, Erkin Alptekin was elected by sev-
eral international Uyghur organizations as 
the head of a newly formed World Uyghur 
Congress. The growing influence of “cyber-
separatism” and international populariza-
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tion of the Uyghur cause concerns Chinese 
authorities, who hope to convince the world 
that the Uyghurs do pose a real domestic 
and international terrorist threat.

China’s Uyghur separatists are small in 
number, poorly equipped, loosely linked, and 
vastly outgunned by the People’s Liberation 
Army and People’s Police. It is also important 
to note that though sometimes disgruntled 
about some rights abuses and mistreatment 
issues, China’s nine other official Muslim 
minorities do not in general support Uyghur 
separatism, as Nicolas Becquelin argues. 
There is continued enmity between Uyghurs 
and Hui (often known as “Dungan” in 
Xinjiang and Central Asia; see Ildíko Bellér-
Hann). Few Hui support an independent 
Xinjiang, and 1 million Kazakhs in Xinjiang 
would have very little say in an independent 
“Uyghuristan.” Local support for separatist 
activities, particularly in Xinjiang and other 
border regions, is ambivalent and ambiguous 
at best, given the economic disparity between 
these regions and their foreign neighbors, 
including Tadjikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, 
and especially Afghanistan. There are strong 
memories in the region of mass starvation 
and widespread destruction during the Sino-
Japanese War and the civil war in the first 
half of the century, including intra-Muslim 
and Muslim-Chinese bloody conflicts, not to 
mention the chaotic horrors of the Cultural 
Revolution.

Many local activists are not calling for 
complete separatism or independence but 
generally express concerns over environmen-
tal degradation, nuclear testing, religious 
freedom, overtaxation, and imposed limits 
on childbearing. Many ethnic leaders are 
simply calling for “real” autonomy accord-
ing to Chinese law for the five autonomous 
regions that are each led by first party sec-
retaries who are all Han Chinese controlled 
by Beijing. Freedom of religion, protected by 

China’s constitution, does not seem to be a 
key issue, as mosques are full in the region 
and pilgrimages to Mecca are often allowed 
for Uyghurs and other Muslims (though 
some visitors to the region report an increase 
in restrictions against mosque attendance 
by youths, students, and government offi-
cials). In addition, Islamic extremism does 
not as yet appear to have widespread appeal, 
especially among urban, educated Uyghurs. 
However, the government has consistent-
ly rounded up any Uyghur suspected of 
being “too” religious—as Fuller and Lipman 
report—especially those identified as Sufis 
or the so-called Wahhabis (a euphemism in 
the region for strict Muslim, not an orga-
nized Islamic school). Also, in contrast to 
most strict Wahhabi practices, it is clear 
that Uyghur Islam continues to celebrate 
the mystical, enjoying tomb veneration and 
saint patronage, as well as Uyghur cul-
tural practices such as raucous singing and 
dancing, as described by Bellér-Hann. The 
periodic roundups, detentions, and public 
condemnations of terrorism and separatism 
have not erased the problem but have forced 
it underground, or at least out of the pub-
lic’s eye, and have increased the possibility 
of alienating Uyghur Muslims even further 
from mainstream Chinese society.
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The centrality of Islam in modern Malaysian 
politics can be traced to the advent of the 
administration of Prime Minister Mahathir 
Muhammad in 1978 or farther back to devel-
opments immediately following the May 
1969 race riots, which revealed the flaws of 
the country’s secular, pluralistic approach. 
Consequently, the 1970s saw Muslim soci-
ety evolve along two tracks: the first along 
the United Malays National Organization 
(UMNO)–orchestrated and Islamic Party of 
Malaysia (PAS)–supported lines of economic 
restructuring and affirmative action, and 
the second along a path of Islamization capi-
talizing on the global Islamic revival and 
taking the form of nongovernmental activ-
ist pressure groups such as Angkatan Belia 
Islam Malaysia (Malaysian Islamic Youth 
Movement, ABIM) as well as other less 
politically oriented organizations such as 
Jama’at Tabligh and Darul Arqam. The per-
tinent role that these organizations played 
attests to the social origins of Islamism in 
Malaysia, commonly known in Malaysian 
academic parlance as dakwa.

The Social Origins of Islamism

According to the Malaysian Department of 
Statistics, Malays constituted a majority of 

50.4 percent of the Malaysian population 
in 2004, while the percentage of Chinese 
and Indians stood at 23.7 percent and 11 
percent, respectively. Islam assumes further 
significance by virtue of the fact that accord-
ing to the constitution, one of the chief 
criteria for the definition of “Malay” was 
that a person must be Muslim. Such is the 
intimate relationship between ethnicity and 
religion that to convert to Islam, a person is 
deemed to have masuk melayu (to become 
Malay). Beyond this, the role of Islam as a 
core foundation of Malay identity has taken 
on further credence because the two other 
pillars on which this identity is constructed, 
namely language and royalty, no longer 
carry the same weight. The Malay language 
remains of consequence politically, but this 
is precisely what led the state to engender 
an education policy based on its primacy in 
the national curriculum. As a result, simply 
put, knowledge of the Malay language was 
no longer the exclusive prerogative of the 
Malay people. Similarly, royalty in Malaysia 
today has a highly problematic relation-
ship with the Malay ruling elite, where it is 
seen by the latter as a competitor to their 
legitimacy. Moreover, the royals have also 
further undermined their own legitimacy 
in the public eye as a result of a number of 

Malaysia
Joseph Chinyong Liow
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controversial episodes and scandals over the 
past few years.

The May 13, 1969, incident in Malaysia, 
which saw the outbreak of race riots after 
the worst electoral performance by the 
UMNO-led Alliance coalition party in the 
preceding general elections, was the pre-
cursor of several far-reaching affirmative 
action policies that essentially cemented 
the primacy of the Malay community in 
Malaysia’s social-political constellation. 
One such policy was the allocation of large 
numbers of government scholarships to 
Malay-Muslim students to pursue univer-
sity education abroad.

The effect of this policy of sending Malay-
Muslim students overseas during the height 
of the worldwide resurgence of Islamic iden-
tity and consciousness cannot be overem-
phasized. This sojourn offered them the 
opportunity to acquaint themselves and 
interact with various Muslim students 
through activities on university campuses 
in Europe, North America, and Australia, 
as well as in the Middle East and North 
Africa at the height of the global Islamic 
resurgence. It was also during this peri-
od that they engaged in various activities 
organized by well-structured, well-endowed 
social networks and Islamic charities that 
had been underwriting much of the civil 
society activism associated with this Islamic 
resurgence.

The experience abroad had a dual effect 
on the students. On the one hand, they 
were exposed firsthand to the “decadence” 
wrought by Westernization and moderniza-
tion that was so heavily criticized by various 
Islamic groups during this period. On the 
other hand, they were also exposed to vari-
ous new streams of Islamic scholarship and 
translations of major works that allowed 
them access to a wider pool of knowledge 
about their faith. These students brought 

these values and perspectives back home to 
Malaysia upon completion of their education, 
and these quickly shaped how they viewed 
their own society back home, perceiving 
Westernization to be rampant and Islam 
practiced in ways that did not adhere to strict 
and purist interpretations. This transplant-
ed movement found institutional expression 
locally through the formation of numerous 
Islamic student associations and societies 
(persatuan Islam) on campuses throughout 
the country, as well as the formation of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) such as 
ABIM and Jama’at Tabligh.

Imported back to Malaysian soil from 
abroad, these ideas and activities had a pro-
found effect on traditional Malaysian soci-
ety, whose practice of Islam was steeped in 
the folk and syncretic traditions of the reli-
gion that had for a long time characterized 
its various forms in Southeast Asia. This 
social movement would soon find politicized 
expression in the UMNO-PAS Islamization 
“race” that has come to define the contours 
of Islamism in Malaysia.

Genesis of Islamist Politics

PAS has long been the primary Malay-based 
opposition in Malaysian politics. As a politi-
cal party, PAS was ironically born within 
UMNO itself, when members of the Religious 
Bureau of UMNO called into question the 
commitment of the party’s leadership to 
Islam and Muslim interests and broke away 
in 1951. Regardless of the party’s overtly 
religious character and motivation, how-
ever, its track record in Malaysian politics 
is certainly more checkered. Through the 
1950s and 1960s, the party, under the lead-
ership of the Muslim-socialist intellectual 
Dr. Burhanuddin al-Helmy, lined up as an 
Islamic-socialist party. After the May 1969 
race riots, PAS, under Muhammad Asri 
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Muda, moved further to the right of the ide-
ological spectrum. Against the backdrop of 
heightened communitarian consciousness, it 
transformed into a Malay-nationalist party 
that contested UMNO’s claim to the leader-
ship of the Malay community.

Subsequently, the period from 1974 to 
1977 saw PAS join UMNO in a coalition 
that was an ill-fated attempt at concilia-
tion. Yet membership in this coalition set in 
motion the political events that eventually 
led to the loss—in the 1978 elections—of its 
power base in Kelantan for the first time 
since independence. As a result, the inter-
nal coup in the party at its 1982 muktamar 
(convention) purged the party of its old-
guard nationalists—led by Asri Muda—and 
brought into power ulama (religious clerics) 
led by Yusuf Rawa and a core group com-
prising Fadzil Noor, Nakhaie Ahmad, Abdul 
Hadi Awang, and Muhammad Sabu, who 
were bent on returning Islam to the party’s 
political agenda.

The reorientation of PAS in 1982 can-
not be attributed solely to the failure of 
Asri Muda’s strategy of allying the party 
with UMNO. The early 1980s witnessed 
key global events in the Muslim world 
that shaped this reorientation not only in 
PAS but in UMNO as well. This includ-
ed the Afghan mujahidin, or struggle; the 
Iranian Revolution; the introduction of an 
Islamic government in Pakistan; intensifi-
cation of Islamism in the political realm in 
Egypt, Tunisia, and Turkey; and the gener-
ally heightened Islamic consciousness of the 
Malay-Muslim population as calls toward 
Islam as “the solution” gained greater cur-
rency across the country.

It would be wrong to suggest that it was 
only in the 1980s that Islam emerged as a 
factor in Malay politics, because UMNO had 
from very early on been regularly pressured 
by opposition forces to prove its Islamic 

credentials and responded with the creation 
of institutions such as the Islamic Welfare 
Organization (Persatuan Kebajikan Islam 
Malaysia, PERKIM). Nevertheless, it was 
in the 1980s that the logic of Islamic gov-
ernance became more sharply defined and 
Islamic influence expanded.

Mahathir Muhammad, who had taken over 
from the ailing Hussein Onn as Malaysia’s 
fourth prime minister in July 1981, was 
quick to anticipate the challenges posed to 
the ruling administration by international 
and domestic developments, and his response 
was swift. The Mahathir administration 
sought to seize the initiative by harnessing 
and mobilizing Islam to justify its develop-
mental policies. It did so by orchestrating an 
Islamization process that found expression 
in the host of Islamic-oriented institutions 
that flowed from this policy. This stood in 
marked contrast at the time to develop-
ments elsewhere in the Muslim world, where 
regimes experiencing similar pressures from 
Islamist opposition forces, such as in Egypt 
and Turkey, chose to discredit, rather than 
take over, the Islamist agenda.

Key elements of Mahathir’s Islamization 
program included the creation of a religious 
bureaucracy under the auspices of the state, 
Islamic courts, Islamic banking and finan-
cial systems, and Islamic education—includ-
ing a tertiary institution, the International 
Islamic University, which is fast becom-
ing one of the most prestigious centers of 
Muslim higher education in the region, if 
not in the entire Muslim world.

An important initiative under the 
Mahathir administration was the creation of 
several research institutes that contributed 
to articulating and developing the govern-
ment’s Islamization project. The Malaysian 
Institute for Islamic Understanding (IKIM) 
and the Institute for Islamic Thought and 
Civilization (ISTAC) played a crucial role. 
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Also of importance, in the case of former 
Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, 
was the Institute Kajian Dasar (Institute of 
Policy Studies, IKD), which, among other 
things, served to generate many of Anwar’s 
ideas on modernist/progressive Islam, which 
he employed to great success during his 
tenure as deputy prime minister. Of par-
ticular significance was the creation of state 
religious committees, which were granted 
powers to police and monitor the content 
and expression of Islam. Further, at the gov-
ernment level, an Islamic department, the 
Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia (JAKIM, 
or Department for the Advancement of 
Islam), was established under the auspices 
of the prime minister’s office, with its own 
minister and secretariat. State religious 
departments enjoy powers of appointment 
for imams and mosque committees and per-
petuate incumbent rule through the selec-
tion of UMNO supporters to these posts. 
Conversely, known opposition activists have 
been removed, as was the case with the 
imam of the Damansara Utama Mujahidin 
Mosque. Sermons, too, are prepared by the 
state religious departments and distributed 
to all the mosques in the state.

This shift in government policy was fur-
ther mirrored in the foreign policy of the 
Mahathir administration, when Malaysia 
began taking an active interest in Arab-
Muslim affairs and positioned itself as the 
international spokesman of the Muslim 
world. Perhaps the most significant com-
ponent of the Mahathir government’s 
Islamization strategy was the successful 
co-option of Anwar Ibrahim. Then an active 
leader of the youth movement ABIM, Anwar 
was courted both by UMNO and PAS. 
However, it was Mahathir who ultimately 
masterminded the co-option of Anwar; in 
him the ruling regime found not only a pop-
ular leader with strong Islamist credentials 

but, more important, a key ideologue who 
could convincingly articulate a comprehen-
sive Islamization program that mapped out 
the trajectory of political Islam in Malaysia.

Needless to say, several consequences 
flowed from the Mahathir administration’s 
Islamization strategy. Malaysia has become 
the model of an “Islamic state” par excellence 
in the eyes of the West. However, the Mahathir 
administration narrowed the political space in 
Malaysia, which, given the pluralistic contours 
and patterns of Malaysian society, threatened 
to curtail democratic discourse and alienate 
Malaysia’s large non-Muslim population.

Islamism as Discourse

In reaction to the changes in PAS after the 
1982 Muktamar, the corresponding UMNO 
General Assembly in 1982 saw Mahathir 
announce that UMNO would be embarking 
on a new strategy focused on “the struggle 
to change the attitude of the Malays in 
line with the requirements of Islam in 
this modern age.” This logic subsequently 
underpinned his introduction of a policy of 
penerapan nilai-nilai Islam (inculcation of 
Islamic values). The longstanding objective 
of improving the lot of the Malay commu-
nity was repackaged as an objective sanc-
tioned by, and to be pursued in reference 
to, Islam. Mahathir’s vision of Islam, how-
ever, was one couched in developmentalist 
language, and his claim to “authenticity” 
was based on his argument that there is no 
tension between modernization and religion 
in “true Islam.” For instance, in a speech 
at the International Islamic Symposium 
in March 1986, he noted that it was only 
by accepting the pursuit of knowledge and 
advancement of technology that Muslims 
could “sincerely try to regain the essence 
of Islam that so inspired the early Muslims 
so that not only did they manage to spread 
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the teachings far and wide but they brought 
greatness to Islam in the fields of human 
endeavour.”

For Mahathir, Islam sat comfortably with 
modernity and material progress. Following 
this train of thought, PAS was correspond-
ingly caricatured as the mirror opposite—
obscurantist in ideology, backward in out-
look, and fundamentally opposed to prog-
ress. In other words, PAS exemplified all 
that Mahathir saw wrong with Islam today. 
Yet, insofar as PAS was concerned, Islam 
provided a trenchant counternarrative to 
modernization as defined by the govern-
ment, which to its mind created myriad 
social problems for the Muslim community. 
The Islamization strategy of the Mahathir 
administration was criticized and delegiti-
mized as nothing more than a manipulation 
of religion.

A major feature of the heavily contested 
discursive terrain of Muslim politics has 
been the debate over Malaysia’s character-
ization as an Islamic state, as well as the 
conceptual and practical blueprints that 
both UMNO and PAS put forth for Malaysia 
as an Islamic state. While Mahathir had on 
previous occasions during his long tenure 
described Malaysia as an “Islamic coun-
try,” his pronouncement on September 29, 
2001, that Malaysia “was already an Islamic 
state” marked a fundamental watershed 
that sparked an intense national debate 
and further demonstrated the centrality of 
Islam in the Malaysian political orbit.

At first glance, Mahathir’s declaration 
does appear to have fulfilled a key political 
objective—to preempt PAS and seize the ini-
tiative for UMNO. The claim that Malaysia 
was already an Islamic state, however, needs 
to be viewed in context. First, this “Islamic 
state” that Mahathir implied Malaysia 
already was had been mainly a construc-
tion of his own administration and a logi-

cal outgrowth of his Islamization program 
over the previous two decades. In tandem 
with the general inconsistent tendencies of 
UMNO Islamization, in hindsight it does 
not appear to have survived its progenitor’s 
retirement and has since been supplanted 
by Abdallah Badawi’s more palatable but 
equally complex concept of Islam hadhari 
(civilizational Islam), which articulated ten 
broad principles of Islamic governance for 
Malaysia related to development, ethics, 
education, and pluralism.

Second, Mahathir’s logic, as many Islamic 
scholars were quick to point out, was fun-
damentally flawed. While Mahathir main-
tained that Malaysia could be an Islamic 
state without the implementation of Islamic 
law, this contention goes against the grain 
of most theories of the Islamic state. For all 
its vagaries, there is general consensus that 
Shari’a is the definitive characteristic of an 
Islamic state. To that effect, the Islamists 
could contend, rightly so in accordance to 
Islamic political philosophy, that Mahathir’s 
pronouncement was groundless and exempli-
fied the mobilization of religion for political 
ends. Finally, as with much of the problem 
with the ongoing discourse of Islamization in 
Malaysia, Mahathir’s statement threatened 
to push Malaysia further down the road of 
Islamization and alienate Malaysia’s sub-
stantial non-Muslim minorities.

Under pressure from reformists within 
the party, PAS’s Islamic State Document 
was released on November 12, 2003, and 
was presented as the high point of the 
party’s struggle to entrench its position in 
its core electoral base of the Malay-Muslim 
community by emphasizing its Islamic cre-
dentials. The document attempted to recon-
cile the need for Shari’a in Malaysia, with 
provisions for greater democracy under the 
auspices of an Islamic state. At the same 
time, it attempted to allay non-Muslim fears 
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that an Islamic state in Malaysia would be 
a theocracy by assuring them of religious 
and cultural freedoms and the option to live 
under Islamic criminal laws or the current 
secular constitutional system. Beneath the 
rhetoric, however, was a realization that the 
document was urgently required to counter 
the religious standing that Abdullah Badawi 
had brought to UMNO.

This debate, which continues, speaks to 
the inflation of Islamist discourse by both 
parties and underscores an increasingly 
tense rivalry over the form and content 
of Islam in the Malaysian political sphere. 
Unlike previous UMNO-led administra-
tions that roundly rejected the notion of 
the Islamic state, UMNO under Mahathir 
appropriated PAS discourse on it. Both 
UMNO and PAS employ the language of 
religion to serve their political objectives of 
discrediting and undermining each other.

To be sure, beyond the Islamic state, this 
process has generated concepts more palat-
able to Malaysia’s pluralistic society and 
more amenable to democracy and reform. 
In 1996 then Deputy Prime Minister Anwar 
Ibrahim sought to capitalize on the overall 
heightened Muslim consciousness as well 
as his own personal popularity by manufac-
turing a new, catchy organizing principle 
for a pluralistic society based on Islamic 
precepts of democracy, good governance, 
inclusiveness, and civil relations between 
ethnic groups. This proposed to restructure 
fundamentally Malaysia’s hitherto commu-
nally oriented national consciousness. The 
catchphrase masyarakat madani (civil soci-
ety) was contrived to define such a society; 
the concept was presented as a polity where 
Allah had endowed rights to individuals 
that were to be recognized; respected; and 
insofar as the state was concerned, protect-
ed and where democratic principles were to 
be enshrined.

As Anwar himself explained at the Sixth 
Malaysia-Singapore Forum in December 
1996, “Only the fostering of a genuine 
civil society or masyarakat madani, a crit-
ical component to the establishment of 
democracy, can assure the path of sustained 
growth including economic, social, and polit-
ical.” The concept of masyarakat madani, as 
Anwar imagined it, was anchored by the 
notion of Keadilan Sosial, or social justice. 
Through the efforts of his Institut Kajian 
Dasar, masyarakat madani, Keadilan Sosial, 
and Anwar’s attendant call for intercivili-
zational dialogue—which underpinned his 
1996 compendium of speeches titled Asian 
Renaissance—soon became the focus of 
trendy intellectualism as road shows, semi-
nars, and conferences were held throughout 
the country to promote the concept and 
reach out across ethnic and class schisms.

Skeptics viewed masyarakat madani 
merely as a manifestation of Anwar’s ambi-
tion and his own brand of leadership in 
preparation for his eventual succession 
to the leadership. Anwar was slated to be 
Mahathir’s successor and was building on 
his reputation as an activist and modern-
ist Muslim leader, which he had garnered 
during his ABIM days and which later saw 
him emerge as a popular Muslim intel-
lectual, chancellor of the International 
Islamic University, and personification of 
all that was progressive and modern about 
the government’s Islamization program. 
Even so, this initiative did contain certain 
ideas that sought to transcend the com-
munal structure of society and politics in 
Malaysia. Concepts such as democracy and 
human rights, long rejected (when articu-
lated in relation to Western understanding 
of such ideas) by the Malaysian establish-
ment under Mahathir, stood then at the 
forefront of discourse on the future of the 
Malaysian polity. Masyarakat madani, how-
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ever, appeared to have died a premature 
death with Anwar’s removal from office. 
Later, however, under Abdullah Badawi’s 
administration, which used the term Islam 
hadhari, masyarakat madani appears to 
have been revived.

Islam hadhari was an adaptation of the 
thought of Ibn Khaldun, a fourteenth-
century Muslim historian and sociologist, 
adapted to the Malay community’s struggle 
for independence and development. Briefly, 
Islam hadhari emphasized the enhancement 
of “the quality of life” through acquisition 
of knowledge; development of the indi-
vidual and the nation; and establishment of 
a dynamic economic, trading, and financial 
system. To Abdullah’s mind, such a balanced 
development would produce an umma (com-
munity) of knowledgeable, pious people with 
noble values such as honesty and trustwor-
thiness, able to take on challenges of mod-
ernization without compromising religious 
belief. Islam hadhari, as later explained 
in a 60-page document drafted by JAKIM 
and published by the government, further 
emphasized the central role of knowledge 
in Islam, along with hard work, honesty, 
good administration and efficiency, as well 
as an appeal to Muslims to be tolerant and 
outward looking. Committees have since 
been established to spread the message 
throughout Malaysia, and UMNO imams 
have been instructed to preach it during 
Friday sermons.

Consequences of the Rise  
of Islamism

Not surprisingly, the government-sanc-
tioned policies that have amounted to the 
bureaucratization of Islam brought a back-
lash from non-Muslim communities suspi-
cious of government attempts to impose 
Islamic values on them. Legislation over 

the issue of religious proselytizing clearly 
illustrated this partiality. While the con-
stitution ensures the right of every person 
to “profess and practice his religion,” only 
Muslims are allowed to propagate their 
belief. Beyond that, the Malaysian govern-
ment has itself actively engaged in dakwa, 
or proselytizing to non-Muslims. This has 
included the expansion of Islamic programs 
over public radio and television, more strin-
gent legislation controlling the building of 
non-Muslim religious buildings, and the 
curtailment of land plots for non-Muslim 
burial sites. Indeed, the essence of popular 
concern—particularly from the non-Muslim 
population—is not so much with the intro-
duction of Islamic institutions and practices 
but the hegemony of Islam in public life in 
Malaysia.

UMNO-run state governments have also 
advanced and implemented Islamic pol-
icies that fulfill the UMNO’s politically 
driven Islamist agenda. At the same time, 
though, there is a constant rivalry between 
PAS representatives seeking popular sup-
port and members of the UMNO leader-
ship, who have sought to tone down their 
zeal. An instance of federal-state tension 
that sparked much interest and controversy 
was the arrest under the Selangor Islamic 
Criminal Enactment of 1995 of three Malay 
women for participating in a beauty contest 
in June 1997. Afterward, comments by the 
prime minister and deputy prime minis-
ter calling for caution against extremism 
among state religious officials were publicly 
rebuffed by the then mufti of Selangor. This 
incident was symptomatic of the increasing 
assertiveness of Islamic identity among the 
Malay populace and the political pressures 
this has created, spawning not only a more 
assertive cultural expression of Islamic con-
sciousness—manifested most vividly in the 
popularity of Islamic dress—but also in leg-
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islation that has impinged on the cultural 
space of the non-Muslim community. This 
has included local policies that, among other 
things, prohibit non-halal foods in certain 
school cafeterias, ban signboards associated 
with alcohol in certain states, and deny per-
mits to celebrate Chinese cultural festivals 
in some schools.

Other concerns revolved around the move 
by elements within UMNO to  formulate a 
Faith Protection Bill (known as the Aqida, 
or Faith Act) in November 2000, legislating 
against apostasy and similar to a bill passed 
in June 2000 in the UMNO-controlled state 
of Perlis. This followed earlier attempts by 
then PAS deputy president Abdul Hadi 
Awang to obtain parliamentary passage of 
a bill making apostasy an offense punish-
able by death. While the UMNO motion 
was less severe, it was nevertheless indica-
tive of the extent to which the party was 
prepared to go in defending its Islamic 
credentials.

Debates have also surfaced over revela-
tions that students in Christian mission 
schools have been forced to recite Islamic 
prayers in Penang, as well as increased 
incidences of Islamist-style checks on non-
Muslims’ activities in Perak and the clos-
ing down of entertainment establishments 
in Selangor by state authorities. Other 
instances of state-sanctioned Islamization 
policies include the requirement for the con-
sent of Muslim neighbors before the appli-
cation or renewal of dog licenses in Johore 
Bahru; the ban on the sale of pork in open-
air markets in Kajang; the removal of liquor 
and beer advertisements in Selangor; and 
the moral policing by the Ipoh Municipality 
and Kuala Lumpur City Council, which 
resulted in the arrest of couples for holding 
hands in public. In September 2002, a semi-
nar organized by the Selangor state govern-
ment entitled “Understanding Malaysia as 

an Islamic State” saw a proposal by UMNO 
state officials for constitutional amendments 
to declare the Koran and Sunna sources of 
federal law.

Negotiating Islam

To be certain, there have been alternative 
voices from within the Malay-Muslim com-
munity that have attempted to provide their 
own interpretation of Islamism. These have 
taken the form of civil society movements 
and dakwa associations looking to expand 
democracy. While there are numerous active 
Islamic NGOs operating in Malaysia, two of 
the most important mainstream organiza-
tions at the forefront of this effort have been 
ABIM and SIS (Sisters in Islam).

ABIM has stood out as one of the most 
influential and well-organized Muslim civil 
society groups that has had an influence on 
Malay-Muslim politics. Formed in 1971 under 
the leadership of Anwar Ibrahim, ABIM suc-
cessfully mobilized modernist Malay-Muslim 
students as a pressure group during the 
Razak and Hussein Onn administrations. 
It demonstrated its power and influence 
most profoundly in December 1974, when it 
orchestrated a mass student uprising against 
the government’s rural development poli-
cies, resulting in the arrest and detention of 
numerous ABIM leaders under the Internal 
Security Act. Such was the influence of ABIM 
in the 1970s that the government amended 
the Societies Act, the Misuse of Religion Act, 
and the Universities and University Colleges 
Act to proscribe Muslim civil society activity.

ABIM’s key ideological contribution to 
Islamization was the introduction of a uni-
versalist interpretation of Islam in the 1970s 
that accommodated Malaysia’s pluralistic 
society. ABIM, for example, was a staunch 
critic of the government’s affirmative action 
NEP (National Economic Policy) on Islamic 
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grounds, and after the movement’s retreat 
from activist pressure politics, when Anwar 
was co-opted into the UMNO, the mantle of 
Malay-Muslim opposition to the NEP was 
passed on to PAS.

While ABIM in its current permutation 
no longer resembles the highly politicized 
student movement of the 1970s, the leg-
acy of its activism continues to shape the 
process of Islamization in Malaysia. Many 
ABIM members who had agitated for the 
introduction of Shari’a in Malaysia and had 
challenged the deep-seated aspects of Malay 
culture that did not resonate with Islam 
internalized these values and expressed 
them when they went on in the 1980s and 
1990s to assume positions in Malaysian 
bureaucracy and government offices, form-
ing the backbone of the bureaucratization 
of Islam in the Mahathir and Abdullah 
administrations.

Another important group that has in 
recent times played a critical role is Sisters 
in Islam, which is among the most vocal 
advocacy groups. Established in 1988, SIS 
has challenged male-dominated Islamist 
orthodoxy on matters such as Shari’a, 
women’s rights, apostasy laws, domestic 
violence and polygamy, public participa-
tion, and the hegemonic discourse on Islam 
propounded by ulama from either UMNO 
or PAS camps. Its efforts to use Islamic 
discourse and provide alternative visions, 
in the hope of expanding the democratic 
space for Malaysian Muslims, have been 
rebuffed and at times condemned by the 
religious establishment. Its leaders and 
activists have been heavily criticized as 
lacking the level of Islamic knowledge and 
educational background required for them 
to be challenging ulama. More traditional 
religious leaders have attacked their activi-
ties as deviationist attempts to reinterpret 
scripture.

Religious Extremism and 
Militancy in Malaysia

As early as the 1970s, religiously based rad-
ical groups had already started surfacing 
in Muslim-majority Malaysia. The Penang-
based Crypto cult movement, formed in 
1977, claimed that the Malaysian govern-
ment was not giving Islam its proper due 
and aimed to set up a theocratic order by 
means of violent jihad (holy war). It was 
only in 1992 that the Malaysian govern-
ment took action to clamp down on the 
movement.

Another group whose interpretation of 
Islam threatened the incumbent regime 
was the Koperasi Angkatan Revolusi Islam 
Malaysia (KARIM, or Malaysian Islamic 
Revolutionary Front). Formed in 1974 in 
Kuala Lumpur, KARIM preached the over-
throw of the government through violence. 
It was later banned and its leaders detained 
under the Internal Security Act. In 1980 
riots in Kedah by farmers demonstrating 
against the government’s move to introduce 
a forced-savings scheme were traced to 
a militant organization called Pertubuhan 
Angkatan Sabillullah, which, according to 
the government, had numbered among its 
associates members of the Muslim opposi-
tion party PAS.

Later, in 1988, elements from within 
the Malaysian government moved again to 
incriminate PAS by linking it to Muslim 
militancy. This time, young members of 
PAS were accused by their UMNO adver-
saries of concealing weapons in the PAS 
seminary Muassasah Darul Ulum in Kedah. 
Though a subsequent crackdown by secu-
rity forces yielded nothing, several PAS 
members were later rounded up under “Ops 
Kenari,” a security crackdown on opposi-
tion politicians under the pretext of security 
“threats,” in response to UMNO’s further 
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complaint that they were attempting to 
disrupt a UMNO rally in Semarak. During 
this crackdown, weapons were apparently 
discovered in the possession of PAS mem-
bers. Nevertheless, attempts to censure the 
party failed because of insufficient evidence 
to implicate PAS of involvement in mili-
tancy. It was in November 1985, however, 
that the Malaysian government recorded its 
first violent encounter with militant Islam, 
when security forces clashed with PAS stal-
wart Ibrahim Mahmud and his supporters 
in Kedah.

Ibrahim Mahmud, or “Ibrahim Libya,” 
as he was popularly called, was a member 
of the Islamic opposition PAS and had held 
senior positions in the party organization at 
both district and state levels. Trained at the 
University of Tripoli and al-Azhar, Ibrahim 
was a popular religious teacher stationed at 
a madrasa in Kampung Memali in Baling, 
Kedah. In his capacity as religious teacher 
and PAS leader, Ibrahim was accused by 
the Malaysian government of exploiting 
Islam by spreading radical teaching in the 
states of Kedah, Penang, and Perak that 
incited Muslims to conduct jihad against the 
state. The government responded by call-
ing Ibrahim Mahmud a “deviant” Muslim 
and limiting his activities. This showdown 
reached its climax when government securi-
ty forces stormed the compound of Ibrahim 
Mahmud’s residence while he was conduct-
ing religious lessons. After apparent armed 
resistance from Mahmud’s supporters, the 
event ended with 18 deaths and 160 arrests, 
according to a December 1985 article in the 
Far Eastern Economic Review.

Another manifestation of militant Islam 
was the Maunah (Brotherhood of Inner 
Power) movement that managed to pull off 
an arms heist from two Malaysian Armed 
Forces military camps in Perak in June 
2000. According to police reports, the mem-

bership of al-Maunah, a cult led by former 
army corporal Muhammad Amin Razali, 
numbered several hundred and claimed to 
be an NGO involved in martial arts. Among 
its supporters were civil servants, security 
service personnel, and even some UMNO 
members.

Malaysian security forces launched a 
high-profile operation against the Maunah 
camp in Sauk, Perak, in July 2000. During 
the standoff, 19 members were captured, 
but only after four hostages were taken 
and two non-Muslims among them execut-
ed. Members of al-Maunah apprehended 
in the raid were charged with treason and 
plotting to overthrow the government in 
order to create an Islamic state. While the 
organization was consequently disbanded 
and outlawed, what remains most alarming 
about the episode was the ease with which 
the militants breached security and gained 
access to a large cache of weapons.

In June 2001 the specter of militant Islam 
reared its head again in Malaysia when 
nine members of another organization that 
claimed to champion the creation of a purist 
Muslim society in Malaysia via jihad were 
arrested in a failed bank robbery bid. Known 
as the Jihad Gang, this group of militants 
was connected to a range of crimes over a 
period of two years, including the bombing 
of a church, an Indian temple, and a video 
store, as well as an attack on a police station, 
the murder of a local politician, attempted 
murder in shooting two ethnic Indians, and 
armed robbery. Police investigations subse-
quently revealed that all nine members were 
Malaysians educated in the Middle East and 
Pakistan and had fought in Afghanistan dur-
ing the 1980s and later in Ambon (Indonesia) 
during the religious riots there. It was during 
investigations into the activities of the Jihad 
Gang that information on another jihadi 
organization surfaced.
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Several months after the uncovering of 
the Jihad Gang, Deputy Home Minister 
Datuk Zainal Abidin Zin informed the par-
liament that the government had detained a 
further 10 Islamist activists on the grounds 
that they were members of an underground 
militant group called Kumpulan Militan 
Malaysia (KMM). The KMM was uncov-
ered when a Malaysian was arrested for 
an attempted bombing of a shopping mall 
in Jakarta, Indonesia, in August 2001. It 
was alleged that the KMM was formed on 
October 12, 1995, by Zainon Ismail, and had 
its roots in Halaqah Pakindo, a clandestine 
movement formed in 1986 as an alumni 
association for Malaysian graduates from 
religious institutions in Pakistan, India, and 
Indonesia. The government later disclosed 
that eight of the 10 KMM detainees were 
PAS members, including Nik Adli Abdul 
Aziz, the son of Kelantan Mentri Besar 
Datuk Nik Aziz Nik Mat. Nik Adli was alleg-
edly elected leader at a meeting of 12 senior 
members in Kampung Seri Aman, Puchong, 
in early 1999. Yet the government later 
contended that real leadership came from 
Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Riduan Isamuddin, 
better known as Hambali. According to 
government investigations and Nik Adli’s 
own admission, the 34-year-old teacher had 
made frequent trips to Afghanistan. This 
admission formed the basis of government 
allegations that Nik Aziz was active in 
the mujahidin in Afghanistan during the 
Afghan-Soviet war and upon his return 
maintained connections with militants in 
the region.

What differentiated the KMM from 
other militant organizations uncovered in 
Malaysia was the alleged regional scope of 
its operations. Though KMM was estab-
lished in Malaysia, the government has 
suggested that the organization enjoys 
close links with the Jemaah Islamiyah in 

Indonesia. Malaysian government sources 
have also revealed that the KMM is, in fact, 
led by Abu Bakar Ba’asyir and Hambali, 
while Nik Azli is merely a “nominal leader.” 
KMM was suspected to have participated 
in religiously inspired riots in Maluku and 
Ambon and of having supplied arms to radi-
cal Muslims in the case of the latter. Upon 
their arrests, as reported in the Asian Wall 
Street Journal in January 2002, the leaders 
were reportedly found to have had in their 
possession “documents on guerrilla warfare 
and map reading, along with studies of mili-
tant groups in the Philippines, Chechnya, 
Afghanistan and Indonesia.” Concomitantly, 
the Malaysian security forces launched a 
nationwide operation to capture remaining 
KMM members. At the end of 2006, more 
than 70 were detained without trial under 
the Internal Security Act for allegedly try-
ing to overthrow the government through 
violent means in the name of jihad.

The Future of Islam in Malaysia

There is no doubt that the UMNO-PAS 
Islamization “race” is the most telling 
expression of Islamism as it takes shape in 
Malaysia. During the 22-year-long admin-
istration of Mahathir Muhammad, Islam 
moved from the fringe to the political main-
stream, with the Islamist opposition PAS 
attaining a level of maturation and sophis-
tication sufficient to pose a fundamental 
challenge to Mahathir’s UMNO-led govern-
ment, questioning the UMNO’s Islamic cre-
dentials as a centerpiece of its strategy.

The process of Islamization itself contin-
ues to gain new impetus and momentum. 
There is no denying that Islam has advanced 
as a major influence on the lives of Muslims 
in Malaysia over the last 30 years. While 
the Islamization of Malaysian politics can 
be plausibly traced to former prime minister 
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Mahathir’s calibrated policies, the globaliza-
tion of Islam generated by sociopolitical and 
cultural forces has meant that Islamization 
in Malaysia can no longer be confined to the 
realms of UMNO-PAS politics. Nor can it 
be controlled by the political actors whose 
preference has been to harness its power 
and ride its waves in order to enhance their 
appeal and legitimacy among the Malay-
Muslim electorate rather than to curtail it.
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About 4.6 percent of Thailand’s population 
is Muslim, including such diverse groups 
as Hui (better known as Yunnanese or 
Haw) from China, Cham from Cambodia, 
Bengalis from South Asia, and Southeast 
Asian Muslims from Indonesia and the 
Philippines. The majority, however, origi-
nate from the historical Patani Sultanate 
(which fell in the late eighteenth century) 
along the country’s southern border with 
Malaysia. This group is ethnically Malay and 
speaks a dialect similar to that used across 
the frontier in Malaysia. Some 85 percent of 
all Muslims in Thailand reside in the three 
southernmost provinces of Pattani, Yala, 
and Narathiwat. This is also the area where 
an Islamist insurgency has developed.

About two-thirds of all the mosques in 
Thailand are located in the five southernmost 
provinces, almost all of which are Sunni. 
While the Thai government provides financ-
ing for mosques, schools, and clerics, foreign 
financial assistance has become steadily more 
important. Most Muslims attend Islamic pri-
vate schools, which are actually government 
funded. In the south, though, many Malay 
Muslims prefer to send their children to 
these traditional pondok schools to receive 
an exclusively Islamic education. After vio-
lent uprisings in 2004, the Thai government 

encouraged pondoks to register in order to 
receive government funding. After register-
ing, the schools are still permitted to retain 
their status as pondok schools.

The origins of Islamism in Thailand are 
very much entwined with the history of a 
separate Muslim state in the south, ethnic 
nationalism, the presence of an Islamist-
oriented Malaysia next door, and controver-
sies over Muslim political power within the 
country. During the 1930s, Malay Muslims 
were underrepresented in the country’s par-
liament, while hoping for autonomy or even 
independence. A Communist insurgency in 
the Thai-Malaysia border region led the 
government to declare a state of emergency 
there in 1948. This led to incidents of clashes 
between the army or police and local people. 
This was followed by the development of 
underground separatist movements such as 
the Barisan Nasional Pembebasan Patani 
(BNPP, or Patani National Liberation Front) 
in the early 1960s and the Patani United 
Liberation Organization (PULO), which, as 
noted by Syed Serajul Islam, claimed to be 
an “invisible government whose tactic was 
to work by ambush” for an independent 
Islamic state, in 1968.

The Thai government tried to discourage 
Malay-Muslim separatism through conces-
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sions. Malay Muslim names were again per-
mitted, and the role of the state counselor 
for Islamic Affairs was enhanced. During the 
1980s, the Thai government continued its 
effort to ease friction by supporting cultural 
rights for Muslim Malays as well as economic 
development in the south. The Southern 
Border Provinces Administrative Center 
(SBPAC), established in 1981, simultaneously 
worked as a counterinsurgency coordinator 
and as a liaison between Muslim leaders and 
Bangkok. It also put an emphasis on remov-
ing corrupt officials who were antagonizing 
local people. Another important institution 
was the Joint Civilian Police Military (CPM) 
Task Force 43, which coordinated the Border 
Patrol Police, armed forces, Thahaan Phran 
(civilian mercenaries known as Rangers), 
intelligence agencies, and provincial gover-
nors. This campaign was not a narrow mili-
tary one but one that built good connections 
with southern communities, developed wel-
fare and educational programs, and worked 
with the Malaysian government to enhance 
border security. Many of the separatist move-
ment’s cadres quit the struggle.

The election of Thaksin Shinawatra as 
prime minister in 2001 brought a change. 
He dismantled the SBPAC and CPM, return-
ing authority to the police. Demonstrations 
in 2004 led to clashes, and martial law was 
declared in the south. The 2006 military 
coup, however, led to a return to a softer-line 
policy, including amnesty for former rebels 
and the reestablishment of the SBPAC and 
CPM. Despite this shift, however, violence 
remained at very high levels.

Understanding Islam and 
Violence in Southern Thailand

The violence in southern Thailand has 
claimed the lives of about 2,000 to 2,500 
people—over 1,200 deaths occurred in 

2004–2005 alone. From 2002 on, markets, 
schools, monasteries, military posts, and 
individual travelers or workers on the job 
have been attacked. The insurgents them-
selves have remained mysterious, with no 
public claims of responsibility or political 
manifestos being issued.

For example, on January 4, 2004, 18 schools 
in the southernmost provinces were set 
aflame, while a reported 50 armed men stole 
about 300 weapons from an army storehouse. 
The Thai government enforced martial law, 
and insurgents killed police, teachers, and 
Buddhist monks, for instance, during the 
ransacking of Promprasit temple, as Imtiyaz 
Yusuf and Lars Peter Schmidt write. On April 
28, 2004, military posts and police check-
points were attacked in Yala, Songkhla, and 
Pattani. The conflict culminated at the Krue 
Se Mosque, where 32 Malay Muslim mili-
tants were shot dead when they resisted the 
military’s attempts to capture them, accord-
ing to Raymond Scupin. Since a mosque was 
attacked, even though this was the result of 
the insurgents’ decision to fight there, many 
Malay Muslims were antagonized and implied 
that it was a massacre.

On October 25, 2004, a crowd of nearly 
1,000 people gathered around the Tak Bai 
police station to protest what they believed 
to be the wrongful incarceration of six local 
security volunteers by the police. The pro-
test was believed to have been instigated. 
Six protesters were killed in clashes with 
police, and as many as 78 died afterward 
when they suffocated in overcrowded army 
trucks after being arrested.

Small-scale attacks occur regularly, and 
the government’s Emergency Decree allows 
police to arrest and detain suspects for 30 
days. Nevertheless, less is known about the 
leadership, ideology, and organization of 
the Thai insurgency than about any other 
Islamist movement in the world.
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economic Factors in the 
Islamist uprising

Historically, separatist violence in the south-
ern provinces has occurred during periods of 
economic hardship, including a depression 
in the rubber industry, food shortages, and 
disease epidemics. The area’s location also 
makes it a center of arms trafficking and 
drug dealing, which can help finance insur-
gents. The areas of southern Thailand with 
the highest living standards—Songkhla and 
Satun—have far less insurgent violence 
than Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala, the 
poorer provinces.

Cultural Factors in the 
Islamist uprising

Since the 1930s, the Thai state has tried 
to create a single national identity through 
assimilationist policies in the south as in 
other parts of the country. The emergence of 
Muslim insurgency movements has peaked 
during periods when such cultural central-
ization was most pervasive. During such a 
period in the late 1940s, Haji Sulong, leader 
of the Patani People’s Movement and presi-
dent of the Islamic Council, was arrested 
for high treason by the Thai government, 
according to Pierre LeRoux. Around the 
same time, a group of people claiming to rep-
resent half of Yala, Pattani, and Narathiwat 
signed a petition to the UN asking for seces-
sion from Thailand. GAMPAR (Movement 
for Great Malay Patani), one of the first 
armed resistance movements in the south, 
was also created then. Militant groups used 
the historic Muslim sultanate of Patani 
and the ethnic connection with Malaysia 
as alternative identity models to win them 
legitimacy and support.

At the same time, though, Thai Muslims 
in the south did gain many cultural rights, 

including the public use of their languag-
es, the right to choose traditional Islamic 
schools, government bank services in accor-
dance with Islamic banking principles, state 
financial assistance to schools and to build-
ing mosques, and special state loans for 
pilgrimage to Mecca.

Political Factors in the 
Islamist uprising

As Islamist violence increased, so did Muslim 
political power. In the period after 2000, 14 
MPs as well as senators, members in the 
provincial legislatures in the southern prov-
inces, and mayors were Muslims. The head 
of the military and the chairman of the par-
liament from 1996 to 2001 were Muslims, 
as Wattana Sugunnasil notes. While these 
numbers declined somewhat in the 2005 
elections, this was attributed to a few 
Muslim MPs and officials publicly criticizing 
the violence. Still, while the Muslim popula-
tion in the south may compose 80 percent 
of the population there, they make up only 
about 12 percent of the local bureaucracy, as 
cited by the Lowry Institute.

Islamist Insurgent Groups

Some Islamist separatists prefer a federa-
tion with Malaysia; others want to unite the 
five southern provinces into a Patani Dar-al-
Islam, an Islamist sultanate.

Gabungan melayu Patani 
Raya (GAmPAR)

The Gabungan Melayu Patani Raya (Union 
of Malay for a Great Patani), also known as 
GAMPAR, was founded in 1948 by Tengku 
Mahyiddin, the youngest son of the last sul-
tan of Patani. Its goal was a political union 
with Malaya, now Malaysia. GAMPAR was 
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the predecessor of the Barisan Revolusi 
Nasional (BRN).

Barisan Revolusi Nasional

During the late 1950s, Field Marshall Sarit 
Thanarat staged a coup in Thailand and 
ruled as dictator until his death in 1963. He 
put the Muslim pondoks under the Ministry 
of Interior in an unpopular move that led to 
a strike by hundreds of pondoks. This step 
also marked the beginning of the armed 
movement in which the BRN (National 
Revolutionary Front) played an important 
role. It has a strong relationship to the pon-
doks, as Amporn Marddent explains, where 
religious teachers can indoctrinate students 
with Islamist ideas. This was especially true 
of the Thamma Witthaya, which waged an 
armed campaign against the Thai govern-
ment and played an important role in the 
BRN’s development.

Formed in 1963 by Haji Abdul Karim 
Hassan, a teacher, the BRN was influ-
enced by both pan-Arab nationalism and 
Malaysia’s independence. At times its goals 
were contradictory. It spoke of both an inde-
pendent socialist Islamic state in the south 
and of joining the Malaysian federation. 
The headquarters of the BRN are believed 
to be in Malaysia, and its base of support is 
largely built through the pondoks.

The BRN suffered from factionalism and 
ideological differences, leading to the move-
ment’s division into three groups in the 
mid-1980s: the BRN Coordinate Group, an 
urban-based group dealing with sabotage; 
the BRN Ulama, a faction backed by clerics; 
and the BRN Coordinate Group, known as 
BRN-C, which has been the most active. The 
latter group recruits mainly through the 
Pemuda student group, established in 1992. 
Several teachers connected with BRN-C 
and Pemuda were arrested in 2006 for pos-

session of weapons as well as bomb-making 
materials and instructional videos. The Thai 
government also reported that a number of 
BRN-C members train in Indonesia.

Barisan Nasional 
Pembebasan Patani (BNPP)

Founded in Kelantan—the easternmost 
state of Malaysia, which borders Thailand—
in 1959 by Tengku Abdul Jalal, the BNPP 
movement’s objective was the establish-
ment of an Islamist state in the five south-
ern provinces. They tried to attain their 
goal by attacking symbols of Thai central 
authority such as civil servants, school-
teachers, and police as well as non-Muslim 
residents, including both Buddhists and 
ethnic Chinese. The group was largely 
inactive between 1990 and 2002, when 
it changed its name to the Barisan Islam 
Pembebasan Pattani (BIPP), which puts 
more emphasis on the Islamic character 
of the group. The political branch of this 
group even participates in Malaysian state-
level politics.

Pattani united liberation 
organization

The Pattani United Liberation Organization 
(PULO) was founded in 1968. Despite the 
group’s Salafi background and the fact that 
most of the early members were Muslim-
Pattani pilgrims on the hajj in Mecca, the 
PULO always claimed to be a “secular” 
organization whose goal was to create an 
independent state, though not necessarily 
an Islamist one. The original name for the 
armed branch of the PULO was the Patani 
United Liberation Army, or the PULA, 
which at its peak is thought to have consist-
ed of 300 members. The PULO split in 1992 
into two factions. The first was the PULO 
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Leadership Council, with its military wing 
known as the Caddan Army and headed by 
Dr. A-rong Muleng, while the second group 
was known as the PULO Army Command 
Council, or the MPTP, headed by Hayihadi 
Mindosali and Hajji Sama-ae Thanam. The 
second group was involved in terrorist activ-
ities; the name of its army was Abudaban.

In 1995 the PULO split again, with the 
offshoot called the New PULO. Both fac-
tions were largely unable to coordinate 
their activities, though they did form a tac-
tical alliance in 1997. Both the old and new 
PULO have lost significant influence in the 
region. Its problems included a rejection by 
some members of its turn toward terrorism; 
the arrests of some leaders and flight to 
Europe of others; and the defection of more 
than 900 militants in both factions who 
joined the government-sponsored rehabili-
tation program, as Angel Rabasa explains, 
which gave them land, education, and other 
opportunities. Although the organization 
has attempted a revival, it has no opera-
tional control over the insurgency.

Barisan Kemerdekaan 
Pattani (BeRSATu)

The BERSATU (United Front for the 
Independence of Pattani) is an umbrella 
organization for insurgent groups, including 
the BIPP, BRN Congress, BNP, and the New 
PULO. It never developed very far, however, 
and has reportedly met only twice.

Gerakan mujahideen Islam 
Pattani (GmIP)

Despite internal factionalism, the GMIP 
has been kept going by a group of veterans 
from the Afghan war. The GMIP can be 
labeled a separatist organization, according 
to Joseph Liow, although its members have 

been involved in an array of criminal activi-
ties such as extortion, kidnapping, murder, 
and terrorism and are reportedly respon-
sible for much of the insurgency violence in 
the region.

The mujahideen Pattani 
movement (BNP)

Established in 1985, the goal of the BNP 
was to unite several of the separatist orga-
nizations, much as BERSATU had intended. 
Many of its leaders came from the BIPP, 
and it has not achieved much in Thailand; 
its political activity is largely restricted to 
Malaysia.

Jihadi Battle or Internal 
Struggle?

Despite the fear that Muslim-Thai mili-
tants may increasingly use the language of 
jihadi extremism, the separatist insurgency 
remains local and is still largely unrelated 
to “global jihad” witnessed elsewhere in 
the world. However, external actors have 
been playing at least an indirect role. Parts 
of Malaysia where Islamists are strong, for 
example the state of Kelantan, are believed 
to offer Thai Muslim militants a safe haven 
and logistical support. Libya has also pro-
vided support to Thai separatist groups 
in the past. There is speculation, but not 
evidence, that Jema’a Islamiyya, a group 
from Indonesia that is affiliated with al-
Qa’ida, provides support. The same has also 
been said of the MORO Islamic Liberation 
Front of the Philippines and the Free Aceh 
Movement (GAM) of Indonesia.

Many analysts are further concerned by 
the hundreds of students who study Islam 
abroad in such places as Egypt, Pakistan, 
and Indonesia who are funded by the Thai 
government or other nations such as Saudi 
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Arabia. In some cases, these students are 
believed to have become militant activists.
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In a February 2006 speech about Australian 
citizenship, Peter Costello, a senior fed-
eral politician, identified the key principles 
underpinning Australian culture and values 
as being respect for “the rights and lib-
erty of others” and “the rule of [Australian] 
law.” Those who do not embrace these prin-
ciples, Costello argued, “threaten the rights 
and liberties of others.” As a case in point, 
he quoted the Muslim cleric Abdul Nacer 
Benbrika, who had stated in an August 2005 
interview on ABC TV that the obligation to 
obey Australian law was a “big problem” for 
Australian Muslims. “There are two laws,” 
Benbrika explained. “There is an Australian 
law [and] there is an Islamic law.” Three 
months later, Benbrika was arrested togeth-
er with 18 other Muslim Australians on 
charges related to membership in a terrorist 
organization and the planning of an immi-
nent terrorist attack.

Costello’s speech was made within the 
context of a wider debate in Australia about 
multiculturalism, national security, and the 
view of the government that immigrants 
should embrace basic Australian values to 
achieve community harmony, social cohe-
sion, and stability. The prime minister at 
the time, John Howard, called on Muslim 
leaders to address intolerance and extrem-

ism among a minority in the Islamic com-
munity who are “utterly antagonistic to our 
kind of society.” The debate reached fever 
pitch in October 2006, when a Ramadan 
sermon of Taj al-Din Ahmad Abdallah al-
Hilali, the then mufti of Australia, made 
media headlines. In the sermon al-Hilali 
described women as Satan’s soldiers, wield-
ing the weapons of seduction, and likening 
women who do not stay at home and wear 
the veil to uncovered meat left out for cats 
to snatch. On previous occasions, as cited by 
an October 2006 report in The Australian, 
al-Hilali had argued in favor of “a social and 
legal structure consistent with 7th-century 
Arabia” and preached from the writings of 
Sayyid Qutb, the ideologue of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, of which he was a former 
member.

While some Muslims were outraged by al-
Hilali’s comments, others claimed they had 
been taken out of context, meant only for 
“his specific audience,” and that the mufti 
was the latest victim of serial “Muslim 
bashing” in Australia by politicians and the 
media who misrepresent Islam as resistant 
to modernity and multiculturalism. Muslim 
leaders in Australia regularly complain that 
government spokespeople and the media vic-
timize their community by wrongly attribut-
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ing to all Muslim Australians the extremist 
and separatist views of a small minority.

However, implicit in this complaint is 
an acknowledgment that there are some 
Muslim Australians who, as Abdallah Saeed 
reports:

insist that Australian values, culture 
and society are foreign to Islam and 
therefore unacceptable to them. They 
think that the more Muslims are inte-
grated into Australian society, the less 
“Muslim” they are. Their interpreta-
tion of Islam emphasises maintaining a 
distinction between Islam and anything 
perceived to have originated outside of 
Islam.

Or, put more succinctly, “You cannot be a 
good Muslim and a good Australian.” Some 
go further, believing that it is their duty to 
establish an Islamic state and implement 
Islamic law wherever they are, even in a 
minority context. However, only a small 
fraction of Muslim Australians share such 
Islamist beliefs, and there is “little demand” 
for Shari’a to be introduced in Australia.

Political Islamism in the 
Australian Muslim Context

Muslims first visited Australia in the mid-
seventeenth century, when fishermen from 
the Indonesian island of Macassar spent the 
early months of each year in beach camps 
along the northern coast of Australia. The 
next group of Muslims to arrive were the 
Afghan camel drivers who accompanied 
the British colonialists in the 1860s. They 
were followed over the course of the next 
century by very limited numbers of Muslims 
from Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Balkans. 
Relatively larger numbers of Muslims 
began to immigrate to Australia from the 

1970s on, following the abolition of the 
White Australian Policy in 1966. They came 
mainly from Lebanon, Turkey, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and the former Yugoslavia. By the 
time of the 2006 Census, there were 340,392 
Muslims in Australia. (Although less than 
2 percent of the total population, this was 
an increase of around 21 percent on the 
previous 2001 Census). More than a third of 
Australian Muslims were born in Australia, 
the remainder having originated from more 
than 70 countries, the largest numbers com-
ing from Lebanon and Turkey, and more 
recently from South Asia (excluding India).

Because of their diverse national, social, 
and cultural backgrounds, Muslims in 
Australia are fragmented along national 
and sectarian lines, as is evident in their city 
associations, schools, and mosques. Most 
Muslims in the state of New South Wales 
are Arab, while most Muslims in the state 
of Victoria are of Turkish or Albanian eth-
nicity. While Turks dominate the Islamic 
bodies in Melbourne’s western suburb of 
Broadmeadows, for example, in Sydney the 
Lebanese dominate the Sunni Imam Ali 
mosque at Lakemba and the Shi’a al-Zahra 
mosque in Arncliffe. The majority of Muslims 
in Australia are Sunni, with a smaller 
number of Shi’a having come from Iran, 
Lebanon, and Afghanistan. An even small-
er number are Alawis and Isma’ilis. New 
South Wales has the largest Muslim popula-
tion, followed by Victoria and then Western 
Australia. There are over 100 mosques and 
at least 21 Muslim primary and secondary 
schools in the country. The largest mosques 
are in Sydney (Lakemba and Auburn) and 
in Melbourne (Preston). Perth has the old-
est continuous mosque, founded in 1904 by 
immigrants from Afghanistan and (modern) 
Pakistan.

Political Islamism has been a part of the 
Muslim landscape in Australia for many 
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decades, largely as a result of the propaga-
tion of Salafi Islam by shaykhs and institu-
tions funded by Saudi Arabia. Salafism is an 
“approach to Islam” that seeks, in response 
to “the modern Muslim predicament,” to 
return to, or rectify, what its adherents see 
as the purest form of Islam, that practiced 
by Muhammad and his companions (the 
salaf). While the Salafi movement includes 
such diverse figures as Osama bin Ladin 
and the mufti of Saudi Arabia, Salafists are 
united by a common religious creed (aqida) 
centered on the concept of tawhid (the one-
ness of God). The three main tenets of the 
Salafi creed are: the one God is the sole cre-
ator and sovereign of the universe; God is 
supreme and entirely unique, and as God is 
the supreme legislator, humans are obligat-
ed to follow the Shari’a in its entirety (hence 
the rejection of secularism and separation 
of church and state); and God alone has the 
right to be worshipped.

It is estimated that since the 1970s, the 
Saudi government and its royal family and 
private citizens have provided more than $75 
million to Australia for building mosques 
and schools, including the largest mosques—
Sydney’s Lakemba mosque and Melbourne’s 
Preston mosque—and some of the coun-
try’s best-known Islamic schools, includ-
ing Al-Faisal College, Malek Fahd School, 
and King Abdul Aziz College in Sydney; 
King Khalid College in Melbourne; and the 
Australian Islamic College in Perth.

Jihadi-Salafism took root in Australia 
during the early to mid-1990s with the 
import of ideas from the successful muja-
hidin campaign against the former USSR 
in Afghanistan. Jihadi-Salafists are Salafi 
factions that support the use of violence to 
promote their anti-Western, literalist ver-
sion of Islam, including those who seek to 
establish an Islamic state or caliphate.

Reflecting divisions within the Muslim 

mainstream in Australia, Islamist groups 
have been closely associated with particular 
ethnic and sectarian subgroups. However, 
on occasion, Asian groups such as Jama’a 
Islamiyya, and Arab groups such as Ahl 
al-Sunna wal-Jama’a, have found common 
ground in shared beliefs and experiences 
that enable them to bridge previously exist-
ing ethnic and cultural divisions. These 
groups have attracted adherents who con-
sider themselves to be members of an umma 
(Muslim community) that transcends nation-
al and cultural boundaries and who there-
fore identify less with a particular subgroup. 
This trend is stronger among second- and 
third-generation Muslim Australians and 
among an increasing number of converts.

Below is an overview of seven political 
Islamist groups in Australia.

Jama’a Islamiyya

Jama’a Islamiyya (JI) has its origins in the 
oldest of the Indonesian Islamist move-
ments, Dar al-Islam. According to an official 
JI statement released in October 2003, the 
organization was founded as a breakaway 
group in 1993 by the Indonesian religious 
scholar Abdallah Sungkar and within 10 
years had become a transnational move-
ment and the most lethal terrorist organi-
zation in Southeast Asia. Inspired by the 
writings of Sayyid Qutb and the Egyptian 
group Jama’a Islamiyya, JI views itself as 
part of the global jihadi-Salafist network, 
modeling its mission of jihad on ideologues 
such as Abdallah Azzam, Ibn Taymiyya, and 
Abu Qatada. JI’s strongest operational links 
have been with al-Qa’ida, but it has also 
engaged in joint operations and training 
with the Filipino separatist group the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF).

JI’s ideology and aims are set out in its 
official text, Pedoman Umum Perjuangan 
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al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya (General Struggle 
Guidelines of Jama’a Islamiyya). Its central 
pillar is to create a dawla Islamiyya nusan-
tara (archipelagic Islamic state), a “genu-
inely Islamic space” within which Shari’a 
(Islamic religious law) would be comprehen-
sively implemented and where, as quoted 
by Fealey and Hooker, “[y]oung Muslims 
could behave strictly according to the teach-
ings of the pious ancestors.” The Nusantara 
would first encompass Malaysia, Singapore, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Brunei, and 
southern Thailand. This realm would then 
provide a base for the restoration of a 
global Islamic state under a caliph. On occa-
sion, JI’s leaders have also advocated that 
Australia (or at least the north of Australia) 
be incorporated into the Nusantara.

When initially established, JI’s structure 
consisted of horizontal command networks 
based around four mantiqis (territorial 
organizations): “Mantiqi 1,” responsible for 
Malaysia (where Sungkar lived in exile until 
the fall of Suharto in 1998) and Singapore; 
“Mantiqi 2,” responsible for most of 
Indonesia (JI’s heartland and main area of 
operations); “Mantiqi 3,” responsible for the 
southern Philippines, the Malaysian state 
of Sabah, and the Indonesian provinces of 
East Kalimantan and North and Central 
Sulawesi; and “Mantiqi 4,” responsible for 
Australia and West Papua. All members 
swore loyalty to the amir jama’a (command-
er or leader). Sungkar was the leader until 
his death in 1999, when he was replaced by 
his close companion Abu Bakar Ba’asyir.

Established in 1993, Mantiqi 4 was the 
smallest of the JI divisions, and it remained 
the least developed and operationally capa-
ble of JI’s four territorial groups. It was 
headed by an Indonesian immigrant to 
Australia, Abd al-Rahim Ayub, and found 
support within the Indonesian community 
based around the mosque in Dee Why, 

a northern beach suburb of Sydney, as 
well as at Lakemba, the focal point of 
Sydney’s Lebanese Muslim community. Abd 
al-Rahim was joined for the task by his 
twin brother, Abd al-Rahman Ayub, who 
arrived in Australia seeking refugee status. 
Abd al-Rahman had trained with al-Qa’ida 
in Afghanistan and fought with the MILF 
in the southern Philippines. Together, the 
Ayub brothers became the face of JI in 
Australia.

From his base in Sydney, Abd al-Rahim 
lived by the General Struggle Guidelines in 
recruiting members, instructing them in the 
Koran and Islamic law, collecting donations 
to send to the leadership in Malaysia, and 
conducting physical training to be ready for 
jihad. At its height, the membership of the 
Australian jama’a reached about 30 formal 
members and about 100 informal support-
ers and raised funds of up to around $14,000 
per month.

Members of Mantiqi 4 also hosted Sungkar 
and Ba’asyir during their 11 annual visits to 
Australia during the 1990s. The two clerics 
were popular among immigrant Indonesian 
Muslims, who thronged to hear them speak. 
They explained JI’s ideology and aims plain-
ly and simply: that the struggle for Islam 
is a “life or death mission,” and that it is 
as necessary to wage it in Australia as in 
any other part of the globe. The reasons for 
this were provided by Ba’asyir in a speech 
given in Sydney in 1993, cited by Sally 
Neighbour:

It is abasement for a Muslim to live 
in a non-believing nation, it is forbid-
den. . . . And if we do not live in an 
Islamic state then we must do all we 
can to bring one about. . . . The Islamic 
faithful in Australia must [therefore] 
endeavor to bring about an Islamic state 
in Australia, even if it is 100 years from 
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now . . . and may God bless the struggle 
of our brethren in Australia who have 
demonstrated such loyalty, despite being 
surrounded by non-believers.

The JI leaders also found support among 
the Sydney-based Islamic Youth Movement 
(IYM). The IYM’s magazine and Web site, 
Nida’ul Islam (The Call of Islam) published 
articles by and interviews with Sungkar and 
Ba’asyir. In the February-March 1997 edi-
tion, Sungkar was introduced as “a part of 
a group devoted to the establishment of the 
Law of Allah upon this earth” and set out 
the main guidelines of JI’s methodology:

To realize an Islamic Community by the 
materialization of three strengths: a. 
Quwwatul Aqidah (Faith’s strength) b. 
Quwwatul Ukhuwwah (Brotherhood’s 
strength) c. Quwwatul Musallah 
(Military strength). These three ele-
ments of strength are essential in order 
to establish Dawlah Islamiyya (Islamic 
State) by means of Jihad. These amongst 
others form points which are deemed 
vital by Jama’ah Islamiyya, whereas 
other Jama’ahs ignore and generally 
disregard these strengths.

In 1999, following a “turf” dispute 
between the Ayub brothers and the leader-
ship of the Dee Why mosque, Abd al-Rahim 
moved JI Australia’s operations to Perth, 
where he took a job as teacher in the al-
Hidayah Islamic School. He instructed the 
members of the jama’a who remained in 
Sydney to boycott the Dee Why mosque and 
to attend the Haldon Street prayer room in 
Lakemba, known for the Salafi teachings of 
Shaykh Omran and Shaykh Zoud. Omran is 
the leader of the Ahlus Sunnah wal Jemaah 
Association of Australia (ASWJA) and was 
an associate of both Sungkar and Ba’asyir 

(whom he first met in 1988 at the Preston 
mosque in Melbourne) and friend and con-
fidant of the Ayub brothers. Through these 
relationships, JI and ASWJA forged close 
operational ties.

It was also in 1999, on the orders of the head 
of Mantiqi 1, Riduan Isamuddin—also known 
as Hambali—that Mantiqi 4 transitioned to a 
terrorist recruitment cell for attacks within 
Australia. (Hambali had worked closely with 
al-Qa’ida, having fought with the mujahi-
din in Afghanistan in the 1980s. He was 
arrested in 2003.) Australia came to be 
viewed by JI as a legitimate target for jihadi 
terrorism as a direct result of the role played 
by Australia in supporting predominantly 
Catholic East Timor’s independence from 
Indonesia and leading a UN military mis-
sion when the Indonesian army and its local 
militias launched a campaign against the 
East Timorese. During 1999–2000, Australia 
played a leading role in the International 
Force East Timor (INTERFET) and in the 
succeeding UN Transitional Administration 
East Timor (UNTAET). This Australian role 
was viewed by JI (and other militant Islamist 
groups) as a hostile act. Australia was also 
seen more generally by JI as part of the West, 
closely allied to the United States and there-
fore an enemy of Islam.

To carry out Hambali’s directive, Abd al-
Rahim conducted jihad classes among local 
sympathizers. He also ran training camps in 
the bush land outside Perth and in secluded 
spots in New South Wales and Victoria, 
where Mantiqi 4 members were joined by 
the IYM and members of Ahl al-Sunna wal-
Jama’a. Paintball war games and weapons 
training camps were included in the curricu-
lum and were conducted by Asman Hashim, 
a Malaysian jihadist who had trained in 
bomb making with al-Qa’ida and who had 
fought with Abd al-Rahman in the southern 
Philippines. As reported by Australia’s ABC 



1 1 6   A u s t r A l I A  A n d  t h e  pA C I f I C  

TV, members of these groups also raised sig-
nificant funds for the MILF, up to $1 million 
for the purchase of vehicles and to support 
an MILF arms factory,.

Among Mantiqi 4’s jihadi recruits were 
Jack Roche and Joseph “Jihad Jack” 
Thomas, both converts to Islam. The choice 
of converts to assist with terrorist opera-
tions in Australia was deliberate. It was felt 
that “white Muslims,” to use bin Ladin’s 
term, might have more success in carry-
ing out surveillance and other prepara-
tory tasks without attracting the attention 
of Australian security services. In 2000 
Hambali arranged for both men to go to bin 
Ladin’s Camp Faruq in Afghanistan to train 
in explosives and to continue their instruc-
tion in jihadi-Salafism. Here they met with 
a number of al-Qa’ida operatives, including 
Khalid Shaykh Muhammad, the master-
mind of the September 11, 2001, attacks.

Roche returned to Australia with money 
and instructions to carry out a terrorist 
attack on the Israeli embassy in Canberra 
and to assassinate the Jewish mining mag-
nate Joe Gutnick. At the time when he 
began surveillance of his targets, Roche 
wrote to his son expressing his fervor for 
the Islamist cause and his commitment to 
jihad, describing it—as cited by Western 
Australia’s district court’s Web site—as the

greater sacrifice worthy of the highest 
reward from Allah. . . . As Muslims we 
are obligated to perform jihad to uphold 
the laws of Allah. As we see today, the 
disbelievers are now out of control and 
believe that their ways based on inequal-
ity, arrogance, et cetera, are right. I hate 
them for that and need to learn more 
about how to combat them.

However, Roche’s conspiracy was aborted 
in August 2000 when Ba’asyir intervened 

on behalf of Abd al-Rahim who had been 
angered by Roche’s refusal to hand over al-
Qa’ida money to Mantiqi 4 and for taking 
direct orders from Hambali. In the mean-
time, the Internal Security Department 
of Singapore had alerted the Australian 
Security Intelligence Organization (ASIO) 
and the Australian Federal Police (AFP) 
to the existence of JI cells in Australia. 
Roche, too, had second thoughts when other 
Muslim converts he tried to recruit were 
critical of his terrorist plans. He was even-
tually arrested after the Bali bombings in 
October 2002, when he was charged with 
participating in a plan to destroy interna-
tionally protected persons and property. In 
June 2004, Roche was convicted and sen-
tenced to nine years in jail.

Having fought with the Taliban against the 
Northern Alliance, Jack Thomas returned to 
Australia in 2002 after the Taliban regime 
collapsed. Back home, Thomas was eventu-
ally arrested in November 2004 on charges 
of traveling on a false passport and receiv-
ing funds and a plane ticket from al-Qa’ida. 
Although he was found guilty at his February 
2006 trial, Thomas’s appeal was upheld in 
August the same year by the Victorian Court 
of Criminal Appeal, which remitted the mat-
ter to the Victorian Supreme Court for a 
retrial. In the meantime, Thomas became the 
first person to be issued with a control order 
under the 2005 Australian Anti-Terrorism 
Act. Control orders impose restrictions on 
the movements and contacts of persons who 
are alleged by the police to pose a security 
risk to the community. Thomas challenged 
the constitutionality of the control order 
legislation in the High Court, but in August 
2007, a majority of the High Court upheld 
the validity of the legislation. In October 
2008, a Supreme Court jury found Thomas 
guilty of possessing a falsified passport, but 
he was acquitted of the other charges.
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Another Australian jihadist who 
trained with Thomas in al-Qa’ida camps 
in Afghanistan (and earlier with the 
Pakistan-based terrorist group, Laskhar-
e-Tayyiba) was David Hicks. Like Thomas, 
Hicks fought with the Taliban against the 
Northern Alliance but also with al-Qa’ida 
forces against the United States and its 
allies in Afghanistan, where he was cap-
tured by the Americans in December 2001 
and incarcerated in Guantanamo Bay. At 
his arraignment before a military commis-
sion in March 2007, Hicks pleaded guilty 
to the charge of providing material support 
for terrorism and was sentenced to seven 
years imprisonment. All but nine months 
of his sentence were subsequently suspend-
ed for reasons that included the five years 
for which he had already been incarcer-
ated. In May 2007 Hicks was returned to 
Australia, where he was detained in Yatala 
Labour Prison to serve the remainder of 
his sentence.

Meanwhile, Mantiqi 4 had been rendered 
nonoperational when Abd al-Rahman Ayub 
returned to Indonesia in early 2002 (after 
having his application for refugee status 
rejected), followed by Abd al-Rahim soon 
after the October 2002 Bali bombings. The 
two brothers have maintained a low profile 
but remain persons of interest to Indonesian 
intelligence. Interestingly, in October 2006, 
Abd al-Rahim’s estranged, Australian-born 
sons, Muhammad and Abdallah Ayub, were 
arrested and later released in Yemen in 
relation to an alleged al-Qa’ida plot to 
smuggle small arms to Islamists in Somalia. 
According to their father, the boys are 
“eager to create a Muslim caliphate by any 
means,” an ideology that Abd al-Rahim now 
claims he has disavowed.

Although the history of JI’s active cell in 
Australia was a relatively short one, it high-
lights the effective collaboration between al-

Qa’ida’s core organization, its regional affili-
ates (in this case, JI) and their local recruits 
(including Roche and Thomas). According 
to the assessment of the Australian security 
services, small pockets of sympathy for JI’s 
ideology and Islamist platform remain among 
the Australian Muslim community, particu-
larly those from Southeast Asia. Intelligence 
analysts have also confirmed that JI mem-
bers across Southeast Asia remain “intent 
on carrying out their goal of toppling region-
al governments and establishing an Islamic 
caliphate stretching across Southeast Asia 
and into Australia,” and that there remain 
JI sympathizers or followers in Australia 
willing to provide money and other forms 
of support for those who actively pursue 
these goals. However, it is important to note 
that while the 2005–2006 annual report of 
Australia’s intelligence organization noted 
that “Australia continues to be a target for 
Jemaah Islamiyah activities,” the group 
was not mentioned in the 2006–2007 report, 
reflecting the fact that no JI-attributed ter-
rorist attack had occurred in Indonesia or 
elsewhere since 2005. The 2007-2008 ASIO 
report again identified JI as a “diminished” 
but “resilient” threat, having “not aban-
doned its violent Islamist goals.”

Lashkar-e-Toiba

Another transnational Islamist group that 
has supporters in Australia is the Pakistan-
based Lashkar-e-Toiba (LeT, The Army of 
the Pure), believed still to be led by Hafiz 
Muhammad Saeed, one of the organization’s 
original founders. LeT was established in 
1989, in opposition to the Soviet presence in 
Afghanistan. During its early years fighting 
there, the organization formed a close affili-
ation with al-Qa’ida, with which it shares 
a jihadi-Salafi ideology. Following the with-
drawal of the Soviets from Afghanistan, LeT 
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transferred its efforts in the early 1990s to 
the insurgency in Indian-held Kashmir, with 
the aim of liberating Muslims in Jammu and 
Kashmir and making the region an Islamic 
state by incorporating it into Pakistan.

From the local Kashmir conflict, LeT 
developed into an international terrorist 
organization, advocating action within and 
against countries with non-Islamic govern-
ments and maintaining links with jihadists 
in the Philippines, the Middle East, and 
Chechnya. As cited by Martin Chulov, its 
ideology espouses the belief that to be in 
“a near-perpetual state of war against non-
Islamic regimes was the best way to meet 
the obligations spelled out for Muslims in 
the Koran and to help realize the Islamic 
dream.” In its efforts to be “an emphatic 
promoter of militant jihad,” LeT has carried 
out attacks inside India, targeting Indian 
civilians, politicians, and the security forces, 
and has attacked police stations, airports, 
border outposts, and public transport. It 
also provides training camps for transna-
tional jihadists inside Pakistan. This latter 
role became particularly important follow-
ing the destruction of al-Qa’ida’s training 
facilities in Afghanistan in 2001.

It has been an offense in Australia since 
March 2002 to fund or resource the LeT, but 
in December 2003, the LeT was proscribed 
under the 2003 Criminal Code Amendment 
(Hamas and Lashkar-e-Tayyiba) Bill, thus 
making it an offense to also train with, 
recruit for, belong to, or otherwise support 
the LeT. This was on the grounds that the 
government had received advice that the 
organization had links inside Australia and 
therefore posed a threat to Australia and 
Australian interests. The advice had been 
provided by the French government follow-
ing its investigation into the activities of a 
French national and convert to Islam, Willie 
Brigitte (also known as Abderrahman), who 

had arrived in Australia in April 2003 with 
the alleged intention of supporting a LeT 
cell to carry out a terrorist attack. Brigitte 
had been under investigation in France for 
his involvement in a radical jihadi group in 
Paris with links to al-Qa’ida.

The cell that Brigitte had come to assist 
was headed by Fahim Khalid Lodhi, a 
Sydney architect who had emigrated from 
Pakistan in 1998. Lodhi had spent time at 
a LeT camp in Pakistan in 2001–2002 and 
upon his return to Australia, was “commit-
ted to jihad” with a “clear mission from the 
LeT commanders” to act upon his convic-
tions. He was instructed to “lay low” until 
another LeT operative was sent to assist 
him in the task. While waiting for Brigitte 
to arrive, Lodhi made one more trip to 
Pakistan and took with him a young medi-
cal student of Pakistani descent, Izhar ul-
Haque, whom he had hoped to recruit to his 
Sydney cell. According to Chulov, ul-Haque 
later reported that while in Lahore, Lodhi 
told him that jihad was a good thing, and 
that it “was wrong to live among infidels 
and not resist their ways. . . . The secular 
lifestyles of the West were an affront to 
Muslims around the world and a corrupting 
force for the society the prophet envisaged. 
He should join him as a Muslim Braveheart 
in a righteous fight.”

Brigitte was in Australia for six months 
before he was detained by Australian author-
ities, who had been contacted by France’s 
Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire 
(DST) and warned that Brigitte was “pos-
sibly dangerous.” Brigitte was deported 
in December 2003, after which Lodhi and 
ul-Haque were investigated by ASIO. The 
investigation led to the arrest of both men 
in April 2004 on terrorism-related offens-
es, including an alleged plan to blow up 
Sydney’s electricity grid as well as several 
defense sites. Lodhi was found to be in pos-
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session of numerous DVDs and CDs of jihadi 
doctrine and terrorism training, a “terror 
manual” with recipes for explosives and 
poisons, lists of chemical prices, maps of the 
national electricity grid, and aerial photos 
of three Sydney defense sites. Meanwhile, 
back in France, ABC TV reported that 
Brigitte had testified that while he was in 
Sydney, he had been involved in a LeT group 
formed around Lodhi, which “was preparing 
a large-scale terrorist act in Australia.”

In June 2006, Lodhi was found guilty of 
intending to “advance violent giant jihad” in 
Australia and the following month was sen-
tenced to a maximum term of 20 years, with 
a 15-year nonparole period. Lodhi became 
the first person to be convicted of planning 
a terrorist act on Australian soil under the 
antiterrorism laws enacted by the federal 
government in 2005. Ul-Haque stood trial 
in October 2007, but all charges against him 
were dropped the following month, when 
the judge determined that the ASIO officers 
involved in his case had acted unlawfully 
by intimidating and illegally detaining ul-
Haque during their investigation.

According to a 2005 report by the South 
Asia Analysis Group, the LeT is believed 
to have only a small following in Australia, 
primarily among the Pakistani Muslim com-
munity. Regardless of the group’s size, the 
events concerning Brigitte and Lohdi reveal 
that if a foreign terrorist is willing to travel 
to Australia to mount a terrorist attack, 
only a small number of local sympathizers 
are required in order to provide the essen-
tial support structure. The ease with which 
Brigitte assimilated into the Sydney “Islamic 
scene,” including marrying an Australian 
convert, further highlights the interlinked 
nature of the global and Australian Islamist 
networks. The organization at the center of 
the nexus is Shaykh Muhammad Omran’s 
Ahlus Sunnah wal Jamaah Association of 

Australia. Lodhi, ul-Haque, and Brigitte had 
all frequented the organization’s Sydney 
prayer room located on Haldon Street in 
Lakemba.

Ahlus Sunnah wal Jamaah 
Association of Australia

The Ahlus Sunnah wal Jamaah Association 
of Australia (ASWJA) was established in 
1985 by the Jordanian-born cleric, Shaykh 
Muhammad Omran, known by his follow-
ers as Abu Ayan. He had been sponsored to 
come to Australia by the Medina University 
in Saudi Arabia, from where he had gradu-
ated the previous year. Before finally set-
tling in Melbourne in July 2000, Omran 
lived and preached his Salafi brand of Islam 
in other capital cities, including Perth and 
Sydney, where he also established ASWJA 
prayer centers.

Ahlus Sunnah Wal Jemaah (ASWJ, 
Adherents of the Prophetic Tradition and 
the Community) is the generic term used to 
refer to the Sunni branch of Islam. However, 
those who adopt it as an organizational 
name, such as in Australia, Canada, and the 
United Kingdom, do so as adherents of the 
Salafi movement. According to a September 
2005 issue of ASWJA’s Mecca News, it 
claims to be a “call to the true and authentic 
Islam,” as passed down through the salaf 
al-salihin (pious companions), “not turning 
to anything else whether it be in matters of 
belief or matters of action which are subject 
to Islamic rulings.” Secular values are thus 
rejected, as are efforts to reform Shari’a “to 
make it compatible with so-called Western 
values.” In the words of one Salafi shaykh 
quoted in the same Mecca News, “a reinter-
preted Islam is no Islam”:

Reinterpretation of Islam . . . is a mis-
nomer for distorting the religion and 
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replacing it with something else that 
has the same name. . . . When we insist 
on keeping Islam in its pristine purity, 
and when we invite people to accept 
it as such, we are in fact conveying to 
them the message which will lead them 
to salvation . . . it is true that there is 
much in Islam which is not compatible 
with Western values. But who said that 
it is only those Western values that suit 
our modern times?

Thus ASWJA calls on Muslims to resist 
assimilation into Australian culture and 
promotes instead the extension of its Salafi 
interpretation of Islamic law to mainstream 
Australian society, including the view that 
women and men are inherently unequal in 
status, rights, and obligations. The organiza-
tion is supported in its efforts to propagate 
Salafi doctrine through what Omran has 
described as “an open flow of funds between 
Saudi Arabia and Australia.” In an August 
2004 report in The Australian, Omran is 
quoted as saying, “Years ago I could just 
write a letter to one of my friends in Saudi 
Arabia and the money would come easily.” 
In 1997, according to a Gulf News article, 
Omran’s associate, Shaykh Samir Mohtadi, 
also received significant funds from the 
United Arab Emirates to build a hall for the 
Muslim community in Melbourne; and as 
reported by The Age, in 2004 Saudi sources 
contributed to the $2.6 million raised by 
ASWJA to purchase a mosque in Belmore, 
Sydney.

“Offensive jihad” also plays a role in the 
ASWJA ideology. Over the years, articles 
calling Muslims to jihad have appeared on 
the Web site of the Islamic Information and 
Support Centre of Australia (IISCA), the 
Victorian branch of ASWJA. One example 
is “Jihad for Muhammad’s Sake,” which 
explained that

Jihad is an act of worship, it is one of 
the supreme forms of devotion to Allah. 
. . . Jihad is necessary not only for the 
spread of Islam, but in the way that 
Allah selects the best and the purest of 
heart among humanity. . . . They say 
that Jihad is only for defence. This lie 
must be exposed.

Omran spoke openly about armed jihad 
in the years before the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks. In more recent years he 
has made contradictory statements, assert-
ing, as reported in the September 2003 
edition of the Bulletin, that armed jihad 
would be “inappropriate” in Australia but 
also that “if someone has to do it, it has to 
be from outside.” Concerning Australian 
interests overseas, ASWJA’s Web site pre-
sents an unambiguous line: “Today we say 
to America and its Allies—You are not the 
first to have fought Islam. Actually there 
are many before you. However, what was 
the result? Allah destroyed everyone that 
stood against the path of Islam.” When 
asked on an SBS TV program if it is the 
duty of a good Muslim to fight for jihad in 
Iraq against Australian and other coalition 
forces, Omran replied: “I would say yes.”

Omran is well connected to overseas 
Islamist organizations and considers himself 
a longtime friend of a number of convicted 
al-Qa’ida terrorists, including Abu Qatada 
and Abu Dahdah. (In 2005, Abu Qatada 
was jailed for life in Spain for his role in 
the terrorist attacks perpetrated there in 
2003. Abu Dahdah is accused of being an 
international courier and go-between for 
al-Qa’ida, having met Muhammad Atta, the 
ringleader of the September 11 attacks.) In 
1994 Omran hosted a visit by Abu Qatada to 
Melbourne, providing him with a platform 
to preach at the Preston and Brunswick 
mosques. According to Chulov, during his 
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speeches Abu Qatada “spoke out against 
Arab governments for not being Islamic 
enough, for not adhering to pure Sharia 
law.” He stressed that it was the duty of 
all Muslims to ensure that they did not sit 
idly by in a secular country. “It was every 
Muslim’s destiny to rise up to defend his 
faith from non-believers.” As one listener 
recalled, “He was radicalized and politi-
cized. We had never heard this stuff before. 
His impact was enormous and that is where 
it all began.” Indeed, Abu Qatada’s 1994 
sermons have been given the “honor” of 
birthing “radical Islam” in Australia.

Following Abu Qatada’s visit, Omran, 
too, began to introduce a militant edge to 
his sermons in which, according to Chulov, 
he “legitimized jihad as a righteous way to 
safeguard the integrity of Islam whenever it 
was deemed to be under threat.” It was not 
long before he became “a lightning rod for 
the disaffected youths of mainstream Islam, 
who flocked to him seeking purpose in 
their lives.” Indeed, Omran has come to be 
regarded, in the words of Neighbour, as the 
mentor “of radical Islamists in Australia,” 
having attracted those who consider the 
teachings of Shaykh al-Hilali of Sydney and 
Shaykh Fehmi Naji al-Imam, the Imam of 
Melbourne’s Preston mosque, to be “too 
moderate.”

The Sydney branch of the ASWJA locat-
ed in the Haldon Street prayer room is 
led by the Lebanese-born Shaykh Abd 
al-Salam Muhammad Zoud. Sourcing his 
teaching on the works of Ibn Taymiyya 
and Abdallah Azzam, Zoud champions the 
need for an Islamic state where secular law 
is replaced by Shari’a law, and, if neces-
sary, violence is to be used to shake off the 
influences of a secular world and create a 
modern Islamic “utopia” in the model of 
Islam’s early days. He explained in a post 
on the IISCA’s Web site:

The Messenger of Allah said: “A group 
of my umma will continue to fight in 
truth, manifest till the last day. . . .” And 
so the caliphate will return once again 
by the will of Allah, and in accordance 
with the way of the prophet. Therefore 
it is incumbent upon all Muslims to 
strive with all that they have been given 
towards its revival. Fortunate is he, who 
works hard towards its establishment 
and believes in it. Brothers and sis-
ters in Islam—Sticking together as one 
nation is one of the requirements of the 
Islamic Sharia, and one of its obligatory 
requirements based on what Allah has 
said. . . . Indeed the Islamic Message has 
great objectives that include: Spreading 
Islam to all mankind; Making the reli-
gion of Islam prevail over and above all 
other religions; Jihad—in order for the 
name of Allah to be the highest, and 
so the words of the disbelievers are the 
lowest.

In his sermons and writings, Zoud takes 
a tough line against any diversion from the 
“pure” teachings of the Koran, condemning 
any Muslim who comes up with any ideas, 
words, or exercises of judgment that go 
against the consensus of the umma. Chulov 
explains that his followers are known to 
keep within a “tight-knit brotherhood,” 
with “little interest in moderate Islam, or 
other elements of [the wider] society, except 
those prepared to come to terms with their 
hardline ways of life.”

LeT operative Willie Brigitte also fre-
quented ASWJA’s Haldon Street prayer 
room when he was in Australia in 2003. 
Shaykh Zoud had presided over his mar-
riage to Australian convert Melanie Brown. 
Following Brigitte’s arrest in France on ter-
rorism charges, Zoud continued to proclaim 
his innocence, stating, according to a March 
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2004 article in the Sydney Morning Herald, 
“He’s not a terrorist in my eyes.” Zoud was 
identified by a French judge in the Brigitte 
case as “the chief recruiter for a terrorist 
network operating in Australia.”

Another ASWJA imam is Shaykh Feiz 
Muhammad, a founder of the Global Islamic 
Youth Center at Liverpool in Sydney’s 
southwest. A protégé of Omran, Feiz is 
also known for his fiery orations accusing 
Jews of global conspiracies, referring to 
the “so-called war on terrorism” as “noth-
ing but a war on Islam and the Muslims to 
ensure the Zionist—those pigs—the Zionist-
American domination in every corner of 
this earth.” In his sermon entitled “The 
Enemy’s Plot,” which is widely available on 
the Internet and quoted by Neighbour, Feiz 
warns Muslims not to take non-Muslims as 
friends or advisers

for they will spare no efforts to corrupt 
you. They desire to harm you severely. 
Hatred has appeared from their mouths. 
However, what their hearts conceal is 
far greater, far worse. . . . These people 
are evil, they are cunning, they work in 
a subtle way! . . . They [Christians and 
Jews] have poisoned you, induced in you 
poison, and this war, this type of attack 
takes place by means of school cur-
riculums, general education, TV, inter-
net, vaccinations, fashion, publications 
media, theories, philosophies. . . . The 
attack is within your very home, your 
very lifestyle, the way you walk, the 
way you sit, the way you eat, the way 
you drink, the way you live. Look and 
reflect! . . . When they succeed in this 
plot, what’s gonna happen? It’s gonna 
be easy for them to assault us—to bru-
tally shed our blood, to rape our children 
and women, to destroy our mosques! 
They are determined to wipe the name 

of Islam from the face of this earth. 
Brothers and sisters—what are you liv-
ing for? What are you doing here? . . . 
Go to Iraq today and see your brothers 
and sisters—see them, see what is hap-
pening there—it’s gonna happen to you 
one day! Don’t think because you’re in 
Australia, you’re comfortable. . . . [We] 
are too comfortable with cultivation. 
We’re too scared to go to jihad. What are 
you living for?

One of Feiz’s enthusiastic supporters was 
JI’s Jack Roche. Neighbour recounts that 
after listening to one of the shaykh’s ser-
mons in 1999, Roche told a friend that “at 
long last we’ve met someone who has some-
thing to say about Islam. You get sick of all 
the rhetoric, of listening to all the bullshit.” 
It was at this time that JI was recruiting for 
jihadists, and Roche had become convinced 
that “the greatest way to die was for jihad 
as you then become a martyr.” He told the 
same friend that “he had no problems in 
carrying out jihad against anyone, including 
Australians.”

The call to jihad by ASWJA’s shaykhs 
had resonance among other followers, such 
as the Egyptian-born immigrant Mamduh 
Habib, who traveled to Afghanistan in March 
2000 “to live an Islamic life in the Bin Ladin 
camp.” During this first trip, which lasted 
two months, Habib trained at an LeT camp. 
When he returned to Afghanistan in July 
2001, he is believed to have trained with al-
Qa’ida in a camp near Kabul. On his way back 
to Australia in the wake of the September 11 
terrorist attacks, Habib was arrested by the 
Pakistani police. He was sent first to Egypt 
and then to Guantanamo Bay, from where 
he was released in February 2005. Back in 
Australia, Habib remains a person of interest 
to the national security services.
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While Omran and Zoud have not been 
formally accused of planning or perpetrat-
ing terrorist actions within Australia, they 
have been accused of inciting hatred and 
separatism. The contents of the ASWJA’s 
Melbourne and Sydney bookshops provide 
testament to this. Most damning is Mustapha 
Kara-Ali, a young Muslim leader and mem-
ber of former Prime Minister Howard’s 
Muslim Community Reference Group, who 
is among those who have accused Shaykhs 
Omran and Zoud of propagating the same 
teachings as the former Taliban regime 
and Osama bin Ladin. As reported in The 
Australian in June 2006, Kara-Ali charged 
that “Omran’s conspiratorial pussyfooting 
over the issue of terrorism is producing 
more bin Ladins in the suburbs, and it’s 
turning more of Australia’s youth towards 
the path of destruction and terror.” He 
added that “Omran’s organisation has a 
‘hidden agenda’ to ‘further recruit’ more 
Australian Muslims and ‘disenfranchised 
youth’ into his radical sect.” A spokesman 
for the shaykh denied the claims.

However, Kara-Ali’s accusations seem to 
hold some weight when considering the 
list of Muslim Australians who have been 
arrested in the past few years on terrorism-
related charges and who at some point pre-
viously had been followers of, or associated 
in some way with, Omran’s ASWJA. These 
include Jack Roche, Jack Thomas, Bilal 
Khazal, Willie Brigitte, Saleh Jamal, Fahim 
Khalid Lodhi, Izhar ul-Haque, and most 
recently, the 22 men arrested and charged 
at the end of 2005 and early 2006 as part of 
Operation Pendennis.

Mindful of the number of yet unexplained 
connections that Shaykh Muhammad Omran 
has had with supporters and sympathizers 
of terrorism abroad and here in Australia, 
he and his increasing number of followers 
remain of interest to the Australian authori-

ties. This growing influence is evidenced 
by his organization’s increasing, Australia-
wide membership, which now has, accord-
ing to the organization’s Web site, seven 
centers across the country—four in Sydney 
(including the al-Azhar mosque in Belmore), 
the two largest mosques in Melbourne, and 
one in Perth. According to the ABC’s Four 
Corners, the ASWJA has taken over the 
mosque at Dee Why, once the home of the 
members of JI’s Mantiqi 4.

According to a June 2004 article in The  
Age, Omran boasts that he leads “the 
most influential Islamic organization in 
Australia,” with 12 nationalities represent-
ed on its council and “followers, believers, 
worldwide, not (just) Australia-wide.” He is 
referred to publicly as “the unofficial mufti 
in radical realms,” and his teachings receive 
popular support beyond the immediate circle 
of ASWJA members, evidenced by the signif-
icant number of participants who attend its 
annual “Da’wa Conference.” Omran, too, is 
a regular guest and speaker at “mainstream” 
Muslim community events and seminars 
held by Muslim university groups, while the 
ASWJA Web site is hosted on many other 
Australian Muslim community group Web 
sites and on the Islamic directories at vari-
ous Australian universities.

According to Mustapha Kara-Ali, there 
now exists within the Australian Muslim 
community “shades” of political Islamism—
he calls it Wahhabism—for which there 
are “circles of security and protection.” At 
the inner core of these concentric circles 
“are the Omrans of this world,” while at 
the “outermost rings” are the “deceived 
youth at university campuses or down the 
street. How wide are those rings, the out-
ermost rings? I think they encompass at 
least 30 percent of the community.” As 
Lapkin documents, university Muslim stu-
dent groups have indeed come to provide an 
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important platform for the propagation of 
Islamist teachings, influential among those 
considered to be the future leaders of the 
Australian Muslim community.

Islamic Youth Movement (IYM)

Perhaps the most notorious Australian 
Islamist group is the Sydney-based Islamic 
Youth Movement (IYM), founded and led by 
Lebanese immigrant Bilal Khazal. Group 
members considered Shaykh Omran to be 
their religious mentor and attended Shaykh 
Zoud’s Lakemba prayer room.

In 1995, Khazal and Omran co-founded 
IYM’s magazine (and accompanying Web 
site), Nida’ul Islam. Its stated purpose is 
“striving towards a section of the society 
which understands Islam to be its true 
reality, and which realizes that Jihad is the 
only path to establish the Islamic State, 
and which therefore acts accordingly” and 
to give “the youth generation the attention 
it requires, since it forms the fuel for the 
Islamic movement in general and the Jihad 
stream in specific.”

With articles such as “Sovereignty Is Only 
for Allah” and “Jihad Defined,” the maga-
zine has provided a forum for the teachings 
of radical clerics and jihadi ideologues such 
as Sayyid Qutb, Syed Abu Ala Mawdudi, 
and Abdallah Azzam and has run inter-
views with JI’s Sungkar and Ba’asyir, the 
“blind shaykh” Umar Abd al-Rahman, al-
Qa’ida’s Osama bin Ladin and Abu Qatada, 
Ansar al-Islam leader Fatih Krekar, and 
MILF leader Hashim Salamat. According to 
Neighbour, bin Ladin’s interview, obtained 
just after his 1996 “Declaration of Jihad,” 
expounded on the “necessity for armed 
struggle . . . in order to repel the greater 
Kufr (infidels)” and decreed that “terror-
izing the American occupiers is a religious 
and logical obligation.” In the February–

March 1997 issue, an article entitled “The 
True Understanding of Islam” argued the 
case that those who define “Islam” as hav-
ing been derived from the root word salam, 
which means peace, are what Sayyid Qutb 
calls “apologists”:

If we are indoctrinated with the concept 
that Islam means peace then what incli-
nation would we have to shed blood for 
its cause? If the very religion which we 
follow literally meant peace, how could 
we fight and kill its enemies to make it 
supreme? . . . There is only one way to 
make Allah’s word supreme and that is 
to fight his enemies to lower their words 
and raise His own. . . . May Allah bless 
and reward the Mujahidin and make us 
to be of them.

The publication also featured regular 
updates on battles and terror strikes around 
the Middle East, praise of the Taliban 
regime, articles for university students on 
how to develop an “Islamic state of mind” 
in order “to participate in the reconstruc-
tion of the Islamic State,” and advice for 
parents on how to deal with the “negative 
and destructive effects” of what children 
are “taught in the Kufr school and the base 
media.” Articles have also been submit-
ted by Australian Muslim leaders such as 
Keysar Trad, who provided an analysis of 
the “egoist nature of Western society.”

IYM first came to the attention of ASIO in 
the early 1990s, when it was discovered that 
some of the group’s members had trained in 
camps in Afghanistan. In 1993 in Lebanon, 
Khazal was convicted in absentia on terror-
ism charges; and in Spain, during the pros-
ecution against al-Qa’ida, he was identified 
as an acquaintance of Abu Dahdah and as a 
member of “the Islamic Youth Movement . . . 
their principal activity [being] recruitment 
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of Mujahadeen in Australia,” as reported 
by an October 2003 SBS Insight program. 
In Sydney, Khazal was stabbed and shot 
at in battles between rival Muslim groups, 
and according to a June 2003 Four Corners 
program, he was the main focus of the 
CIA’s 2002 report on al-Qa’ida’s presence 
in Australia. In 2004 Khazal was arrested 
by Australian authorities for compiling a 
terrorist instruction manual and posting 
it on the Internet. The text was entitled 
“Provision in the Rules of Jihad—Short 
Wise Rules and Organisational Structures 
That Concern Every Fighter and Mujahid 
Fighting Against the Infidels” and included 
sections on attaining martyrdom and the 
reasons and targets for assassination and 
stages in the process.

Nida’ul Islam ran articles protesting 
Khazal’s innocence, but in 2006, a New 
South Wales Supreme Court judge deemed 
certain documents relating to the case to be 
so “significant in terms of national security 
sensitivity” that Khazal’s legal team were 
denied access. Based on the materials seen 
by the judge, The Australian reported that 
he stated that it “is all too easy to dismiss 
the risk of a terrorist attack in Australia as 
unlikely. The reality is that, in the present 
political and ideological climate, Australia 
may face real prospects of being subject to 
a serious terrorist attack or attacks within 
the confines of its shores.”

Eleven months earlier, the New South 
Wales and Victorian police arrested 19 men 
who they believed were planning such an 
attack. The group’s leader, Abdul Nacer 
Benbrika, had been a former teacher at 
Omran’s Brunswick mosque and had been 
in the audience in 1994 to hear Abu Qatada 
give his fiery sermons calling Australian 
Muslims to jihad. Members of the Sydney 
cell prayed at the ASWJA Haldon Street 
prayer room of Shaykh Zoud.

The Abdul Nacer Benbrika Cells

The Algerian-born Benbrika had first 
come to public attention in Australia when 
he declared in an August 2005 television 
interview with The 7.30 Report that Islam 
“doesn’t tolerate other religion. It doesn’t 
tolerate. The only one law which needs to 
spread—it can be here or anywhere else—
has to be Islam.” Concerning Osama bin 
Ladin, Benbrika declared: “He is a great 
man. Osama bin Ladin was a great man 
before September 11, which they said he did 
it, until now nobody knows who did it.” He 
went on to defend Muslims fighting against 
coalition forces in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
stating that “according to my religion, jihad 
is a part of my religion and what you have 
to understand is that anyone who fights for 
the sake of Allah, when he dies, the first 
drop of blood that comes from him out all 
his sin will be forgiven.” The following 
day, Ameer Ali, the then president of the 
Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, 
put out a press release, posted on the orga-
nization’s Web site, condemning Benbrika’s 
comments, saying that such extremist views 
were against the teachings of Islam and call-
ing on the media to not provide him with 
the publicity he was seeking.

By this time, Benbrika was already a sub-
ject of “concern” to ASIO. Months of sur-
veillance that had begun in 2004 had identi-
fied him as the leader of a radical Islamic 
group that had cells in both Melbourne 
and Sydney, members of which had trav-
eled to Pakistan and Afghanistan in 2001, 
training with al-Qa’ida and the LeT. Back 
in Australia, the group had participated in 
Islamist training camps run by the IYM and 
JI’s Asman Hashim. Sydney cell members 
Khalid Sharrouf and Abd al-Rakib Hasan 
had also provided support for LeT operative 
Willie Brigitte during the time he spent in 
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Australia in 2003, allegedly planning a ter-
rorist attack.

According to a November 2005 report in 
The Australian, Benbrika’s Melbourne cell 
members were

hardened street boys armed with 
attitude and the Koran, who saw in 
Benbrika a father figure and a way to 
reclaim their lost souls. His group was 
small but tight-knit and [had] spread its 
tentacles into Sydney where Benbrika’s 
radical name preceded him and gained 
him more followers.

Before their arrests in November 2005, 
the Melbourne and Sydney cell members 
had been under surveillance for 16 months, 
in an operation code-named “Operation 
Pendennis.” In their recorded conversations, 
group members discussed their intention to 
conduct a terrorist attack against major 
landmarks in both cities, including the 
Stock Exchange and Flinders Street Station 
in Melbourne, while one group member, 
Abdallah Mehri, expressed his willingness 
to become a “suicide bomber.” They were 
recorded discussing bomb making, includ-
ing the acquisition of the necessary chemi-
cals as well as firearms.

When members of the group began to pur-
chase significant quantities of solvent and 
bleach, key ingredients in bomb making, 
the police decided to move. The November 
8, 2005, raid on the homes of Benbrika and 
three of his followers uncovered hundreds 
of liters of chemicals, laboratory equipment, 
165 detonators, 132 digital timers, batteries, 
firearms, and ammunition. Nine men were 
arrested in Melbourne and eight in Sydney. 
Two days later, another Melbourne man 
was arrested; on December 22, 2005, anoth-
er Sydney man was arrested; and three 
more Melbourne men on March 31, 2006, 

were caught, bringing the total arrested 
as a part of Operation Pendennis to 22. All 
were charged with terrorism offenses, while 
Benbrika was also charged with directing the 
activities of a terrorist organization. Two of 
the Melbourne men were also charged with 
supporting al-Qa’ida in its efforts to carry 
out a terrorist operation. The trials began 
in February 2008. 

Three months before Benbrika’s arrest, 
when asked by a reporter on The 7.30 
Report if he represented any kind of threat 
to Australia, he replied, “I am not involved 
in anything here. I am teaching my broth-
ers here the Koran and the Sunna, and I am 
trying my best to keep myself, my family, my 
kids and the Muslims close to this religion.” 
Yet despite Benbrika’s claim, the evidence 
presented at trial revealed that Operation 
Pendennis had foiled his group’s plan to 
carry out terrorist attacks on targets within 
Australia. In September 2008, a jury found 
Benbrika guilty of intentionally directing 
the activities of a terrorist organization and 
of being a member of a terrorist organiza-
tion. Six of his followers were found guilty 
of belonging to a terrorist organization 
plotting to wage “violent jihad.” Four other 
followers of Benbrika were found to be not 
guilty of all charges. The jury was not able 
to reach a verdict on charges against one of 
the men, requiring his retrial. In February 
2009, Benbrika was sentenced to 15 years 
jail with a nonparole period of 12 years. His 
six followers received minimum jail terms of 
between 4½ and 7½ years. 

Federation of Australian Muslim 
Students and Youth

The Federation of Australian Muslim 
Students and Youth (FAMSY) is an umbrella 
organization for Muslim youth associations 
with branches throughout most states of 
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Australia. Its Web site reports that FAMSY 
was established in 1978 to provide a support 
structure for students and youth Australia-
wide. (Other sites give 1968 as the orga-
nization’s starting date. The organization 
operated under different names until 1991, 
when FAMSY was adopted.) According to 
one FAMSY Web site iteration, its aims are 
to “provide educational programs for mem-
bers and supporters based on the correct 
understanding of the Quran and Sunna and 
to culture them, using a structured Tarbiyya 
Program, to accept Islam as a complete way 
of life including but not limited to strong 
moral and ethical values.” An earlier Web 
site had added that

FAMSY seeks to remind the Muslim 
people (umma) of their position, duties, 
and responsibilities as the representa-
tives of Islam to the world. This in 
turn necessitates that Muslims orga-
nize themselves into an organized group 
(jammaa) whose final objective is the 
establishment of Islam in all parts of 
the world.

While FAMSY does not identify its agenda 
to be that of political Islam, its credentials 
are evident from its close affiliation with the 
World Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY), 
which established an Australia and South 
Pacific branch in 2002, receiving $170,000 
from the head office in Saudi Arabia to 
sponsor “camps and activities for young 
Muslims, religious classes, buying books 
and for sponsoring Muslim-related projects 
across the country,” as reported in The 
Australian in August 2004. WAMY is an arm 
of the Saudi government’s Muslim World 
League (MWL), an organization established 
with the aim of propagating Wahhabi Islam 
around the world. (The WML has been 
named on a number of occasions in relation 

to one of its charities, the Islamic Relief 
Organization, which has been accused by 
the U.S. Department of Treasury of sponsor-
ing terrorism.)

WAMY sponsors FAMSY’s Lakemba book-
store, which offers a wide range of English 
Islamic books while its Web site also pro-
motes Salafi literature, such as programs by 
the Council on American-Islamic Relations 
(CAIR), an organization that likewise enjoys 
Saudi Wahhabi patronage.

Through its camps, seminars, and annu-
al conferences, FAMSY propagates the 
teachings of Salafi scholars generally and 
the Muslim Brotherhood in particular, 
the motto of the latter being: “Allah is 
our goal; the Messenger is our model; 
the Koran is our constitution; jihad is 
our means; and martyrdom in the way of 
Allah is our aspiration.” Its international 
speakers have included CAIR’s executive 
director, Nihad Awwad, and Abd al-Rahim 
Ghouse, reported to have had business 
dealings with Shaykh Yassin al-Qadi, an 
alleged al-Qa’ida financier. Members of 
the Muslim Brotherhood who have come 
to Australia to speak at FAMSY functions 
include Kamal Hilwabi, a former senior 
member of the Egyptian branch of the 
Brotherhood; Ahmad Elkadi, founder of 
the Brotherhood in the United States; 
Tariq al-Suwaydan, a leading member of 
the Kuwaiti branch; and Anas al-Tikriti, 
former president of the Muslim Association 
of Britain (MAB), which has associations 
with the Muslim Brotherhood, and the son 
of Usama al-Tikriti, the leader of the Iraqi 
branch of the Brotherhood.

Another organization that has increasing 
support on university campuses and beyond 
is Hizb al-Tahrir. While this organization 
is banned in nearly every Arab country, 
Germany, and Russia, it has not been pro-
scribed in Australia.
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Hizb al-Tahrir

Hizb al-Tahrir (HT, Liberation Party) is 
an international movement founded in 
Jerusalem in 1953 by the Palestinian Islamist 
Taqi al-Din al-Nabhani. Today it has follow-
ers across the Middle East, Western Europe, 
Central Asia, and Southeast Asia, with 
branches in some 40 countries, and politi-
cal party representation in many of these, 
including Lebanon and Yemen. However, in 
other Arab states and throughout Europe, 
HT has been accused of violent activities, 
including terrorism, and has thus been pro-
scribed.

As Fealy explains, central to HT’s ideol-
ogy is the revival of the Islamic caliphate as 
the blueprint for reshaping Muslim society 
and the state. “The group argues that few 
Muslims currently live as God commanded 
because they’re dominated politically, cul-
turally, and economically by non-believers. 
Only under a caliphate can Muslims be free 
of subjugation and live as God prescribed.” 
Thus HT’s Web site declares its ambition to 
install the Islamic way of life and convey the 
Islamic da’wa to the world, that it is dedi-
cated to bringing “back the Islamic guid-
ance for mankind and to lead the Umma 
into a struggle with Kufr, its systems and 
its thoughts so that Islam encapsulates the 
world.” As reported by The Guardian in 
1994, HT’s ideology condemns democracy as 
“deceptive, dangerous and unworkable. The 
party considers it is haram [forbidden] to 
establish or participate in parties which call 
for capitalism, socialism, secularism, nation-
alism or any religion other than Islam.”

As for the role of jihad in the ideology of 
HT, Jalaluddin Patel, former head of HT in 
Britain explained it as follows:

We say that the work required for estab-
lishing the Khilafah state does not 

involve in any of its stages the concept of 
material struggle or Jihad. . . . However 
there is a difference between establish-
ing a Khilafah state and defending one’s 
land. It is the duty of Muslims to defend 
their lands from invasion. . . . Therefore 
the defensive Jihad requires no author-
ity to sanction it. . . . [Whereas] in an 
offensive situation, where there is an 
Islamic state that possesses the appro-
priate political and military capabilities, 
it is the only authority that can sanction 
and undertake offensive Jihad.

HT branches are directed globally by a 
qiyada (central leadership), headed by the 
Jordanian Ata Abu Rishta. This leadership 
sets the international agenda and strategy, 
which is in turn interpreted and implement-
ed by the regional branches.

The Australian branch of HT—Hizb al-
Tahrir Australia (HTA)—has its headquar-
ters in Sydney. Its membership, which is 
believed to number some 200, is led by 
Wassim Doureihi, who is assisted in the 
task by his brothers, Ashraf and Soadad. 
Information about HTA is provided via 
its Web site, pamphlets, and public lec-
tures. It also holds weekly meetings for 
members only, during which they discuss, 
as one journalist put it, “how to unite all 
Muslims under a giant pan-Islamic state, 
or caliphate, under strict Sharia law.” In 
an address cited by The 7.30 Report con-
cerning the objectives of HTA, Soadad 
Doureihi explained: “We must ensure that 
the acceptable—the ‘acceptable’ Western—
version of Islam does not prevail and it is 
not carried by our Muslims, our scholars, 
our community leaders.”

Consistent with the international plat-
form of HT, Australian branch members 
preach nonassimilation and the rejection 
of the values of the kufr generally and 



  A u s t r A l I A  1 2 9

Australian values in particular. “The push-
ing to integration,” Wassim Doureihi told 
an audience in April 2006, “is to get us to 
think and believe and feel in a certain way 
that Islam will not condone.” Soadad clari-
fied his brother’s point, cited by the Sydney 
Morning Herald:

[We] must be aware of the plot of the 
kafir, the plot of the Western society to 
enforce on [us] a palatable Islam. . . . 
Secularism is a clear assault on the fun-
damental belief of a Muslim. Democracy 
is a clear assault on the fundamental 
belief of a Muslim also . . . Islam can 
never coexist one under the other or 
one within the other. When the [Islamic] 
state is established, when people can see 
the mercy of Islam, they will embrace 
Islam in droves.

Not surprisingly, HTA has taken a firm 
position in response to statements made by 
Australian government officials concern-
ing the need for all members of Australian 
society, Muslims included, to embrace core 
Australian values—democracy, secularism, 
the rule of law, and loyalty to Australia 
being among them. Indeed, the 2005 speech 
by Peter Costello noted at the outset of this 
chapter has been used in subsequent HTA 
presentations to condemn the “Western 
creed” and to promote instead Islamic val-
ues considered to be incompatible with the 
values Costello had articulated. In a 2006 
presentation entitled “The Values Debate: 
Should Muslims Subscribe to Australian 
Values?” one of the speakers proclaimed 
that when Muslims look to Islam, its values 
and its sources:

We find major issues with values like 
democracy and an over-riding com-
mitment to a nation-state . . . Islam 

rejects secularism and its organization 
of human life on earth goes beyond mere 
moral advice and included principles and 
systems of social organization, econom-
ics, politics and judicial review, amongst 
others. . . . The problems with [giving 
primacy to civil laws and the priority 
to universal human rights] from the 
Islamic perspective is clear, the secular 
value relegates Allah to the margins 
of public life and places human beings 
above him. This, to put it bluntly, is as 
blasphemous as it gets. . . . The rule, 
command, sovereignty is for Allah, he 
commands that we worship none but 
him. Democracy places sovereignty or 
the right to legislate with the people as 
a whole, this is its essence. . . . In Islam, 
we need to be very clear that sovereign-
ty belongs to Allah alone. This, then, is 
the Islamic methodology of dealing with 
our matters and our affairs, public or 
private. . . . That is all we have to say 
in regards to secularism and democracy. 
As for an overriding loyalty to Australia 
then we have no more to say than that 
the overriding commitment of a Muslim 
is Allah and Allah alone.

The speaker concluded by reinforcing 
one of the key principles that lay at the 
heart of political Islam: “The Islamic ways 
and values stand head and shoulders above 
Western values and way of life. Thus, we 
have seen that Western values are not wor-
thy of human subscription. Whether we look 
at the ideological foundations, their systems 
or their practical texts they have nothing to 
compare with the pristine values of Islam.”

Thus HTA’s message for Australian 
Muslims, living in a non-Muslim majority 
country, is the need to defend against what 
a second speaker referred to as a “forced 
conversion”:
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If as a Muslim we aspire to lead human-
ity in a specific direction based upon 
Islam, lifting mankind from the dust 
of oppression by Islam, how can we 
achieve this objective if we establish 
our platform on something other than 
Islam. The adoption of Australian val-
ues undermines in the strongest pos-
sible way the cause of Islam and the 
Muslims. How can you feel for the 
plight of Muslims if your loyalty is to 
Australia? . . . How can you support the 
work to implement the Sharia in Islamic 
lands if you believe in secularism? How 
can you work to establish the caliphate if 
your cause is democracy? The adoption 
of Australian values is clearly a direct 
assault on your Islam. . . . Brothers and 
sisters of Islam, it is time to reclaim our 
rightful place on this earth. Further and 
future generations will judge us on the 
choices we make today. We would not be 
Muslims today if our forefathers chose 
to compromise their Islam yesterday, 
so do not compromise your Islam today. 
So what is the best course for Muslims 
living in Australia? It is to loudly reject 
these values and hold tightly onto your 
religion so that you may pass it on to the 
rest of Australian society.

HTA is not aligned with any other orga-
nizations in the Australian Muslim commu-
nity and is described by some mainstream 
Muslim leaders as a “provocative fringe 
group.” On occasion, the group has been 
warned to stop distributing its recruitment 
literature near local mosques, literature 
that openly espouses strict Shari’a law, 
including amputation of hands for theft as 
well as capital punishment. However, HTA 
representatives have on occasion shared the 
speakers’ platform at mainstream Muslim 
community functions and are popular on 

university campuses, where they are hosted 
by Muslim student groups. Indeed, it is 
primarily among university students and 
graduates that HTA has found most of its 
recruits. This has led one Muslim commen-
tator, Irfan Yusuf, to surmise that for many 
young Muslims, “HT is a temporary pit-stop 
on their way to more refined and sophisti-
cated Islamic thinking.”

HTA came under the scrutiny of Australian 
security services following the London 
bombings in 2005, but the government 
has remained satisfied that the Australian 
group has not “planned, assisted in, or fos-
tered any violent acts which are the current 
legislation tests under the criminal code for 
proscription.” In the wake of the Operation 
Pendennis arrests, ASIO has stated that 
it continues to monitor the activities and 
literature of HTA while other government 
officials have noted that the group remains 
“of concern,” as elements of the organiza-
tion have called for attacks against U.S.-
coalition (including Australian) forces in 
Afghanistan and Iraq.

The Future of Political Islam in 
Australia

As yet there has been no poll conducted 
among the Muslim communities in Australia 
to determine the extent to which politi-
cal Islam views are supported. However, 
it would appear from the broad range of 
sources surveyed here that Muslims who 
profess to strive in an organized way, either 
socially or politically, for the universaliza-
tion of Islam and Shari’a law, while not sig-
nificant in numbers, do have a sympathetic 
community base that reaches beyond “a tiny 
fraction of practicing Muslims in Australia,” 
as is claimed by official Muslim spokes-
people and academics. Salafi Islam, in par-
ticular, is propagated on a regular basis in 
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mosques and prayer halls, and on university 
campuses around the country. The import 
of Saudi ideology and money has thus far 
proved successful in providing Australian 
Islamists with both the financial means and 
the “critical mass” of followers to produce 
recruits to engage effectively in this steadily 
growing global phenomenon.

While those who profess the legitimacy 
of violence as a tool for propagating their 
values might be relatively small in number, 
the arrest and, in some cases, conviction 
of Islamists in Australia for plotting ter-
rorist acts has shown that the threat of 
jihadi-Salafism to Australia’s national secu-
rity is a very real one. The collaboration 
between local Islamist groups and global 
jihadi networks has served to strengthen 
the jihadi supporter network that took root 
in Australia in the mid-1990s.
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A range of Islamist forces exists in Indonesia, 
from those successfully working within 
democracy to violent radical groups that 
remain powerful but so far largely unsuc-
cessful in political terms.

Organizations competing for the alle-
giance of the country’s 210 million Muslims 
include violent Islamist militias such as the 
Defenders of Islam Front (Front Pembela 
Islam, FPI) and, until its disbanding in 
October 2002, Laskar Jihad; underground 
jihadi networks such as Darul Islam and 
Jemaah Islamiyah (JI); and semiunder-
ground social movements such as Hizb al-
Tahrir.

There have always been groups that 
strive to see Indonesia become an Islamic 
state. Suppressed throughout the 1960s 
and 1970s, radical Islamism found new 
impetus in the wake of Iran’s 1979 revo-
lution. Although the works of Iran’s Ali 
Shariati were translated and read widely, 
these groups were typically modeled on the 
Salafi activism of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
with some Saudi Wahhabi influence, rather 
than on the Iranian experience.

Nevertheless, while these groups retain 
the power to disrupt and distract and have 
a social base more extensive than is gener-
ally acknowledged, prospects of achieving 

a Sunni, Southeast Asian version of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran are so utterly 
remote as to not be worth serious consid-
eration.

Radical Versus Moderate 
Islamism

Radical Islamists in Indonesia today do not 
face the convenient foil of an authoritarian 
secular regime against which to rally the 
support of a frustrated society, nor do they 
have a vast network of ulama (religious 
clerics) and mosque communities prepared 
to support revolution. Of special impor-
tance is that in Indonesia such ideology has 
always had to compete for support with a 
democratic Islamic alternative that has an 
equal claim on Islamic legitimacy. There is 
thus a struggle by these two sides to win 
over the majority.

A significant minority of tradition-
alist Muslims associated with the mass-
based Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) have sup-
ported political parties such as the Partai 
Persatuan Pembangunan (PPP, the United 
Development Party) and Partai Bintang 
Reformasi (PBR, the Reform Star Party) 
that have a moderate Islamist platform.

The moderate Islamism of these parties is 

Indonesia
Greg Barton
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a product of the social conservatism in much 
of Indonesian society but is particularly 
prevalent among the largely rural members 
of the NU. Whereas radical Islamists aspire 
to see society radically transformed, moder-
ate Islamic forces are concerned with con-
serving a role for Islam in public life.

From its formation as an amalgam of sev-
eral Islamic parties in 1973 by the Suharto 
regime through to the collapse of that 
regime in May 1998, the PPP was directed 
to function as an Islamic party but forbid-
den from using Islamic imagery or promot-
ing Islamist ideas. The Suharto regime had 
earlier moved to block new incarnations of 
the Sukarno-era modernist Masyumi party, 
banned by Sukarno in 1960 because of its 
association with regional rebellions, fearing 
the Islamist ambitions of its key leaders. As 
Robert W. Hefner explains, after the 1971 
elections, the regime disbanded Indonesia’s 
nine opposition parties, including the NU, 
and replaced them with one Islamic party, 
the PPP, and one secular nationalist party, 
Partai Demokrasi Indonesia (PDI, the 
Indonesian Democracy Party). It is hardly 
surprising then that in the post-Suharto 
period, the PPP has relished the freedom 
to adopt, even if only nominally, an Islamist 
platform and to use Islamic symbols.

In the 1999 elections, the PPP achieved 
10.7 percent of the national parliamentary 
vote. In the 2004 elections, this dropped 
to 8.2 percent, but the PBR, which had 
recently splintered from the PPP, achieved 
2.4 percent, suggesting that total support 
for this stream of moderate Islamist politics 
was stable. As can be seen in Table 1, the 
total support for radical Islamist parties in 
these two elections was of a similar level 
with the Partai Keadilan Sejahtera (PKS, 
the Prosperous Justice Party), a direct suc-
cessor to the Partai Keadilan (PK, the 
Justice Party), and the Partai Bulan Bintan 

(PBB, the Crescent Moon and Star Party), 
respectively attracting 7.3 percent and 2.6 
percent of the vote in the 2004 elections. 
In the same election, the two large Islamic 
mass-based parties with explicitly non-Isla-
mist platforms—the traditionalist-orientat-
ed Partai Kebangkitan Bangsa (PKB, the 
National Awakening Party) and the mod-
ernist-orientated Partai Amanat Nasional 
(PAN)—achieved 10.6 percent and 6.4 per-
cent respectively of the national vote.

In 1999 the two large nonreligious par-
ties, often referred to as secular-national-
ist parties, Golkar and Partai Demokrasi 
Indonesia Perjuangan (PDIP, the Indonesian 
Democracy Party of the Struggle, a suc-
cessor to PDI), achieved 56.1 percent of 
the total national vote. In 2004 the (now 
four) large secular nationalist parties 
achieved 49.7 percent. This included the 
new Democratic Party (Partai Demokrat, 
PD) of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, who 
replaced Megawati Sukarnoputri as presi-
dent. In 2004 PD and a plethora of small 
parties gained the support of voters who 
turned away from Megawati’s PDIP. The 
non-Islamist Islamic parties (PKB and PAN) 
gained 19.7 percent of the national vote in 
1999 and 17.0 percent in 2004, whereas the 
Islamist parties achieved 18.0 percent and 
20.9 percent. The remaining vote went to 
the numerous small, non-Islamic (including 
several Christian) parties contesting the 
elections. This means that the total vote for 
all Islamic parties was 37.7 percent in 1999 
and 38.7 percent in 2004. These more recent 
figures match the figures for the 1955 elec-
tions surprisingly closely.

The 1955 election was the only one 
conducted during the reign of President 
Sukarno (1949–65). As can be seen in Table 
2, four large parties attracted almost 80 per-
cent of the total vote, split almost equally 
between two large nonreligious parties and 
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two large Islamic parties (38.7 percent and 
39.3 percent respectively). Partai Komunis 
Indonesia (PKI, the Communist Party of 
Indonesia) and Partai Nasionalis Indonesia 
(PNI, the Nationalist Party of Indonesia) 
received 16.4 percent and 22.3 percent 
respectively, with the NU and Masyumi 
receiving 18.4 percent and 20.9 percent of 
the total national vote.

What these figures suggest is that despite 
a 44-year hiatus between free and fair elec-
tions in 1955 and 1999 and the enormous 
social and political changes over the life of 
this young nation, voting patterns scarcely 
changed at all when it came to choosing 
between Islamic and non-Islamic parties. 
What is not clear is whether the electoral 
appeal of Islamism has changed significant-
ly. Whereas the Islamist/non-Islamist split 
in the Islamic party vote is clear in the 1999 
and 2004 results, the proportion of 1955 
voters for the NU and Masyumi who sup-
ported Islamism is unknown. At the time of 
these elections, the NU and Masyumi both 
had what would now be called pro- and anti-
Islamist factions, but these were not clear-
ly defined. Cultural and religious factors, 
together with key leaders’ positions, suggest 
that support for radical Islamism was much 
stronger in Masyumi than it was in the NU, 
but there is no way to quantify this.

With around one in five Indonesian vot-
ers supporting Islamist parties in the free 
and fair elections held before and after the 
period of the Suharto regime, Islamism can 
be said to have enjoyed greater success in 
Indonesia than in most other open democra-
cies in the Muslim world.

Islamic Modernism

It is impossible to understand both the 
enduring appeal of Islamism in Indonesia 
and its limits without first understanding 

the history of Islamic modernism. This is 
because virtually all radical Islamist groups 
and leaders in Indonesia have arisen out of 
modernist organizations or have in some 
other way been directly shaped by modern-
ism. This is true also for radical Islamist 
political parties such as the PKS and PBB.

The Islamic modernist movement associ-
ated in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries with the Egyptian scholar 
Muhammad Abduh had enormous influence 
on the development of Islamic thought and 
social movements in Indonesia. Indeed, the 
Islamic modernist movement has been more 
influential there than in virtually any other 
country.

It seems likely that Islamic modern-
ism came to Indonesia through two chan-
nels: students who had been at Al-Azhar 
University in Cairo, where Abduh (1849–
1905) was teaching; and others studying in 
Mecca and Medina influenced by Abduh’s 
disciple, Rashid Rida (1865–1935). After 
Abduh’s death in 1905, Rida, via his maga-
zine al-Manar (The Lighthouse, published 
1898–1935), was a very strong source of 
influence on the development of modernist 
thought in Indonesia. Over the next cen-
tury, Islamic modernism in Indonesia was 
caught between two poles: the progressive 
religious thought of Abduh and the politi-
cally orientated thought of Rida. As they 
were published, the writings of Pakistan’s 
Mawdudi joined Rida’s essays in shaping 
thinking about an Islamic state and a dis-
tinctly Islamic approach to modernity in 
Indonesia.

Islamic modernism first established itself 
within the newly emerging urban white-
collar and petit bourgeois communities 
of Javanese cities such as Yogyakarta. It 
was there that in 1912 the Islamic scholar 
Ahmad Dahlan (1868–1923) founded the 
Muhammadiyah, a new mass-based Islamic 
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Table 2

Performance of Major Parties in the 1955 Elections Compared with Their Successor Parties in the  
1999 and 2004 Elections

1955 1999 2004

Party Results (%) Party Results (%) Party Results (%)

NU traditionalist 18.4 PKB 12.6 PKB 10.6
PPP 10.7 PPP 8.2

PBR 2.4
Masyumi 
Modernist 20.9 PAN 7.1 PAN 6.4

PK 1.4 PKS 7.3
PBB 1.9 PBB 2.6

PNI nationalist 22.3 PDIP 33.8 PDIP 18.5
Golkar 22.5 Golkar 21.6

PD 7.5
PKI Communist 16.4 — — — —

organization committed to philanthropy 
and reform of Islamic thought and society. 
However, few of the businessmen and clerks 
who made up the rapidly swelling ranks of 
the Muhammadiyah had either the intel-
lectual training or inclination to build on 
the foundation laid by Abduh. Instead, they 
focused on practical projects such as build-
ing a network of modern “secular” schools, 
orphanages, health clinics, and hospitals. 
The major theological innovation was to 
turn away from the many traditional prac-
tices that sought to bridge the worlds of the 
living and the dead while at the same time 
stressing a common-sense rationality that 
embraced modernity, modern education, 
and urban culture.

A small number of Javanese ulama joined 
their colleague in the Muhammadiyah’s 
modernist project. Most, however, did not. 
They were caught between admiration 
for the rapid and fruitful growth of the 
Muhammadiyah as a modern organization 
clearly achieving an immense amount of 
practical good and the concern that the 
Muhammadiyah’s reform project would 
threaten the pesantren (residential madra-
sa) that formed the base of their social 

networks. It was not so much that they 
disagreed with the idea of modernizing per 
se but rather that they were concerned that 
the Muhammadiyah’s opposition to “non-
Islamic superstition” involved the rejection 
of even the most orthodox approaches to 
tasawwuf, or Sufism.

At the same time, they were appalled by 
the modernists’ lack of regard for not just 
tasawwuf but classical Islamic scholarship in 
general. In 1926 a group of prominent ulama 
drew on their informal social networks link-
ing individual ulama and their pesantren 
communities to launch a mass-based Islamic 
organization called Nahdlatul Ulama, the 
awakening of the ulama. Nahdlatul Ulama, 
or NU as it is typically known, followed cer-
tain aspects of the Muhammadiyah while at 
the same time consolidating and strength-
ening the pesantren networks to ensure a 
long-term future for the pesantren and for 
classical Islamic scholarship in Indonesia.

The Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul 
Ulama have succeeded in becoming two of 
the largest religious organizations in the 
Muslim world. Today, it is estimated they 
have somewhere between 30 and 40 million 
supporters respectively. In the first decades 
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of the century, traditionalists outnumbered 
modernists by a much greater extent than 
these numbers suggest. It is a measure of 
the Muhammadiyah’s success in modern 
schooling and urban social networks that its 
membership came to rival that of the NU’s 
populous rural base.

The Muhammadiyah is not, however, the 
only modernist organization in Indonesia. 
In 1915, three years after the formation 
of the Muhammadiyah, the Sudan-born 
scholar Ahmad Surkati established Jam’iyat 
al-Islah wal-Irshad (the Community for 
Reform and Guidance), better known simply 
as al-Irshad. Whereas the Muhammadiyah 
began as, and has remained, an essentially 
moderate movement seeking to balance 
modernism’s Salafi reformism with Abduh’s 
“neo-Mu’tazilis” rationalism, al-Irshad was 
from the outset a much more reactionary 
organization. Al-Irshad’s membership was 
substantially rooted in Java’s predominant-
ly Hadrami ethnic Arab community. This 
gave it a solid foundation but also limited 
its growth and influence. Nevertheless, al-
Irshad’s madrasas in Jakarta, Surabaya, 
Surakarta/Solo, Tegal, and Malang exer-
cised significant influence in Salafi pan-
Islamist—later radical Islamist—circles.

Al-Irshad was joined eight years later, 
in 1923, by Persis (Persatuan Islam, the 
Islamic Union), another Salafi organization 
that grew to exert an influence out of all 
proportion to its modest membership base. 
The leader (although not the founder) of 
Persis was A. Hasan, an ethnic Tamil alim 
born in Singapore. Hasan established the 
influential conservative madrasa Pesantren 
Persis in Bangil, East Java, where future 
Laskar Jihad leader Ja’far Umar Talib 
spent two years as a student, according to 
Saiful Umam.

Both al-Irshad and Persis can be under-
stood as Islamic modernist organizations 

closer to the spirit of Rida than Abduh. 
They were also influenced by the iconoclas-
tic reformism of the Arabian peninsula’s 
Wahhabi movement, very much a rising 
force in the first few decades of the twenti-
eth century.

When Abd al-Aziz bin Sa’ud took over 
the two holy cities of Medina and Mecca 
in 1924 and 1926 and his Wahhabi allies 
cleaned them of places of private prayer 
and objects of veneration, Salafi Muslims 
saw it as a triumph for a newly purified and 
empowered Islam. Traditionalist Muslims 
everywhere, however, lamented the desecra-
tion of numerous ancient tombs and sites of 
pilgrimage. Even in distant Indonesia, this 
loss was acutely felt. In fact, the conquest 
of Medina and the impending conquest of 
Mecca led directly to the meeting that gave 
rise to the NU. In 1925 ulama from across 
Java began discussing how they should 
respond to the desecration in the holy cit-
ies. A delegation of ulama was eventually 
dispatched in 1928 to beseech Abd al-Aziz’s 
intervention, but it was all to no avail.

Nevertheless, the crisis provided the cata-
lyst for Indonesia’s traditionalist ulama to 
join together in a modern organization. The 
January 1926 meeting convened between 
12 prominent ulama to plan the ineffec-
tual Hijaz delegation, as it was known, 
gave birth to a new association of ulama: 
Nahdlatul Ulama, a social network that was 
to become one of the largest Islamic mass 
organizations in the world.

Influence of Wahhabism

In the early nineteenth century, well 
before the advent of Islamic modernism in 
Indonesia and the emergence of the Saudi 
kingdom, Wahhabi ideas transmitted by 
scholars returning from Arabia made a pro-
found impact on Islamic thought and behav-
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ior in the ethnic Minangkabau region of 
West Sumatra. There, Wahhabi reformism 
contributed to the emergence of the militant 
Padri movement that opposed both local 
custom (adat), with its distinctive matri-
lineal elements, and Dutch colonial rule. 
However, while the Padri movement was 
confined to West Sumatra, the influence of 
Wahhabism in Indonesia after the conquest 
of Mecca and Medina a century later was 
much more pervasive.

The rise of Wahhabi Salafism in the 
heart of the Muslim world in the 1920s and 
1930s was no less consequential for the 
Muhammadiyah and Indonesia’s modern-
ists. Ahmad Dahlan died in 1923. The much-
admired teacher was only in his mid-fifties 
and left a void in the Muhammadiyah’s 
intellectual leadership. Few of the orga-
nization’s senior figures shared his back-
ground and scholarly expertise. Even fewer 
shared his understanding of, and commit-
ment to, Abduh’s progressive ideas. From 
this point forward, the small number of 
Muhammadiyah leaders who were qualified 
ulama became increasingly dominated by 
scholars returning from studies in Mecca 
or Medina who had studied with Wahhabi 
teachers.

In 1929 the Muhammadiyah established 
the Tarjih Council, a board of religious 
scholars tasked with providing definitive 
legal rulings for the organization’s million 
members. With the significant exception 
of a five-year period under the leadership 
of progressive intellectual Amin Abdallah 
in the late 1990s, the Tarjih Council has 
been a bastion of conservative Salafi think-
ing. In its philanthropic initiatives, social 
activism, and organizational structure, the 
Muhammadiyah remained a modernist 
organization. Yet in its religious thought, it 
became a conservative movement shaped by 
Wahhabi Salafism.

This period also saw the Muhammadiyah, 
like the NU, drawn into the growing nation-
alist movement working toward indepen-
dence. The combination of Wahhabi puri-
tanism in religious thinking and anticolo-
nial nationalism in political thinking natu-
rally oriented the Muhammadiyah’s leaders 
toward the newly emerging Islamist ideas of 
Pakistan’s Abu al-Ala Mawdudi (1903–1979) 
and Egypt’s Hasan al-Banna (1906–1949). 
In influential books published during the 
1930s, Mawdudi developed ideas such as 
“theo-democracy” and laid the foundations 
for modern Islamism. In 1941 he found-
ed Jama’at-i-Islami and gave the world a 
template for Islamist politics. In 1928 al-
Banna and his friends founded the Muslim 
Brotherhood. The writings of Mawdudi 
and al-Banna and the growth of Jama’at-i-
Islami and the Muslim Brotherhood exerted 
a powerful influence on the leaders of the 
Muhammadiyah, al-Irshad, and Persis.

Islamism in  
Independent Indonesia

Two days after Japan’s surrender ended 
World War II—on August 15, 1945—Indones-
ian nationalists declared independence. The 
leaders of the Muhammadiyah, Persis, and 
al-Irshad assumed the vast majority of their 
members, and indeed all Indonesia’s obser-
vant Muslims, favored an Islamic state. 
What happened next would be the first of 
a series of bitter disappointments and set-
backs for Indonesia’s Islamists.

Sukarno and the other nationalist lead-
ers wanted a compromise that would allow 
leftist, secular non-Muslims (perhaps 10 to 
20 percent of the population), nonobser-
vant Muslims (possibly more than half the 
population), and Islamic political groups 
and communities to work together. A state 
philosophy was devised that would allow 
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the new nation to be “theistic” without 
being sectarian. Known as Pancasila (the 
Sanskrit word means five precepts) and 
partly modeled on the Buddhist code of eth-
ics of the same name, this statement spoke 
of belief in God, just and civilized humanity, 
the unity of Indonesia, deliberative democ-
racy/government by the people, and social 
justice for all Indonesians. Moderate and 
progressive Islamic leaders, modernist and 
traditionalist alike, saw Pancasila as reflect-
ing essential Islamic values while avoiding 
sectarian language. Islamists saw it as a 
sellout. Their outrage was compounded by 
a last-minute decision to dispense with a 
preamble containing a clause relating to the 
first precept.

The vital “seven words” of this preamble, 
known as the Jakarta Charter (Piagam 
Jakarta) added to “Belief in God” the words: 
“with the obligation for adherents of Islam 
to carry out Islamic law.” They had been 
formulated as a way of making Pancasila 
more palatable to Islamists. It had been 
agreed that the Jakarta Charter was to 
accompany the constitution when it was 
revealed on August 18, 1945, the day after 
the formal declaration of independence. Isa 
Anshary, an outspoken Masyumi Islamist, 
proclaimed the dropping of the Jakarta 
Charter “a magic trick . . . an embezzle-
ment against the Muslim stance,” as cited 
by Adam Schwartz. Sukarno and his col-
leagues sought to balance the removal of the 
seven words by adding to the first precept of 
Pancasila the words: “belief in the one and 
only God.” This was sufficient for many in 
the NU but did not appease the Islamists in 
the Muhammadiyah and the other modern-
ist groups.

Initially, the vast majority of modernist 
and traditionalist santri Muslims agreed 
to join forces in Masyumi, an Islamic 
party established in 1943 by the Japanese 

occupation administration to harness 
local support. (Santri is derived from an 
ancient Sanskrit word and is the root of the 
Javanese word for a residential madrasa, 
pesantren-santri being students of a pesant-
ren. By extension, it has come to be used 
to refer to pious, orthopraxis Muslims, a 
usage popularized by Clifford Geertz in 
The Religion of Java.) Masyumi’s leaders 
expected that they would achieve a plural-
ity of votes in the election. The Islamists 
who dominated the leadership, includ-
ing the respected nationalist Muhammad 
Natsir (1907–1993), believed that the dem-
ocratic process would lead steadily toward 
an Islamic state. These aspirations faced a 
series of setbacks throughout the course of 
the 1950s, the effects of which reverberate 
through to the present.

Throughout the bitter revolutionary 
struggle against the Dutch, from August 
1945 to the nationalist victory on December 
27, 1949, the Muhammadiyah, the NU, 
and the other mainstream Islamic groups 
worked together in Masyumi. With such a 
broad coalition united in a single party, it 
looked as if Masyumi would dominate the 
elections. However, in 1952 the NU leaders 
announced that they were leaving Masyumi 
to become a separate political party. The 
traditionalist politicians appeared to have 
grown tired of being treated as “dumb coun-
try cousins” by modernist colleagues. It is 
likely that differing convictions about Islam 
and the modern state, however, also contrib-
uted to the split. One of the NU’s most bril-
liant leaders, Wahid Hasyim, had worked 
closely with Sukarno on the Investigating 
Body for the Preparation of Indonesian 
Independence, supporting both the thinking 
behind Pancasila and the dropping of the 
Jakarta Charter.

Wahid Hasyim, the one-time minister 
for religious affairs and son of NU founder 
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Hasyim Asyari, was a charismatic leader 
and was well known for his pluralist convic-
tions and opposition to the Islamist aspi-
rations of Muhammad Natsir and other 
Masyumi leaders. Tragically killed in an 
automobile accident in 1953, Wahid Hasyim 
was not around to participate in the 1955 
elections and the debate that followed. His 
eldest child, Abdurrahman Wahid, then just 
12 years old, had been traveling in the car 
with his father that day. Left with a strong 
sense of responsibility to fulfill his father’s 
mission, Abdurrahman went on to lead the 
NU from 1984 to 1999, contributing to a 
cultural shift in the organization that saw 
youths encouraged to embrace progressive, 
pluralist ideas and tolerant, open-minded 
engagement with broader society.

The 1955 elections proved a watershed 
in the development of Indonesian political 
culture. For the modernists the results came 
as a bitter surprise, for they had expected to 
achieve a good outcome with a mandate for 
implementing Islamic politics. Not only had 
the Islamic parties Masyumi and Nahdlatul 
Ulama failed to achieve a plurality of the 
vote, it was clear that they could not agree 
on Islam’s role in the Indonesian state. At 
the same time, the Communist Party had 
achieved an unexpectedly high vote, fur-
ther adding to the general anxiety felt by 
Islamists.

Yet it was not just the election results that 
disappointed the Islamists in Masyumi and 
Nahdlatul Ulama. As soon as voting con-
cluded for the parliament, a second round 
was held to elect a constitutional assembly, 
or Konstituante. The 514 members elected 
to the constitutional assembly, from across 
the political and religious spectrum, worked 
reasonably well. The assembly was bogged 
down by debate, however, over the Jakarta 
Charter and role of Islam in the Indonesian 
state.

Islamist Parties under the 
Sukarno Regime

In mid-1959, Sukarno announced that he 
was dissolving the constitutional assembly, 
just nine months before the deadline for its 
conclusion. Its failure to achieve consensus 
regarding Islam’s role gave Sukarno an 
excuse not only to dissolve the assembly 
but also to make a major shift to “guided 
democracy” in which he wielded dictatorial 
powers. Other contributing factors included 
unstable parliamentary governments, eco-
nomic problems, and a series of militant 
separatist movements.

The most serious challenge came from 
the Darul Islam movement in West Sumatra 
and southern Sulawesi. This movement had 
begun when the Islamist militia in those 
areas had been denied a place in the armed 
forces of postrevolutionary Indonesia and 
had responded by violently resisting the 
central government. Although the military 
threat posed by a Darul Islam was effec-
tively contained by 1960, its social networks 
continue to the present day.

Initially, because of a political and social 
response to local issues, the movement 
increasingly acquired a radical Islamist 
cast. In November 1957 an assassination 
attempt was made on Sukarno, missing 
the president but killing 11 and wounding 
many, as John D. Legge writes in his biog-
raphy of Sukarno. Darul Islam was blamed 
for the attack. In 1958 another separatist 
movement emerged in West Sumatra and 
southern Sulawesi. Although Masyumi and 
its leader Muhammad Natsir had no direct 
links with the Darul Islam movement, they 
were perceived to be sympathetic to this 
rebellion and were also accused of involve-
ment in the attempted assassination.

Sukarno banned Masyumi in 1960, and 
Islamists did not again participate in an elec-
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tion until 1999. However, after an alleged 
Communist-backed coup attempt on Octob-
er 1, 1965, as many as 500,000 supposed 
Communist supporters were killed during 
the course of the next year. Modernists 
in Masyumi and Muhammadiyah, together 
with traditionalists in the NU, were respon-
sible for much of the killing, spurred on by 
both malice and fear.

Islamist Parties under the 
Suharto Regime

The Masyumi modernists had expected that 
the new right-wing, military-backed regime 
under the leadership of General Suharto 
would welcome them as natural allies. Instead, 
when in 1967 they established Parmusi as 
a direct successor to Masyumi, they were 
met with immediate suspicion and hostility. 
Suharto’s men intervened, making it clear 
that they would not tolerate participation by 
Muhammad Natsir and other former senior 
Masyumi leaders. Natsir formed a social 
organization devoted to religious missionary 
work, Dewan Dakwah Islamiyah Indonesia 
(Indonesian Council for Islamic Missions).

It was only in the late 1980s that Suharto 
began to ease up on the Islamists. During 
the 1970s and 1980s, his regime had jailed 
hundreds of Islamist militants and outspo-
ken critics. However, by the early 1990s, 
many had been rehabilitated and invited to 
work with figures close to the government. 
The turning point came in 1990 as Suharto 
sought to gain wider popular support for his 
regime and to win the support of Islamic 
leaders. In 1991 he traveled to Mecca and 
Medina on pilgrimage for the first time. 
This went a long way toward persuading his 
erstwhile critics that the 70-year-old lead-
er was finally becoming serious about his 
Islamic faith. The previous year Suharto had 
given the green light for the establishment 

of the Indonesian Association of Muslim 
Intellectuals (ICMI, Ikatan Cendekiawan 
Muslim Indonesia). As a sign of his support, 
he appointed his protege and long-serving 
minister of technology and research B.J. 
Habibie as chairman of ICMI when it was 
launched in December 1990.

Some very credible progressive Islamic 
thinkers such as Nurcholish Madjid and 
Dawam Rahardjo were involved in formu-
lating the initial concept for the new orga-
nization. Nevertheless, many progressive 
Islamic intellectuals such as Abdurrahman 
Wahid and other religious and social lead-
ers were concerned that ICMI represented a 
cynical bid by Suharto to rebuild his populist 
base using Islam. They feared that Suharto 
was unleashing forces that ultimately he 
would not be able to control. As it happened, 
while ICMI did result in the rehabilitation 
of many former critics, including both mod-
erate and radical Islamists, the Islamists 
gained very little directly from involvement 
with ICMI.

Suharto spent the first half of the 1990s 
attempting to neutralize Abdurrahman 
Wahid’s outspoken criticism of his attempts 
to woe the Islamists. By late 1996, Suharto 
had succeeded in getting Abdurrahman to 
seek a rapprochement with him and to 
refrain, at least for a while, from further 
public criticism. Yet by late 1997 Wahid was 
joined by Amien Rais in leading a broad pop-
ular movement calling for Suharto’s resigna-
tion. Rais, chairman of the Muhammadiyah, 
had been expelled from ICMI early that 
year but became even more vocal in his 
critique of the Suharto regime, especially 
after the effects of the Asian economic crisis 
began to be felt in Indonesia in the sec-
ond half of 1997. In the end, it was Amien 
Rais, Nurcholish Madjid, and Abdurrahman 
Wahid who led the public call for Suharto’s 
resignation.
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Islamist Parties Post-Suharto

Immediately after the resignation, prepara-
tions commenced for elections the following 
year. Several new political parties were formed, 
including a large number of small radical 
Islamist parties. Amien Rais, who had been 
expected to lead the moderate Islamist PPP, 
was instead persuaded to lead PAN, the new 
non-Islamist Muslim party. Abdurrahman 
Wahid, concerned that NU votes would auto-
matically flow to PPP, formed PKB, a tradi-
tionalist counterpart to the mainly modernist-
supported PAN. The most significant radical 
Islamist party, PK (later to become PKS), 
came to inherit the mantle of Masyumi. It was 
the product of religious instruction groups 
inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood, build-
ing social networks on secular university 
campuses. Nevertheless, it can be argued that 
Natsir’s generation was responsible for the 
initial socializing of radical Salafi Islamism 
though groups such as Dewan Dakwah.

When Natsir started Dewan Dakwah, 
the organization was reasonably moder-
ate, although clearly coming from a Salafi 
Islamist position and openly receiving sup-
port from the Saudi Arabia–based Muslim 
World League. Over the years, however, 
Dewan Dakwah grew steadily more reaction-
ary. This extreme element established the 
Committee for Solidarity with the Islamic 
world (KISDI) in 1987.

Still, by 1987 it was clear that Islamist 
party politics held little appeal to the gen-
erations of Indonesian Muslims who had 
grown up since Masyumi. Lukman Harun, 
one of the initiators of KISDI, recognized 
that while young Muslims had little pas-
sion for reviving Masyumi, they were pas-
sionately concerned about the fate of the 
Palestinians. A decade later, KISDI gave 
rise to a new group with links to Dewan 
Dakwah, known as KOMPAK.

Whereas in the run-up to the 1955 elec-
tions, neither Masyumi nor the NU had 
decided within themselves on a clear posi-
tion regarding the relationship between 
Islam and the state, in the 1999 and 2004 
elections, the heirs to the tradition of the 
Islamic parties of the 1950s had split over 
Islamism. PPP and PK/PKS, together with 
PBB and a series of small parties, cam-
paigned on an explicitly Islamist agenda. In 
the other camp, PAN and PKB adopted a 
secular nationalist ideology, explicitly reject-
ing Islamism while appealing to an obser-
vant Muslim base.

If PK/PKS was committed to the demo-
cratic process, the same cannot be said 
for some of the activities involving Dewan 
Dakwah. Many social commentators and 
religious leaders have been critical of the 
anti-Semitic, anti-Christian, and antiminor-
ity rhetoric of KISDI. Others, however, have 
argued that KISDI’s rhetoric remains mere 
words and should not be regarded as truly 
threatening. Beginning in 1999, although 
it was only recognized years later, this 
rhetoric arguably formed a much more con-
crete threat than ever before. In late 1999, 
trainers from the terrorist group Jemaah 
Islamiyah traveled to Ambon in eastern 
Indonesia in the Maluku archipelago to set 
up training camps for mujahidin in anticipa-
tion of massive sectarian conflict. In 2000, 
when violence did indeed break out between 
Christian and Muslim communities, there 
were hundreds of local Muslims trained and 
equipped to fight. They were joined by thou-
sands of mujahidin from Java who had come 
believing that their presence was required 
to defend against unprovoked attacks by 
Christians.

The reason that so many thousands of 
young Muslims believed this and were pre-
pared for violent struggle was the result, 
in large measure, of their exposure to very 
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effective propaganda videos produced by 
KOMPAK. The scene in Ambon in 2000 
marked the point at which the sectarian 
propaganda of Dewan Dakwah and KISDI 
crossed the line dividing rhetorical hate 
speech from life-and-death violence. The 
fighting in Ambon and adjoining districts 
in Maluku was accompanied by similar vio-
lence in Sulawesi, the large island immedi-
ately west of the Maluku archipelago, in the 
port city of Poso in central Sulawesi. By the 
time the violence had largely ended in 2006, 
as many as 10,000 were dead and hundreds 
of thousands displaced, with consequent 
suffering.

In part, these events came out of the 
Suharto regime’s collapse, resulting in a 
number of local groups feeling they could 
act violently without worrying about gov-
ernment intervention. They were also the 
result of a significant Muslim migration 
into those areas. That the population was 
split roughly evenly between Christian and 
Muslim communities contributed to a sense 
of threat. That thousands of mujahidin 
traveled to Ambon to fight resulted, in sig-
nificant measure, from concerted efforts by 
KOMPAK to use propaganda campaigns to 
recruit and motivate.

Jemaah Islamiyah 

At the time, scarcely anyone was aware of 
the existence of a well-organized network 
of several thousand jihadi terrorists across 
Indonesia and surrounding nations, now 
known as Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). It was 
only after the massive bomb attack in a dis-
trict of Denpasar, Bali, popular with foreign 
tourists, claimed the lives of at least 202 
people that JI became widely recognized. A 
team of local and international police were 
able to establish a link between the bomb-
vehicle wreckage and the JI bombers. This 

led to the arrests of dozens—ultimately 
hundreds—of JI activists and to revelations 
about JI itself.

At the time of the violence in Maluku 
and Sulawesi in 2000 and 2001, the focus of 
attention was on Laskar Jihad rather than 
on JI and related groups such as Laskar 
Jundullah and KOMPAK. Laskar Jihad had 
emerged at the time of the violence as a 
jihadi militia led by a charismatic young 
Wahhabi scholar of Hadrami descent by the 
name of Ja’far Umar Talib. Disturbingly, the 
group appeared to have the support of some 
elements of the military, in keeping with a 
long-established pattern of the military clan-
destinely employing militia. The belligerent 
behavior of Laskar Jihad, which went as far 
as holding mass rallies in the large Merdeka 
square in front of the presidential palace, 
would have been unimaginable during the 
Suharto regime. During his administration 
from October 1999 to July 2001, President 
Wahid faced fierce opposition from both 
radical Islamists, who resented his pluralist 
stance and support of non-Islamic minori-
ties, and military hardliners, who feared his 
reformist intentions.

Laskar Jihad, even with backing from 
renegade elements in the state apparatus, 
was ultimately to prove nowhere near as 
much a threat as JI was, despite very likely 
having killed more people. The former was 
a Wahhabi extremist militia, the latter a 
global jihadi terrorist network linked to al-
Qa’ida. In keeping with Ja’far Umar Talib’s 
loyalty to senior state ulama in Saudi Arabia 
such as Abd-al-Aziz bin Baz (1910–1999), 
who opposed jihadi violence directed against 
Muslim states, Laskar Jihad was a national-
ist jihadi militia committed to upholding the 
Indonesian state.

The Defenders of Islam Front (FPI) was 
also a nationalist militia that adopted the 
rhetoric of jihad but, unlike Laskar Jihad, 
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was more of a nuisance—smashing bars and 
nightclubs in “antivice” raids—than a per-
petrator of bloody jihad. Like Laskar Jihad, 
FPI claimed to be acting in the defense of the 
Indonesian state. JI, however, does not recog-
nize the legitimacy of either the Indonesian 
state or its government. It is committed to 
destabilizing and eventually toppling both, 
along with the governments of neighboring 
states, to create a “caliphate.”

The arrests following the 2002 Bali bomb-
ing began to reveal more about the group. 
It was formed in 1993, having been directly 
inspired by the militant breakaway wing 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt of 
the same name. When Abdallah Sungkar 
and Abu Bakar Ba’asyir announced the 
formation of JI in 1993, they did so to for-
mally break with Darul Islam. Sungkar and 
Ba’asyir got together in the late 1960s when 
they formed a radical dakwa radio station 
in the city of Solo in central Java. In 1971, 
in the village of the Ngruki on the outskirts 
of Solo, they established a madrasa named 
Pesantren al-Mukmin. This became the 
base of their activities, and Ba’asyir contin-
ues to live and teach at this institution.

Several years later they were drawn 
into open engagement with other radical 
Islamists through an elaborate sting opera-
tion concocted by Suharto’s intelligence 
czar, Ali Murtopo. They allowed themselves 
to become identified with a group called 
Komando Jihad. Mortopo and his colleagues 
in military intelligence told their contacts 
that their help was needed to battle a 
reemergent Communist threat. When the 
radical Islamists were identified, the gov-
ernment changed its stance and arrested 
Sungkar and Ba’asyir in 1978. The two 
were released on appeal several years later. 
Hearing news that they would be rearrested 
in 1985, they fled to Malaysia, stopping 
in Jakarta and Lampung, South Sumatra, 

along the way to establish small religious 
communities.

To a considerable extent, Ali Mortopo’s 
sting operation had backfired, and Sungkar 
and Ba’asyir emerged from jail with great-
er charismatic authority. They used their 
authority in Darul Islam circles while 
based in Malaysia to recruit mujahidin to 
fight against the Soviets in Afghanistan. 
By 1996, these totaled several hundred 
Southeast Asians. The JI’s links with al-
Qa’ida were established in Camp Sadda, 
the mujahidin training center established 
by Afghan mujahidin leader and confi-
dant of Osama bin-Ladin, Abd al-Rasul 
Sayyaf, and its sister center, Maktab al-
Khidmat in Peshawar, run by Abdallah 
Azzam, through which the Southeast Asian 
recruits were processed before being sent 
to Camp Sadda. In 1996 training shifted 
to a section of the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front’s main training complex, Camp Abu 
Bakar, in Mindanao, a move made possible 
through relations developed in Afghanistan. 
Soon after Suharto resigned in May 1998, 
Abdallah Sungkar and Abu Bakar Ba’asyir 
returned home to Ngruki. Sungkar died 
shortly afterwards of natural causes, and 
the less charismatic Ba’asyir took his place 
in leading JI.

In 2000 Ba’asyir held a national con-
gress to launch a new group called Majlis 
Mujahidin Indonesia (the Indonesian 
Mujahidin Council), intended to link under-
ground jihadi groups with other radical 
Islamist groups and political parties. Many 
within JI disagreed with Ba’asyir’s strategy, 
and a younger clique pushed ahead with a 
strategy of bombing spectaculars targeting 
foreign elements in Indonesia. JI carried 
out a series of attacks throughout 2000, 
including an assassination attempt on the 
Philippines’ ambassador and a series of well-
coordinated small bomb attacks at Christian 
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churches on Christmas Eve. It was not until 
the Bali bombing of October 12, 2002, how-
ever, that the authorities became aware of 
the group’s presence.

On August 5, 2003, JI launched another 
bombing attempt at the JW Marriott Hotel 
in Jakarta. The attack was only partially 
successful. A year later, on September 9, 
2004, JI’s Azahari Husin and Nur al-Din 
Muhammad Top launched another largely 
unsuccessful attack involving a vehicle 
bomb, this time in front of the gates of the 
Australian embassy. The suicide bomb-
ers involved appear to have been directly 
recruited from Darul Islam circles by 
Top and not to have any connection with 
mainstream JI. A year later, on October 1, 
2005, JI used pedestrian suicide bombers 
in bomb attacks at beachside tourist cafes 
in Bali.

JI continues to be surprisingly resil-
ient even though it would appear that its 
strength has declined from a peak of sever-
al thousand members down to about 1,000 
militants. Even though more than 300 
arrests have greatly disrupted the group’s 
capacity for large-scale attacks, there seems 
little reason to doubt that JI represents an 
enduring threat. Recognizing the futility 
of staging bombing spectaculars, JI now 
appears to have gone to ground, awaiting 
more favorable circumstances. Even in 
Poso, where it had enjoyed considerable 
success in sustaining sectarian conflict 
through the first half of the decade, it now 
finds it difficult to operate. It is instructive 
to note, however, that one of the key JI 
trainers (a graduate of the full three-year 
course in Camp Sadda), who established 
the JI training camps in Ambon in 1999 
and who continues to train radical Islamist 
groups in Jakarta, is the son of one of the 
men who, half a century ago, attempted 
the assassination of president Sukarno at 

Cikini in 1957, as revealed to the author in 
a November 2007 interview.

Indications for the Future

The development of stable democratic poli-
tics in Indonesia arguably goes a long way 
toward moderating Islamic politics and con-
taining radical Islamism. PKS, the party that 
achieved the highest number of votes in big 
cities such as Jakarta in the 2004 parliamen-
tary elections, is finding it harder and harder 
to maintain its profile as a clean and honest 
political party free of the compromises that 
plague other parties. At the same time, there 
is reason to believe that the experience of 
being in government will cause it to moder-
ate its views. According to internal docu-
mentation, the party is committed to moving 
beyond democracy and the Indonesian state 
to achieve a pan-Islamic theocracy. Some 
PKS leaders, however, are now backing away 
from this radical position.

Meanwhile, the party is facing stiff compe-
tition from Hizb al-Tahrir for the hearts and 
minds of Indonesia’s newly pious Muslims. 
Hizb al-Tahrir was established in Indonesia 
around 1982 by visitors from Australia with 
links to London and Jordan. It appears to be 
enjoying considerable success. A large public 
rally for Hizb al-Tahrir in Jakarta on August 
12, 2007, drew about 100,000 supporters.

Yet, so long as the Indonesian economy 
continues to grow and the Indonesian gov-
ernment remains stable and open, it seems 
likely that radical Islamism will fail to 
build the popular support needed to shift 
Indonesia off its course of sustaining an 
open, tolerant, plural, and moderate Islam 
at home in a secular state. Islamism in all 
its guises, however, will remain a signifi-
cant presence in Indonesia’s political, social, 
and religious landscape for the foreseeable 
future.
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The southern Philippines has been the 
scene of a violent conflict waged by a group 
using Islamist rhetoric targeting local 
Christians as well as the national govern-
ment. The question, however, is how impor-
tant the Islamist factor is in shaping this 
issue. Numerous observers, such as Zachary 
Abuza and Peter Chalk, have characterized 
the conflict as one between Christians and 
Muslims. Nathan Gilbert Quimpo and oth-
ers claim that religion has been the root 
cause of the strife for the last few decades. 
Greg Sheridan sees the strife as part of a 
global Islamic jihadi network.

Given the statements made by the radical 
groups, these conclusions are understand-
able. While the majority of the Moros, as the 
residents of the southern Philippines have 
traditionally been known, are Muslims, what 
is most interesting about the Philippines is 
the extent to which Islamist rhetoric has 
been used to mobilize forces in what is 
essentially a historical regional and ethnic 
conflict.

A Fragile Moro Identity

According to Rizal G. Buendia, before the 
Spanish arrived in the Philippines, Muslim 
communities in Sulu and Mindanao had 

already been flourishing for about 200 
years. While we do not know the exact 
date of Islam’s arrival in the Philippines, 
Carmen A. Abubaker explains that in addi-
tion to being spread by Muslim traders 
and later by missionaries, Islam also ben-
efited from the arrival of political associa-
tions affiliated with the Islamic rulers of 
Sulu, Maguindanao, Lanao, Borneo, and 
the Moluccas.

It is important to note, as Barbara Watson 
Andaya and Yoneo Ishii state, that the 
Spanish, like the Portuguese, came to 
Southeast Asia with a mandate to spread 
Christianity in the region. When the Spanish 
landed, the Sulu and Maguindanao sultan-
ates had very little influence in the central 
and northern Philippines. The spread of 
Christianity in these areas was thus met 
with little resistance. However, when the 
Spanish drive to evangelize the local popula-
tion reached the southern areas, it was met 
with defiance. To the Spanish, the hostility 
of the Muslims in the Philippines reminded 
them of their confrontation with the North 
African Moors, hence their use of the term 
moros as a designation for Filipinos who 
resisted them. This resistance did not stop 
the Spanish from attempting to convert the 
Moros. They believed that once the Moros 

The Philippines
S.P. Harish and Joseph Chinyong Liow
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embraced Christianity, they would be loyal.
The Moro Wars, as they are known today, 

began in 1565. For two centuries, the 
Spanish and Moros fought each other with 
no clear winner. There was hardly religious 
unity among the Muslims, as Thomas M. 
McKenna argues. Instead, there was a deep 
factionalism along ethnolinguistic lines, 
involving the Badjao, Iranun, Jama-mapun, 
Kalagan, Kalibugan, Maguidanao, Maranao, 
Molbog, Palawani, Samal, Sangil, Tausug, 
and Yakan. Some of the Muslims also allied 
themselves with the Spanish to wage con-
flict against rival ethnic groups.

As far as the Moros were concerned, 
religion played a peripheral role in their 
conflict with the Spanish. It was only during 
the later part of the American occupation 
that the Moros increasingly began to assert 
a religious identity, and though this limited 
change, it did not eliminate their ethnolin-
guistic rivalries.

A Nascent Muslim Identity

The dynamics of the conflict changed in 
1899 when the United States took over 
from the Spanish as the new colonizers 
of the Philippines. In the initial years of 
the U.S. occupation, there was a remark-
able camaraderie between the Moros and 
the Americans, according to T.J.S. George, 
because the former saw the newcomers 
as an alternative to the establishment of 
a northern, Christian-dominated Filipino 
state. To combat the Filipino independence 
movement, which fought the United States 
between 1899 and 1901, the Americans 
signed the Bates Agreement in August 1899 
with Sultan Jamalul Kiram II of Jolo, prom-
ising the security of the Moros in return for 
their support in fighting the Filipinos.

Once the Americans had subdued the 
Filipino opposition, however, they decided 

to assimilate the Moros into the larger 
Philippine state. In 1903 they established a 
Moro Province composed of the Zamboanga, 
Lanao, Cotabato, Davao, and Sulu districts, 
as explained by W.K. Che Man. The intro-
duction of American models of administra-
tion was perceived by the Moros to be an 
erosion of their established local forms of 
governance. In particular, the antislavery 
law and the call to disarm the Moros met 
with some resistance from the local elites.

The administrative changes, though 
Western in nature, did not seek to convert 
the Moros to Christianity, as the Spanish 
had. Moro opposition was a response to cen-
tralization and a loss of traditional power. 
Just before World War I, the process of 
unification of the southern provinces into 
the Philippine state gained momentum. In 
1913 the Department of Mindanao and Sulu 
replaced Moro Province. Increasingly, the 
administration of the Moro areas fell direct-
ly under Manila, sidelining many of the local 
elites in the process. In the 1920s the United 
States began to put in place a plan whereby 
the administration of the Philippines would 
be handed over to the Filipinos. This was a 
cause of great apprehension for the Moros, 
because they feared a return to Spanish-
style Christian imposition.

Driven by these reservations, the Moros 
decided to petition the United States. 
Peter G. Gowing states that their initial 
appeals were for the governance of Sulu and 
Mindanao separately from the Philippine 
state. Nevertheless, the U.S. Congress 
approved the Tydings-McDuffie Act in 1934, 
giving the Filipinos full control over the 
affairs of the Philippine state. Moro leaders 
then drafted letters to the governor general 
and to U.S. president Franklin Roosevelt, 
expressing their concern over their religious 
freedom. The rejection of the petition led 
many Moros to assert their religious identi-
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ty, and they began to persuade fellow Moros 
to accept being called Filipino-Muslims, 
writes Buendia.

Meanwhile, the centralization of adminis-
trative and legislative power in Manila con-
tinued during the period of the Philippine 
Commonwealth (1935–46). This inevitably 
led to the erosion of some customary forms 
of social structure in Sulu and Mindanao. 
For instance, the successor to Sultan 
Jamalul Kiram II was not recognized by 
the American administration. This period 
of American occupation contributed to the 
formation of a religious Muslim identity in 
the southern Philippines. There was a sense 
that a Filipino could only be considered 
to be Christian, and therefore, in order to 
distinguish themselves, the Moros had to 
include the appendage “Muslim” to their 
soon-to-be national identity.

As Samuel Tan argues, the religious iden-
tity formed during the American occupation 
was weak. Like the case of Moro resistance 
against the Spanish, religion was not the 
driving force in the Moros’ confrontation 
with the Americans. Moro society was still 
divided along ethnolinguistic lines, and 
there was a deep sense of mistrust among 
the Muslims that stemmed from the prima-
cy given to familial interests and allegiance 
to clans.

The creation of the Republic of the 
Philippines in 1946 led to the consolida-
tion of power in Manila under the Filipinos. 
Similar to the situation in other countries 
in Southeast Asia, decolonization brought 
about the huge task of assimilating the 
Moros into the Filipino nation-state. The 
administrative integration took place dur-
ing the 1950s. This resulted in Filipino 
Muslims being elected to both local and 
national levels of government, as described 
by Gowing. However, the Commission of 
Nation Integration (CNI) that was cre-

ated in 1957 to further integrate Filipino 
Muslims was not able to achieve its goals 
and was also mired in the misappropriation 
of funds, according to Che Man. Increasingly, 
Filipinos saw the term “Moros” as indica-
tive of those who were “backward” and 
“stubborn.”

Mohammed Ayoob asserts that the 
Muslims in the southern Philippines also 
shunned the rhetoric of Filipino nationalism 
and instead chose to associate themselves 
with the worldwide resurgence of Islam 
after World War II. According to Che Man, 
Sulu and Mindanao saw an influx of Islamic 
teachers from the Middle East, and presti-
gious universities such as al-Azhar offered 
scholarships to Filipino Muslims. The num-
ber of Islamic institutions in the southern 
provinces increased, and the local populace 
increasingly began identifying themselves 
as Bangsamoro. Meanwhile, the Philippine 
government, in an attempt to further assim-
ilate Filipino Muslims, embarked on a policy 
of resettling other Filipinos in the southern 
provinces. The relocation attempt helped 
boost the economy of Sulu and Mindanao, 
but the economic inequalities between the 
Filipino Muslims and the Filipinos increased. 
However, Buendia asserts that for the most 
part, during the 20 years after indepen-
dence, the legitimacy of the Filipino state 
was not questioned.

A Tenuous Bangsamoro  
Ethnic Identity

After President Ferdinand Marcos came to 
power in 1966, he initiated a series of efforts 
to improve relations with neighboring coun-
tries, including Malaysia, with whom rela-
tions had soured as a result of the Filipino 
claim over Sabah, as discussed by Lela Garner 
Noble. Manila long alleged that Sabah was 
once part of the Sulu sultanate and should 
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now be part of the Philippine state. Its first 
formal claim was made in the early 1960s 
after Malaysia included Sabah as part of its 
federation. This resulted in a diplomatic spat 
between the two countries. Marcos was plan-
ning covert operations aimed at infiltrating 
Sabah. When the Moro recruits for this exer-
cise mutinied, 28 of them were killed by the 
Philippine army. This incident, commonly 
referred to as the Jabidah Massacre, marked 
the beginning of the contemporary rebellion 
in the southern Philippines.

In reaction to the Jabidah episode, Udtog 
Matalam created a rebel group called the 
Muslim Independence Movement (MIM). 
While the group’s name reflected the percep-
tion that the Jabidah incident was directed 
against Muslims, this particular slant was 
not viable. At the time, the nationalist sen-
timent of the Moros overruled their reli-
gious outlook. Very soon, the name of the 
organization was changed to the Mindanao 
Independence Movement. This change can 
be seen as an attempt to highlight the ter-
ritorial rather than religious nature of the 
conflict. There was a struggle within the 
MIM over whether resistance against the 
Filipino government was shaped by religious 
or secular nationalist imperatives. Members 
such as Rashid Lucman leaned toward a reli-
gious rebellion, while younger leaders such 
as Nur Misuari were more secular in their 
ideological orientation. While the traditional 
religious elite was fighting on behalf of the 
Filipino Muslims, the secular leaders want-
ed the loyalty of the Bangsamoro people. 
Misuari went so far as to deride the Islamic 
religious elite, calling them adversaries of the 
Bangsamoros, according to George.

As Che Man explains, the disillusionment 
of the secular leaders of the MIM led them to 
create the Moro National Liberation Front 
(MNLF), with assistance from Malaysia. 
More than religious consciousness, it was 

economic grievances that shaped MNLF 
ideology. According to one commander of 
the MNLF, as cited by Noble, the formation 
of the organization can be attributed to “the 
Corregidor Massacre, land grabbing, and the 
disappointment of the broad masses toward 
government failure to solve social, political 
and most of all, economic problems.” In 
addition, the objective of the MNLF was not 
articulated as a defense of Muslims. Rather, 
it chose to identify with Moro ethnic iden-
tity. Nor has there been any evidence that 
the initial support provided by Malaysia to 
the MNLF was driven by religious coaffilia-
tion. If anything, Malaysia’s backing of the 
MNLF was driven by its perceived mistrust 
of the Marcos government.

The momentum of the resistance increased 
during the 1970s, when the MNLF was 
involved in a number of skirmishes with the 
Filipino government. According to Che Man, 
the dead and wounded in the Lanao prov-
inces alone totaled 30,000 during the 1969 to 
1976 period. Other provinces recorded many 
casualties. Cotabato witnessed 28,000 fatali-
ties; Zambaoanga, 20,000; Basilan, 18,000; 
while Sulu and Tawi-Tawi registered 18,000 
each. Malaysian and Libyan support for the 
MNLF was instrumental in sustaining the 
latter against the Philippine armed forces. 
Although Nur Misuari supported the secular 
agenda, he managed to play the religious 
card during his trips to Libya and to con-
vince the Mu’amar Qadhafi government that 
Muslims in the southern Philippines were 
being oppressed by the central government. 
In return, Libya offered training and arms 
to the MNLF. It also used its influence in the 
Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) 
to put pressure on the Marcos government.

During the Fifth Islamic Conference of 
Foreign Ministers in Kuala Lumpur in 1974, 
Libya effectively lobbied for a resolution 
that acknowledged the MNLF as the sole 
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representative of the people of the south-
ern Philippines and encouraged the Marcos 
government to begin talks with them, Noble 
states. The internationalization of the con-
flict in the southern Philippines allowed 
the MNLF to gain formal recognition at the 
OIC during the Sixth Islamic Conference 
of Foreign Ministers in Jeddah in 1975. 
In short, the MNLF managed to ride the 
wave of Islamic consciousness and harness 
support from international Muslim orga-
nizations as an Islamist group in order to 
advance its nationalist objectives.

Under pressure from the OIC countries, 
Marcos launched a peace process with the 
MNLF in January 1975, according to Ivan 
Malloy. Libya kept a close watch over the pro-
ceedings, and in December 1976 both sides 
signed a peace accord, popularly known as 
the Tripoli Agreement. The accord retained 
the unity of the Filipino state while granting 
some autonomy to the southern provinces. 
While the central government kept control 
of defense and foreign affairs, the adminis-
tration of education, finance, revenue, and 
security in thirteen provinces was conceded 
to local institutions, as Noble explains.

The euphoria soon subsided and both 
sides were divided over Article 16 of the 
Tripoli Agreement, which called for Manila 
to “take all necessary constitutional pro-
cesses for the implementation of the entire 
Agreement.” While the MNLF inferred this 
clause to be a decree from Marcos, the 
Philippine government wanted to hold a 
referendum. This impasse continued for 
many months, after which Marcos unilater-
ally decided to hold a referendum despite 
MNLF opposition. The MNLF did not want 
the plebiscite to be held, as it could mean an 
erosion of their legitimacy in those areas. 
This caused a lot of distrust and misgivings 
on both sides, and it was clear that neither 
side wanted to truly achieve peace.

Soon after, the MNLF decided to return 
to its old position of fighting for an indepen-
dent state. By this time, Libyan support for 
the MNLF was waning, as Libya felt that the 
MNLF was unreasonable in its demands for 
independence. Libya made it apparent that 
it was no longer going to put pressure on the 
Philippines, and Marcos rejected the OIC 
as a mediator. In 1977 the MNLF resumed 
armed struggle, even as Nur Misuari exiled 
himself to the Middle East. While the OIC 
did attempt to revive the Tripoli Agreement, 
as of March 1980 the Marcos government 
considered the accord to be “lapsed” and 
also ignored the suggestion that the MNLF 
solely represented the Philippine Muslims, 
explains Noble.

Shortly after the collapse of the Tripoli 
Agreement, fissures began to appear in 
the MNLF ranks. According to the 
International Crisis Group’s Asia Report, 
Hashim Salamat, who studied at al-Azhar 
University from 1959 to 1969, broke away 
from the MNLF. Hashim was more Islamic 
in orientation than Nur Misuari, and this 
led him to create another insurgent group, 
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). 
According to Che Man, Dimas Pundato was 
another disgruntled leader who split with 
the MNLF; he created the MNLF-Reformist 
Group in March 1982. Attempts were made 
to unite the three factions under a common 
Islamic banner, but they ended in failure. In 
January 1983 the Muslim World Congress 
tried to bring the different blocs together, 
but all three leaders—Nur Misuari, Hashim 
Salamat, and Dimas Pundato—stayed away 
from the meeting.

A Divided Islamic Identity

The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 
was officially formed in 1984 (although 
Hashim Salamat broke away from the MNLF 
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as early as 1977). With its formation came 
an increasing focus on the religious nature 
of the conflict in the southern Philippines. 
The creation of an Islamic state was the 
ultimate objective of the MILF, and this ran 
directly counter to the nationalist agenda of 
the MNLF. To cement the religious nature of 
MILF leadership, Hashim Salamat ensured 
that clerics occupied key positions in the 
organization’s hierarchy. In terms of politi-
cal agenda, Hashim saw the 1976 peace deal 
between the Philippine government and the 
MNLF as having fallen short of his goal of a 
separate Islamic state. At the time, he had 
vowed to continue the resistance against the 
Philippine government.

Certainly, the creation of the MILF 
brought the religious cleavage in the con-
flict to the forefront. Yet, while the reli-
gious/secular divide between the MNLF and 
MILF is important, so are the different clan 
and class backgrounds of the two leaders. 
It is significant that Misuari is a nonelite 
Tausug; he studied at the University of 
Philippines and has a distinct leftist ideol-
ogy. Hashim Salamat, conversely, had an 
elite Maguindanao background, as Mely 
Caballero-Anthony asserts.

In the last 20 years, the claim to represent 
the Moros has not been the exclusive domain 
of the MNLF and the MILF. According 
to Buendia, in 1991 Abdurajak Janjalani 
founded the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), or 
the Bearer of the Sword. Janjalani studied 
Islamic law in Saudi Arabia, received mili-
tary training in Libya, and also fought in 
the war between Afghanistan and Russia. 
He pronounced that the mandate of the 
ASG was to protect Islam. After he was 
killed in battle in 1998, his brother, Khadafi 
Janjalani, became the head of the ASG. 
After the September 11 attacks, there were 
suspicions, cited by Rohan Gunaratna, that 
the ASG was colluding with al-Qa’ida. In 

contrast, the MILF distanced itself from the 
ASG and, according to Buendia, labeled it a 
“group of bandits that has given Islam a bad 
name.” Also significant is that, unlike the 
Maguindanao-led MILF, the ASG was com-
posed of the Tausug and Sama groups.

In 1996 the MNLF signed a peace agree-
ment with the Philippine government after 
four years of negotiations. However, peace 
was short lived when the MNLF again split 
in November 2001 to form a new group that 
called itself the Council of 15. With Misuari’s 
power within the MNLF reduced to a sym-
bolic status, the Council also managed to get 
official recognition from the Philippine gov-
ernment as the main representative of the 
Muslims in the southern Philippines. Yet 
a faction loyal to Nur Misuari broke away 
and formed the Misuari Breakaway Group 
in February 2005. This led to claims and 
counterclaims about who leads the “real” 
MNLF.

After Hashim Salamat’s death in July 
2003, factionalism within the MILF again 
threatened. His designated successor was 
Alim Abdulaziz Mimbantas, also a gradu-
ate of al-Azhar University, according to ICG 
Asia Report. However, Mimbantas was a 
Maranao and could not be seen as head-
ing a Maguidanao-led group. Al-Haj Murad 
Ibrahim, however, was a Maguidanao and 
had considerable clout within the organi-
zation. After a brief power struggle with 
Mimbantas, Murad became the new MILF 
leader. In early 2006 rumors of yet another 
internal power struggle within the MILF 
surfaced, as reported by Jane’s Terrorism 
and Security Monitor.

At the heart of the issue is which group 
represents the genuine interests of the 
Moros. The attempts so far can be seen as 
a quest to unite a disparate people under a 
common Moro umbrella. At times a nation-
alistic rhetoric was employed, and at others 
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religion was used. The unity aspect is impor-
tant, because the rebel organization that 
succeeds in this claim will be able to gain 
legitimacy to negotiate with the Philippine 
government. In the current period, the 
MILF has been engaged in peace talks since 
1977, when Fidel Ramos initially brought 
them to the negotiating table.

The attacks of September 11 in the United 
States brought the issue of Islamism in 
the southern Philippines conflict to sharp 
focus. To the United States and the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines (AFP), there is 
little distinction between the ASG and the 
MILF because both of them largely espouse 
an Islamic agenda. Yet it is important to 
note that, as Chinyong Liow asserts, in 
contrast to the ASG, MILF has not echoed 
the Islamist agenda of regional terrorist 
organizations.

Basically, then, the conflict is based 
on a set of ethnic and regional issues, 
reinforced with the Muslim identity of 
the Moros. Some of those involved are 
Islamist, others use Islamism to promote 
their cause, and still others are relatively 
secular nationalists.
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There are five states in Central Asia: 
Kazakhstan, the largest, with a geographic 
area larger than that of Western Europe; 
Uzbekistan, the most populous, which 
contains over half the region’s popula-
tion; Tajikistan, which is still recovering 
from a devastating civil war in 1992–97; 
Kyrgyzstan; and Turkmenistan. Central 
Asia is located to the east of the Caspian Sea 
and to the immediate south of Russia. The 
region borders Afghanistan and Iran to the 
south and the Chinese province of Xinjiang 
to the east.

Historical Role of Islam

The historical role of Islam has been of con-
siderable significance in Central Asia. First 
introduced to that region by the Arab incur-
sions of the late seventh century, it was only 
in the ninth century that Islam emerged 
as the region’s dominant faith. Enriched 
by the early influences of Zoroastrianism, 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Shamanism, 
Central Asians came ultimately to accept the 
relatively liberal Hanafi School of Islamic 
thought. In comparison with the other three 
main Islamic schools (Shafi’i, Maliki, and 
Hanbali), the Hanafi School is the most 
accommodating of the pre-Islamic rituals 

and habits of the local population. Its adop-
tion thus fostered social cohesion among the 
region’s diverse populations. Central Asians 
also mostly follow the Matrudi school aqida 
(creed), which highlights the importance of 
belief rather than actions. In this setting, 
the ulama (senior clerics) served mainly 
as spiritual leaders—and did not adopt the 
political role played by their counterparts 
elsewhere in the Islamic world.

early Islam in Central Asia

Soon after adopting Islam, Central Asians 
began making their own contributions to 
the religion, notably in the field of theology. 
The outstanding Islamic theologian Imam al-
Bukhari was born in present-day Uzbekistan 
in 810 ce. Al-Bukhari collected and veri-
fied the authenticity of more than 600,000 
hadiths (sayings and deeds of Muhammad) 
and recorded over 200,000 more. His col-
lection, entitled “The Authentic Code,” is 
regarded today by many Sunni Muslims as 
the most reliable Islamic source after the 
Koran itself. Such was his reputation that the 
great city of Bukhara was named in his honor. 
Today, Bukhari’s tomb near Samarkand is an 
important place of pilgrimage.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 

Central Asia
Zeyno Baran
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Bukhara and Samarkand became major 
centers of Islamic scholarship and scientific 
learning. The “Uzbek Golden Age” was ush-
ered in by the rule of Amir Timur (known to 
the West as Tamerlane) and his grandson, 
Ulugh Beg. Tamerlane was able to con-
solidate the various Central Asian kingdoms 
into a centralized and powerful state, with 
its capital in Samarkand. In the second 
part of the fourteenth century, he extended 
his reach outward, acquiring territory in 
Iran, the Caucasus, Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and 
northern India. Under the political and eco-
nomic unity brought about by Tamerlane, 
the area covering most of contemporary 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan 
became one of the most important centers 
of Islamic civilization.

Nourished by an environment favorable 
both to scientific analysis and religious inqui-
ry, the region produced many advances in 
both fields. In addition to his political accom-
plishments, Ulugh Beg also became a notable 
astronomer—whose discoveries were compa-
rable to those of Copernicus. He plotted the 
positions of the moon, the planets, and over 
a thousand stars, and calculated the length 
of the year with almost perfect accuracy. As 
Robert Kaplan explains in The Ends of the 
Earth, these intellectual traditions were later 
carried on by other Islamic scholars, such as 
Abu Ali ibn Sina (known to Westerners as 
Avicenna), who is considered to be among 
the forefathers of modern medicine, and al-
Khorezmi, who coined the terms “algebra” 
and “algorithm,” and who is credited with 
helping to establish the Arabic numeral sys-
tem and the use of decimal notation.

Sufism in Central Asia

The intellectual and cultural heights 
reached during this period were made pos-
sible in part by the richness and strength 

of Sufism. First appearing in Central Asia 
after 1258—following the Mongol conquest 
of Baghdad—Sufism rapidly accepted con-
verts from a variety of religions while 
remaining tolerant of those who did not 
accept Islam. Bukhara became the princi-
pal center of the influential Naqshabandi 
Order—one of the oldest traditional Sufi 
orders still in existence.

Sufism spread much more rapidly than 
other Islamic traditions because of its open-
ness and acceptance of other religions, as 
well as its emphasis on simplicity, piety, and 
purity. As Dr. Timothy Gianotti, a profes-
sor of religion at the University of Oregon, 
writes in “History, Theology and Orders,” 
Sufism “preached with cultural sensitivity, 
promoted tolerance and inter-religious coop-
eration, and never abandoned the inner life 
and the spiritual core for the sake of solely 
political activism.” Since its practices and 
traditions were spread predominately by 
merchants and traveling scholars, Sufism 
was able to gain a ready audience in both 
urban and rural areas.

For Sufis, the core value of Islam is 
righteousness (al-ihsan). Gianotti explains 
that this concept is understood to mean 
the “inner awareness or mental orienta-
tion that strives to place every moment of 
one’s life in the presence of God; an aware-
ness unobstructed by ego, vain imaginings, 
preoccupations with the past or the future 
and worldly distractions.” Thus, for Sufis 
the goal of Islam is “to prepare the indi-
vidual . . . for his or her ultimate encounter 
with the divine.” This preparation takes 
the form of an intense personal struggle 
against human weakness. Only in striving 
for spiritual purity do Sufis wage jihad. 
The perversion of the term jihad to mean 
a struggle against non-Muslims is a recent 
one that would have been unknown to the 
Central Asian Muslims of the Golden Age.
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With the gradual encroachment on the 
region of the Russian Empire and other 
powers, Sufi culture became much less 
prominent, although it was not eradicated. 
Despite the crushing of several Muslim 
uprisings against tsarist Russia during the 
nineteenth century, Islam survived in the 
Russian Empire and later in the USSR 
mainly because of the strength of Sufi net-
works, particularly that of the Naqshabandi 
Order.

Central Asian Islam under 
the Soviet union

Through the ruthless methods of the Red 
Army and the secret police, the Soviets sup-
pressed organized religion throughout the 
regions it controlled—notably in Central 
Asia. Islamic networks became a particular 
target, because they were viewed as a poten-
tial challenge to Communist rule. In par-
ticular, the decade between 1920 and 1930 
is remembered as the “cultural assault,” in 
which the Soviets attempted to destroy the 
position of religion in daily life. New decrees 
banned Islamic education, public prayer, 
and other activities, and all madrasas and 
institutions of secondary and higher Islamic 
learning closed in the late 1920s (although 
the Naqshabandi Mir-i-Arab madrasa in 
Bukhara was reopened in 1946). Muslims 
were prevented from embarking on the hajj 
(one of the five pillars, or central duties, 
of Islam, it encompasses the pilgrimage to 
and acts of worship in Mecca, which should 
be completed at least once in a Muslim’s 
lifetime), most mosques were closed, and 
the property of Islamic institutions was 
confiscated.

As a result of such repression, the size 
of the active Islamic community in Central 
Asia diminished substantially. For exam-
ple, Charles Fairbanks explains that in 

Bukhara, the number of the ulama declined 
from 45,000 at the time of the Russian 
Revolution in 1917 to 8,000 by 1955. Sufis 
bore the brunt of this repression; Sufi 
Imam Shamil waged a successful military 
campaign against Russia in North Caucasus 
in the eighteenth century and became a 
very famous leader during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. Russian experi-
ence with Shamil in the North Caucasus 
led them to suppress all Sufi orders across 
the Soviet Union. Thus, one can speak of 
a resulting “loss of the collective memory 
of Sufism in Central Asia,” as Alan Godlas 
asserts in “Sufism in Eurasia.” Sufi lead-
ers were arrested, and many were execut-
ed. Furthermore, the religious schools in 
which they transmitted knowledge were 
closed, and Sufi texts were banned. Muslim 
children were instead indoctrinated with 
anti-Islamic material as an integral part of 
Soviet educational policy. Information about 
Islam was thus transmitted only within the 
family, if at all.

However, these attempts to suppress Islam 
in Central Asia ultimately failed, because 
Muslims were able to practice their faith in 
a clandestine manner. Islamic movements 
thus became more resilient—and more 
politicized. The skills acquired during this 
period later became essential to the propa-
gation of radicalism during the 1990s. They 
were used to great success by organizations 
such as Hizb al-Tahrir, a radical Islamist 
group that modernized and perfected this 
underground operating system.

Radicalization of the  
Islamic Revival

Gorbachev’s perestroika reforms (literally 
“restructuring,” specifically of the Soviet 
economic and government bureaucracies) 
marked the first major relaxation in decades 
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in the religious lives of Soviet Muslims. This 
relaxation, implemented at a time when 
the Afghan mujahidin (fighters) were fight-
ing Communists and the Soviet Union was 
experiencing internal pressures, resulted 
in the first signs of open disobedience to 
Soviet rule by Central Asian Muslims. In 
this period, First Secretary of the Uzbek 
Communist Party Sharof Rashidov even 
dared to demand a burial according to 
Islamic ritual. Mosques were restored and 
Islamic political parties openly emerged. An 
Islamic revival began to take place across 
Central Asia, as people returned to spiri-
tual values following decades of Communist 
atheism.

However, this “Islamic revivalism” did 
not succeed in resurrecting the same spiri-
tual and enlightened Islam of Central Asia’s 
history. When the five Central Asian states 
achieved independence in 1991, there was 
little concrete understanding left of Islam. 
Nevertheless, there was a strong demand for 
mosques, especially in Uzbekistan, where 
only 89 existed at the close of the Soviet era. 
Within a year after independence, this num-
ber had risen to 5,000. Similarly, while there 
were only 119 religious institutes in 1990, 
after a decade the number had reached 
2,000. However, as a result of the conse-
quences of previous repression, there were 
insufficient numbers of native imams and 
Islamic scholars to meet the new demand 
for instruction about indigenous Islamic 
culture and traditions.

Foreign Islamist activists had begun 
smuggling literature into Soviet Central 
Asia via underground networks as early 
as the 1950s. In the 1970s, Muhammad 
Hindustani Rustamov, a highly respected 
theologian, noted that several members of 
the Uzbek clergy had begun gradually to 
adopt Wahhabi beliefs. This in part resulted 
from the assiduous efforts of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, which had been active in the 
country since the 1970s. The Brotherhood 
branch in Uzbekistan consisted of an eth-
nically diverse group of Muslim students 
from countries such as Jordan, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan. These students created the 
“Tashkent Group,” which attempted to 
establish cells in universities. The goal was 
to recruit local members in the hope of 
someday establishing a caliphate. While at 
first they operated in a clandestine manner, 
these Islamists began to act more openly 
as the reforms of perestroika began to take 
hold. They were further emboldened by 
the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in the 
1990s.

Funded by the petrodollars of Wahhabist 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states, Islamist 
preachers flooded the region, filling the 
religious vacuum with their own radical 
religious interpretations. They gained con-
trol of mosques and religious institutes and 
worked actively to discredit those imams 
who practiced traditional Central Asian 
forms of Islam. These Islamists focused 
particularly on fighting and discrediting 
Sufism, viewing it (accurately) as a criti-
cal obstacle to their goals. Unfortunately, 
the vast majority of Central Asians were 
unaware of the existence (let alone of the 
significance) of differences between Islamic 
traditions; they accepted with eagerness any 
group that claimed to be teaching Islam. 
However, as the Uzbek saying goes, “When 
you open up the window for sun, dust comes 
in as well.”

The Islamist radicals were able to suc-
ceed most of all because of the lack of effec-
tive oversight or regulation. Governments 
and their state religious authorities were 
simply incapable of preventing the growth 
of fundamentalist and extremist move-
ments. Because of their limited financial 
resources, the newly independent states 
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were unable to provide adequate education-
al, law enforcement, and judicial services. 
As in other Muslim societies, the mosque 
soon became the most important center in 
Central Asian communities, serving as a 
school, a place of worship, and a gathering 
point where social and political issues could 
be discussed and solutions formulated. With 
the state’s legitimacy at a low point, state-
sponsored mosques bore the burden of ille-
gitimacy as well. “Independent” Islamic 
organizations and religious movements thus 
enjoyed greater credibility as they competed 
to fill the governmental and ideological 
vacuum throughout the region. The dearth 
of civil services became so severe that these 
organizations arrogated to themselves the 
responsibility of fighting crime and provid-
ing youth and family services in many cities 
and villages across Central Asia—thereby 
further increasing their popularity.

A second, albeit indirect, entryway for 
Islamist ideology into Central Asia came 
through Pakistani madrasas. As S.V.R. Nasr 
writes, in 1947 there were 137 madrasas in 
Pakistan, compared to about 20,000 today—
with many of the newer schools propagating 
more extreme interpretations of Islam than 
existing institutions. Much of the growth 
of these institutions has been driven by 
financial contributions from Persian Gulf 
monarchies, particularly Wahhabist Saudi 
Arabia. These funding efforts began initially 
as a response to the ideological threat of 
Communism after the 1979 Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan. The Iranian Revolution of 
the same year also created concern among 
the Sunni Islamists that Shi’a Iran might 
export its revolution, and hence a great 
deal of money poured into the region to 
spread their version of political Islam. As 
a result, the writings of Sayyid Qutb and 
other Islamist thinkers found their way into 
the libraries, schools, and consequently the 

hearts and minds of many in the region. 
Many graduates of these newer madra-
sas became prominent in Islamist mili-
tant movements, including those in Central 
Asia.

Meanwhile, the militant Islamists who 
had defeated the Soviet army in Afghanistan 
desired to continue their campaign of violent 
jihad against any perceived enemy of Islam. 
As Samuel Huntington explained in The 
Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of 
World Order:

The [Afghan-Soviet war] left . . . a legacy 
of expert and experienced fighters’ train-
ing camps and logistical facilities, elabo-
rate trans-Islamic networks of personal 
and organizational relationships . . . 
and, most importantly, a heady sense 
of power and self-confidence over what 
had been achieved and a driving desire 
to move on to other victories.

While some of these fighters returned to 
their diverse home countries, many others 
remained to form the core of the Taliban 
movement that over the course of the 
1990s came to dominate Afghanistan. The 
ranks of the Taliban fighters were further 
swelled by the graduates of the aforemen-
tioned Pakistani madrasas. Furthermore, 
the Taliban were funded and advised by 
the Pakistani intelligence services—which 
by then had been radicalized—as well as 
by Saudi Arabia. Having established con-
trol over most of Afghanistan by 1996, 
the Taliban—led by Mullah Muhammad 
Omar—proceeded to impose a strict version 
of Islam on the population, which included a 
ban on music and female education.

The Taliban also welcomed Osama bin 
Ladin and his followers in the al-Qa’ida 
movement after they had fled their previ-
ous haven in the Sudan as a result of U.S. 
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pressure. The Taliban gave al-Qa’ida free 
rein to set up terrorist training camps on 
Afghan territory. They also welcomed and 
encouraged other terrorist groups, such as 
the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), 
to do the same. Thus, Afghanistan became 
fertile ground for cross-pollination between 
different radical Islamist groups. Thanks 
to the region’s porous borders, Central and 
South Asian activists—both the already 
radicalized and the soon to be radicalized—
were able to draw from the knowledge and 
experience of this emerging terrorist nexus. 
Accordingly, it was but a small leap for 
militants training in Afghanistan to make 
Central Asia itself the focal point of the next 
jihadist struggle.

The Spread of Islamism

The focus of Islamic revival—and the 
prime target of radical groups—has been 
the Ferghana Valley, an area with a dense, 
highly religious population divided among 
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. 
At first, four Islamist groups were active 
in the region: Adolat (Justice), Baraka 
(Blessings), Tauba (Repentance), and 
Islam Lashkarlari (Warriors of Islam). 
These groups existed underground during 
the Soviet period but emerged during the 
perestroika era. Over time other groups 
also became active in the region, includ-
ing Hizb al-Tahrir and its splinter groups 
Akramiyya and Hizb al-Nusrat, as well 
as Uzun Soqol (Long Beards), Tablighi 
Jama’at (TJ), Lashkar-i-Taiba, Hizballah, 
and the IMU. Since the post–September 
11 Western campaign in Afghanistan, the 
IMU has apparently splintered into addi-
tional groups, such as the East Turkistan 
Islamic Movement (ETIM), the Islamic 
Movement of Central Asia (IMCA), and the 
Islamic Jihad Group (IJG).

From Ferghana, many of these Islamist 
groups targeted Uzbekistan, recognizing it as 
the Islamic heart of Central Asia. The most 
active groups, Adolat and Islam Lashkarlari, 
were founded and led by the underground 
Islamist cleric Tahir Yuldashev. Adbulmutal 
Zakrulaev explains that at first these groups 
consisted of only a few hundred members, 
but in the absence of decisive action by the 
government in Tashkent, they were able 
to garner more recruits through the effec-
tive use of propaganda. Throughout their 
drive to power, the radicals in Namangan 
called themselves amirs (leaders), arrested 
the local mayor, and built a mosque and a 
madrasa with Saudi financial support.

Aside from the Ferghana Valley, the other 
principal areas of Islamist operations have 
been Tajikistan and southern Kyrgyzstan. 
Islamist radical groups served as the key 
drivers of resistance to the Soviet occupa-
tion of Afghanistan in the 1980s. They soon 
reached out to their ethnic brethren in 
Tajikistan and southern Uzbekistan, often 
infiltrating Soviet army units composed 
of Central Asian troops. After indepen-
dence, these “resistance” movements began 
operating in Tajikistan itself. Southern 
Kyrgyzstan is exposed to many of the 
same currents that prevail in neighboring 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. By contrast, 
northern Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and 
Turkmenistan have seen considerably lower 
levels of Islamic activity.

While their methods and strategies may 
differ, almost all of the groups listed above 
have as a shared goal the overthrow of the 
secular system and the establishment of an 
Islamic state. The key Islamist groups active 
in the region run across the political spec-
trum, ranging from militant and terrorist 
groups such as the IMU, to self-proclaimed 
nonviolent groups, such as Hizb al-Tahrir 
and Tablighi Jama’at.
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Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islamiyya (The 
Islamic Party of Liberation)

Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islamiyya (HT) is the 
only group in Central Asia to have a truly 
coherent ideology. Neither Osama bin Ladin 
nor former Taliban leader Mullah Omar 
nor IMU leader Tahir Yuldashev has come 
up with a better ideological and theologi-
cal framework that justifies their actions. 
Instead, these and other leaders drew inspi-
ration from the comprehensive teachings 
of HT, which is currently the most popular 
Islamist movement in Central Asia.

HT was founded in 1952 by Shaykh 
Taqi al-Din al-Nabhani in Jordanian-ruled 
East Jerusalem. After al-Nabhani died in 
1977, he was succeeded as amir by fellow 
Palestinian cleric Abu Yusuf Abd al-Qadim 
Zalloum. He led the organization for almost 
three decades, stepping down in March 2003 
because of his deteriorating health; he died a 
month later. He was succeeded by Ata Ibnu 
Khalil Abu Rashta, who previously served 
as the party’s official spokesman in Jordan. 
Abu Rashta, alias Abu Yasin, is a Palestinian 
who lives in Jordan. Under his leadership, 
HT activities have become more aggressive. 
During the fall of 2003, the governing body 
(kiedat) is believed to have instructed mem-
bers to engage in acts of aggression toward 
the diplomatic representations and other 
buildings of those countries that supported 
the war in Iraq. Today it is active in over 40 
countries, with its “nerve center” in London 
and official headquarters in Jordan.

The main goal of the movement is to rees-
tablish the caliphate. Although it claims to 
be nonviolent, the group acknowledges that 
violence may eventually be necessary in 
order to overthrow the regimes standing in 
the way of a global Islamic state. It is viru-
lently anti-Semitic and anti-American, pro-
mulgating an ideology that is fundamentally 

in opposition to democratic and capitalist 
systems and to Western concepts of free-
dom. While HT as an organization does not 
engage in terrorist activities, its individual 
members often have. Furthermore, it has 
become the vanguard of a radical Islamist 
movement that encourages terrorist acts.

HT is the only self-described political 
party seeking to unite the umma (the world-
wide Islamic community)—a unity that it 
wants to bring about by emulating the 
steps by which Muhammad established the 
original caliphate. According to al-Nabhani, 
this work was performed in “clearly defined 
stages, each of which he used to perform 
specific clear actions” at the end of which 
a Shari’a-based Islamic government was 
established.

HT effectively combines Marxist-Leninist 
methodology and Western slogans with reac-
tionary Islamic ideology to shape the internal 
debate within Islam. As an organization, HT 
also bears striking similarities to the early 
Bolshevik movement. Both have a utopian 
ultimate goal (whether “true Communism” 
or the caliphate), and both show an intense 
dislike for liberal democracy while seeking 
to establish a mythical “just society.” Both 
also function with a secretive cell system. 
Moreover, while it insists on nonviolence, 
HT does justify the use of force, just as 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks did in 1917.

Its party leaflets, accessible via the 
Internet in various languages, provide the 
umma with timely and coherent explana-
tions of current events—explanations that 
always fit within HT’s ideological frame-
work. The language of these leaflets is sim-
ple and direct. For instance, many repeat 
the call to Muslims to “kill Jews wherever 
you find them.”

The tightly compartmentalized structure 
of HT ensures that little information is 
known about its financial structure. Its 
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members take oaths of secrecy on the Koran, 
oaths that are generally not broken even 
under interrogation. The “need-to-know” 
basis on which information is transmitted 
in the party ensures that data obtained from 
all but the most senior members is of little 
importance. This is why until today neither 
Central Asian nor Western authorities have 
been able to deny the group access to its 
funding sources.

HT does not require significant sums of 
money to sustain its activities. Its ability to 
create a virtual Islamic community through 
the Internet has allowed the movement to 
reach the hearts and minds of many without 
investing in an elaborate communications 
network or in party offices. Interviews with 
arrested group members indicate that local 
entrepreneurs, party members, and other 
sympathizers tend to make individual dona-
tions to the HT’s local organs, while wealth-
ier businessmen and Islamic charities are 
most likely to direct their money to the lead-
ership committee—which, in turn, sends 
money to the movement’s various regional 
branches. The majority of HT funds are 
raised via private donations and taxation of 
party members for financial support. The 
latter is particularly significant, because 
in Central Asia each member is obliged to 
donate between 5 and 20 percent of monthly 
income to the party.

Unlike many Islamist movements that 
shun female participation in politics, women 
are thought to make up 10 percent of HT’s 
membership.

Ideology

Born in 1909 in the city of Haifa in the 
Ottoman Empire, al-Nabhani was educated 
at the al-Azhar University and Dar al-Ulum 
University in Cairo, Egypt. He served as 
a judge in various courts in Lebanon and 

Palestine, and also taught at the Islamic 
University in Amman, Jordan. Over time 
al-Nabhani became convinced that Islam’s 
decline resulted from the submission of the 
umma to rapacious colonial powers. Unlike 
many of his peers, who believed Islam’s 
shortcomings could be remedied through 
nationalist or economic policy prescriptions, 
al-Nabhani asserted that Islam could only 
be revived if it was restored as a comprehen-
sive guide for daily life. Although hesitant 
to label most of his Muslim contemporaries 
as kafirs (unbelievers), he believed that 
their lives were dominated by a mixture 
of Islamic, Western, socialist, nationalist, 
partisan, regional, and sectarian thoughts 
and emotions, leaving them detached from 
authentic Muslim life. In 1950 al-Nabhani 
published The Treatise of the Arab, explain-
ing his vision of “establishing the Islamic 
state in Arab territories and afterwards in 
non-Arab Islamic territories.” To achieve 
this goal, he established HT.

The Muslim Brotherhood largely shaped 
al-Nabhani’s political and religious philoso-
phy. Al-Nabhani was at first a member of 
the Brotherhood but soon found its ideol-
ogy too moderate and too accommodating 
of the West. After articulating his views in 
the book Khilafa, he founded HT as a more 
radical alternative to the Brotherhood, win-
ning the loyalty of its many radical mem-
bers, who soon became the rank and file of 
the new organization.

Al-Nabhani viewed Western civilization 
and Islam as dichotomous entities with 
mutually exclusive ideological underpin-
nings, both of which competed to dom-
inate Muslim societies. According to al-
Nabhani, Western societies employed two 
antagonizing ideological systems during 
the Cold War—capitalism and socialism—
in order to assert control over Muslims. 
Although the capitalist forces eventually 
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prevailed, al-Nabhani maintained that had 
the Communists acknowledged God and 
embraced Islam, socialist forces would have 
triumphed. With the fall of Communism, 
HT identified Western capitalism (led by the 
United States) as the primary impediment 
to establishing a truly Islamic society.

Al-Nabhani believed that the West has 
consistently borne animosity to Islam ever 
since the Crusades. Indeed, he argued that 
the West was engaged in a “cultural cru-
sade” against Islam. Following his teach-
ing, HT today considers the propagation of 
democracy by the West to be tantamount to 
cultural invasion, and as a result, promotes 
grassroots projects that compete with U.S. 
democracy-promotion efforts. HT members 
believe the “war on terror” is a euphemism 
for war on Islam and is used to fool the 
world’s 1.3 billion Muslims.

HT’s main goal is to overthrow the existing 
governments of Muslim countries. Moreover, 
in the conduct of international relations, 
“HT would allow non-Muslim countries to 
stay outside the Caliphate but collect taxes 
from them, and this would put them under 
the protection of the Caliphate. But, if these 
non-Muslim countries would refuse to pay 
taxes, then the Caliphate would launch mili-
tary attacks against them,” as Igor Rotar 
asserts in “Central Asia: Hizb-Ut-Tahrir 
Wants Worldwide Sharia Law.” Hence, like 
Wahhabism, HT’s theology departs from 
the common Islamic creed (aqida)—notably 
in its opposition to existing authority. HT’s 
Islamist ideology is based in Arab national-
ism, and also resembles Wahhabism in its 
strong support for Shari’a.

The Three-Stage Plan

HT’s plan for establishing a universal caliph-
ate has three stages. First is the recruit-
ment and propaganda stage, in which Islam 

is taught from an HT perspective. After sev-
eral months of study, individuals are asked 
to join the party. They operate in small 
“cells” of no more than six or seven people. 
The cells, in turn, form a pyramid structure, 
with no communication between them so as 
to ensure maximum secrecy. Members of the 
cell communicate with each other only via 
pseudonym, and only the leader of the cell 
is connected to the next level of the hierar-
chy; thus, it is very difficult for intelligence 
operatives to penetrate the group.

At the second stage, HT members form 
new cells and engage in open propaganda 
to build tension between citizens and their 
governments. They promote an Islamic way 
of life that they claim will bring justice and 
order. At the same time, because the goal is 
to penetrate into government positions and 
military and police forces, members of HT 
are “ordered” to drink alcohol (ordinarily 
forbidden by Islam) and change their behav-
ior in other ways in order to blend in. At this 
second stage, HT members must focus on 
methodology rather than belief, attempting 
above all to infiltrate and control key com-
ponents of the government and military.

When the second stage is complete and 
the ground is ripe for the establishment of 
Islamic governments that will be ruled by 
Shari’a, the third and final stage begins. 
HT members will not participate in violence 
until this stage is reached. As HT does not 
yet appear to have reached the third stage, 
it is hard to prove the existence of this plan, 
much less that it will lead to acts of terror.

HT’s vision is extremely aggressive, anti-
Semitic, and anti-American, as evidenced by 
its declarations such as these:

America . . . is the head of kufr [sinner/
nonbeliever] in her hostility towards us, 
and the states behind her are enemies 
to us. . . . America needs to be treated as 
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a state with whom we are in actual war. 
. . . We are the target of the conspira-
cies of the kufr from the Christians of 
the West and the Jews, who are doing 
this in collaboration with our rulers, 
[who are] the hypocrites and traitors. 
. . . Nothing can save you except your 
Islam. . . . What is the matter with you, 
that when you are asked to march forth 
in the Cause of Allah (jihad) you cling 
heavily to the earth?

Presence in Central Asia

Central Asia is one of HT’s principal battle-
grounds. The post-Communist situation, 
in which the vast majority of the popu-
lace holds only limited knowledge of the 
tenets of traditional Islam, benefits a radical 
movement such as HT. Furthermore, poor 
economic performance has further under-
mined public support for governments that 
provide few opportunities for socioeconomic 
improvement. HT’s public relations cam-
paign has already succeeded in diverting the 
world community’s attention away from its 
activities in Uzbekistan. As a result of this 
propaganda effort, Western observers are 
concerned more with the prison conditions 
of HT supporters than the possibility of a 
successful HT takeover.

HT writings were first brought to 
Uzbekistan in the late 1970s by Jordanians 
and Palestinians studying at the region’s 
institutions of higher learning. The sec-
ond wave of HT expansion began in 1992, 
but it took off in earnest in 1995, when a 
Jordanian brought HT’s literature to the 
Ferghana Valley and disseminated it among 
the ethnic Uzbek population. While HT is 
still most active in the Ferghana Valley, it 
has successfully spread over the last decade 
to the rest of Uzbekistan, as well as to 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan. 

The movement found many recruits after 
the February 1999 attacks in Tashkent, 
when bombings killed sixteen people and 
wounded at least a hundred. especially after 
the authorities accused HT of participating 
in the explosions. (This charge was later 
retracted.) In response to the government’s 
accusations, HT published its first leaflet 
targeting the Uzbek government in April 
1999. The group then began the regular 
issuance of such leaflets, at times releasing 
over 100,000 copies of each leaflet about 
twice a month.

As a result of the repressive methods used 
by the authorities in the subsequent crack-
down after the bombings, many HT mem-
bers left Uzbekistan and moved to more 
open Central Asian states, thus becoming 
excellent missionaries for the movement. 
At first, many settled in the ethnic Uzbek 
regions of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, but 
the group’s activities have since expanded. 
Within the last couple of years, HT members 
have been arrested in northern Kazakhstan, 
the Bishkek area of Kyrgyzstan, and in 
Tajikistan’s capital of Dushanbe—areas that 
are neither near the border with Uzbekistan 
nor known for significant Uzbek minority 
populations.

The precise number of HT members in 
Central Asia today is difficult to estimate. In 
general, like other Islamist movements, HT 
has been less successful in recruiting the tra-
ditionally less religious nomadic peoples (for 
instance, the Turkmen and the Kazakhs) 
and more successful among the more set-
tled Uzbek, Kyrgyz, and Tajik peoples. HT 
is numerically strongest in Uzbekistan, 
with estimates there ranging from 7,000 to 
60,000 members. It is also rapidly growing 
in other Central Asian republics. Yet sheer 
numbers are not central to HT’s strategy, 
which is based on the penetration of politi-
cal power centers as a method of obtaining 
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power. Arrest patterns indicate that support 
for HT is growing throughout the region, 
including among teachers, military officers, 
politicians (especially those whose relatives 
have been arrested), and other members 
of the elite. Given that HT aims to pen-
etrate political power centers as a method 
of obtaining power, even several hundred 
recruits in the right positions can make a 
significant difference.

The pattern of HT activity does not vary 
significantly from country to country in 
Central Asia, whether in distribution of 
the group’s literature or in approaches to 
recruitment. HT first begins recruitment 
by approaching individuals most likely 
to embrace radical Islam, communicating 
and establishing links with them, and dis-
seminating propaganda literature trans-
lated into local languages. HT distributes 
party literature all across the region. Local 
HT branches can download materials from 
the group’s principal Web site and dis-
seminate them after translation into local 
languages. Leaflets are convenient propa-
ganda tools for Central Asian target audi-
ences, because they can be printed locally 
and distributed easily. This is especially 
true in regions where Internet access is 
limited or nonexistent. 

The operation of HT’s three-stage method 
can easily be seen in Central Asia. During 
the first stage (early 1993 to February 1999), 
the group primarily engaged in religious 
and socioeconomic propaganda activities to 
recruit new members. These new members 
were organized into self-reliant groups of 
three to seven people, called halkas. These 
and other members were ordered to bring 
all their family members, including females, 
into the organization. The second stage 
(February 1999 to April 2003) followed the 
terrorist attacks in Tashkent. HT began to 
fill its ranks with new members, using open 

agitation and propaganda methods, such as 
the distribution of leaflets in public places 
(all over Central Asia) and the organization 
of mass picketing at buildings of govern-
ment agencies (mainly in Uzbekistan and 
Kyrgyzstan). HT has now entered the third 
stage, during which it will attempt to over-
throw governments. In Uzbekistan, two sets 
of terrorist attacks took place in spring and 
summer 2004. Among the arrested were 
men and women “inspired” by HT litera-
ture. Since the spring of 2004, HT’s activity 
in Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan 
has also intensified. Following the March 
2005 revolution in Kyrgyzstan, and the May 
2005 Andjian uprising, and especially the 
Uzbek government’s killing of hundreds in 
response, HT may be in a good position to 
further increase its influence if the govern-
ment does not establish democratic order 
and address the people’s needs.

Hizb al-Tahrir  
Splinter Groups

While in principle a centralized movement, 
HT is known to have undergone several 
splits, including within Central Asia. Known 
HT splinter groups include:

•	 Palestinian	Islamic	Jihad	(PIJ;	founded	
in 1958): Shaykh Asad Bayyud Tamimi, 
a former HT member, founded both 
PIJ and a second splinter group called 
the Islamic Jihad Organization (also 
known as the al-Aqsa Battalions), 
which was created in 1982. PIJ has no 
known presence in Central Asia.

•	 Al-Muhajiroun	 (1996):	 Omar	 Bakri	
Muhammad, a former HT member, 
founded this extremely radical 
organization. Bakri has claimed to be 
“the eyes of Osama bin Ladin,” and 
reports indicate that communication 
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between the two men dates back at 
least as far as 1998. Bakri disbanded 
al-Muhajiroun on October 13, 2004, 
and fled London after the July 2005 
bombings. Al-Muhajiroun’s two success-
ors, namely the Saved (or Savior) Sect, 
al-Ghuraba’a, were officially banned in 
2006 for “glorifying terrorism.” Members 
of all three are now functioning under 
another UK-based Islamist group, Ahl 
al-Sunna wal-Jama’a (ASWJ).Though 
al-Muhajiroun and its various offshoots 
have no known presence in Central 
Asia, they often refer to the Uzbek 
government’s repressive policies to 
radicalize British Muslims.

•	 Akramiyya	 (1995):	 Formed	 in	 the	
Uzbekistani section of the Ferghana 
Valley, it is a group with a primarily 
local focus (discussed below).

•	 Hizb	 al-Nusrat	 (1999):	 The	 Party	 of	
Assistance.

Radicalization of HT

Since 2001 there has been a clear and consis-
tent trend toward the radicalization of HT. 
In June 2001 an article in its publication al-
Waie stated unequivocally that it was accept-
able to carry out suicide attacks with explo-
sive belts. Since the beginning of the wars 
in Afghanistan and especially Iraq, it has 
further radicalized its language, declaring 
holy war against Christians and those who 
support them. In March 2002 HT argued 
that suicide bombs in Israel were a legiti-
mate tactic of war, given that the enemy has 
sophisticated weapons and hence can only be 
defeated through attacks on so-called “soft 
targets” such as women and children. Since 
then, HT leaflets and writings have con-
tinuously emphasized that in the context of 
a clash of civilizations, offensive jihad against 
both Americans and Jews is acceptable.

What is even more troubling is that HT 
has paid increased attention to weapons of 
mass destruction. The fact that no weapons 
of mass destruction were found in Iraq only 
strengthened the group’s interest in such 
weapons. With its emphasis on the inevita-
bility of the clash of civilizations, HT may 
further “inspire” some Muslims to take this 
next fearsome step. It is yet to be established 
whether HT has already formed a militant 
wing or whether it is simply “inspiring” 
members independently to join terrorist 
groups or engage in terrorist acts.

The Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan (IMU)

The beginning of the struggle between the 
Uzbekistani government and the Islamists 
can be traced back to 1991. That year, riots 
erupted after President Islam Karimov vis-
ited the Namangan region to confront the 
growing challenge posed by the Islamist 
group Adolat. At the time, protesters had 
made the first calls for a political role 
for Islam, advocating the establishment of 
an Islamic state and the introduction of 
Shari’a. Faced with a swiftly deteriorating 
situation, the government finally responded 
in the spring of 1992 by arresting 27 Adolat 
members and banning the group. This action 
prompted the previously mentioned Tahir 
Yuldashev—an underground Islamic cleric 
who operated out of the Otavalihon mosque in 
the Namangan region of Uzbekistan—along 
with his ally, Juma Khodjiev Namangani, and 
others to flee to Tajikistan and Afghanistan. 
Most of those who went to Afghanistan 
underwent radical indoctrination and mili-
tary training with other Islamist groups, 
while the majority of those who went to 
Tajikistan joined the local Islamic movement, 
participating in the country’s civil war, which 
began in May 1992.
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While Yuldashev’s radical message con-
tinued to spread through the network of 
mosques and madrasas in the Ferghana 
Valley, he was traveling to Saudi Arabia, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan and became 
increasingly influenced by Wahhabism and 
Deobandism. The Deobandi are a Muslim 
religious revivalist movement that devel-
oped in India in response to the perceived 
threat to Islam from British colonialism. 
The name derives from Deoband, India, 
where the first Deobandi Islamic semi-
nary was founded. Like the Wahhabis, the 
Deobandi consider certain Sufi-related prac-
tices, such as seeking intercession of saints, 
to be “an innovation” and thus non-Islamic. 
Also, like the Wahhabis, they give prece-
dence to the jurisprudence of earlier Islamic 
scholars over later ones. Their concept of 
jihad is also more open to the Wahhabi 
interpretation than the Sufis’ conception of 
jihad. The Taliban follow the teachings of 
the Deobandi school.

Yuldashev also expanded his political and 
financial links with other militant Islamists. 
With the help of al-Qa’ida, the Taliban, 
Harakat al-Ansar, and al-Jihad, in 1992, 
Yuldashev brought together Adolat, Baraka, 
Tauba, and Islam Lashkari under the unified 
title of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan 
(IMU). Namangani, who became the mili-
tary commander of the IMU, was one of 
his main supporters, along with the Saudi-
trained militant Abd al-Ahad, as Abduljabar 
Abduvakhitov writes.

By 1998 hundreds of Uzbek mujahi-
din had trained in and operated between 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, taking advan-
tage of Tajikistan’s civil war. The first 
instance of IMU violence appeared in August 
1999, when Namangani and his associates 
abducted a group of Japanese geologists, 
government officials, and military person-
nel in southern Kyrgyzstan, thus expanding 

that movement’s activity to a third country. 
The IMU was also believed to be involved 
in launching carefully orchestrated attacks 
against Uzbekistan from neighboring 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, most notably the 
1999 Tashkent bombings. Soon thereafter, 
when Namangani declared his aim to seize 
the region by force, thousands of refugees 
fled the Ferghana Valley. Namangani then 
headed for Afghanistan, where, with the 
permission of the Taliban, he established 
an IMU training camp. Militants from all 
over the Ferghana Valley began to flock to 
the camp to receive instruction in terrorist 
tactics under the guidance of the Taliban. 
As Marina Pikulina explains in “Hizb ut-
Tahrir Organization and Financing,” in the 
only interview he apparently has ever given 
to date, Yuldashev declared, “The goal of 
IMU activities is the creation of an Islamic 
State. We declared a jihad in order to cre-
ate a religious system and government. We 
want a model of Islam that is nothing like 
in Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, or Saudi 
Arabia.”

From July to August 1999, as many as 
800 IMU guerrillas, together with members 
of rogue groups from Tajikistan, invad-
ed southern Kyrgyzstan with the declared 
goal of establishing an Islamist state as a 
base for invading Uzbekistan. They were 
finally repelled in October 1999 with air 
and other support from Uzbekistan and 
Kazakhstan. Five hundred members of the 
IMU staged an incursion into Kyrgyzstan 
and Uzbekistan in August 2000 and were 
again repelled with aid from neighboring 
states. Yet another invasion was expected in 
summer 2001 but was averted when Osama 
bin Ladin secured the help of the IMU in 
battling the Afghan Northern Alliance that 
summer. According to Jim Nichol, after 
September 11 the IMU joined forces with 
the Taliban and al-Qa’ida against U.S.-led 
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forces in Afghanistan (Operation Enduring 
Freedom).

While the IMU’s infrastructure and 
manpower were significantly weakened by 
Operation Enduring Freedom—notably the 
death of Namangani in Afghanistan—there 
are still many IMU fighters who have the 
capacity to fight. Some IMU fighters fled 
to South Waziristan (a federally adminis-
tered tribal area in Pakistan’s North-West 
Frontier Province along the border with 
Afghanistan), along with other jihadists who 
also escaped U.S. entrapment at Tora Bora. 
Yuldashev, his son-in-law and chief lieuten-
ant Dilshod Hodzhiev (who is in charge of 
IMU finances), and Ulugbek Kholikov (alias 
Muhammad Ajub, who heads the IMU’s 
military section) are believed to be among 
those who survived and are in hiding in 
Pakistan. On orders from bin Ladin, IMU 
militants have taken a leading role in South 
Waziristan, with Yuldashev in command of 
military activities. Yuldashev is also thought 
to be cooperating with other international 
terrorist organizations and illegal arms traf-
fickers. He also possesses portable antiair-
craft missile launchers, potentially for use 
against American targets in Afghanistan.

Post–operation enduring 
Freedom Activities

A number of events since Operation 
Enduring Freedom have confirmed the con-
tinued viability of the IMU. As reported 
by the U.S. Department of State, in May 
2003 Uzbek and Kyrgyz security services 
arrested several terrorists who had planted 
and detonated bombs in the Kyrgyz towns 
of Bishkek and Osh and who had attempted 
to bomb the U.S. embassy in Bishkek. Igor 
Rotar explains that one of those arrested, 
Azizbek Karimov—a former chief of the 
IMU’s security service—testified that he 

and his companions had been ordered to 
commit these acts by the IMU, which had 
also provided them with funds. Karimov 
was executed in August 2004.

On March 28, 2004, a series of attacks 
rocked Tashkent and Bukhara. During 
four straight days of explosions, bomb-
ings, and assaults—which included the 
region’s first-ever female suicide bomb-
ings—47 people were killed. The obscure 
Islamic Jihad Group (IJG) of Uzbekistan 
(reportedly an alias of the IMU) claimed 
responsibility for the violence. Suspected 
terrorists testified at a trial in mid-2004 
that a Najmiddin Jalolov was the leader 
of IJG, that they were trained by Arabs 
and others at camps in Kazakhstan and 
Pakistan, and that the IJG was linked to 
HT, the Taliban, Uighur extremists, and 
al-Qa’ida. During this trial, on July 30, 
2004, there were explosions in Tashkent at 
the American and Israeli embassies and the 
Uzbek Prosecutor General’s Office, killing 
seven. As Jim Nichol writes, the IMU and 
IJG claimed responsibility and stated that 
the bombings were aimed against the trial 
and the “apostate” governments. The U.S. 
Department of State reported that the 
IMU was also blamed for an explosion 
in Osh in November 2004, which killed 
one police officer and one terrorist. The 
scale and the level of preparation of these 
attacks indicated support from outside 
Uzbekistan.

Uzbekistan’s chief prosecutor alleged that 
all 85 individuals (including 17 women) 
arrested had been trained as suicide bomb-
ers. The authorities believe that these 
female suicide attackers were trained in 
Pakistan, possibly by an Uzbek woman. 
In the home of a suspect, authorities also 
found computer files detailing informa-
tion on training locations in Pakistan and 
Kazakhstan that are administered by Arab 
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instructors who were themselves previously 
trained by al-Qa’ida militants. The director 
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization’s 
antiterrorist center, Vyacheslav Kasymov, 
further stated that mobile phones found 
at the homes of suspects in Uzbekistan 
showed they had called phone numbers in 
Kazakhstan. Suspects reportedly testified 
that they had come to Uzbekistan via Iran 
and Azerbaijan to target police stations 
and prisons. They are also believed to have 
revealed plans to attack embassies and the 
offices of Western organizations.

The fact that the 2004 attacks were the 
first suicide killings in Central Asia was 
another ominous indicator of the progress of 
Islamism in the region. Based on what has 
been written, two of the female killers, the 
19-year-old Dilnoza Holmuradova and her 
22-year-old sister, Shahnoza Holmuradova, 
came from a relatively affluent family in 
Tashkent and were well educated. Dilnoza 
reportedly spoke five languages and had 
attended the police academy. The decisive 
factor in their transformation into extrem-
ists was the type of people with whom they 
were associating. According to news reports, 
they began studying Islam in 2002 and then 
gradually stopped wearing modern clothes, 
listening to music, and watching televi-
sion, which are the usual signs of Islamist 
extremism. They left home in 2004 and soon 
after carried out their attacks

It is clear that these perpetrators had been 
influenced by locally active Wahhabists, 
who led them to become terrorists. In fact, 
many well-to-do Muslims turn radical after 
they meet an Islamist at some vulnerable 
point in their lives. In the future, more 
women may carry out terrorist attacks, 
because women attract less suspicion from 
the authorities. Especially for women in 
search of a stable identity, martyrdom often 
seems like the only option. Unfortunately, 

prevailing conditions portend a wide pool of 
potential recruits for suicide killings in the 
years to come.

Since 2004 there have been persistent, 
if not fully confirmed, reports of Islamist 
militant sightings in remote regions of 
Uzbekistan, as Rotar reports. In late January 
2006, a Tajik official blamed the IMU for a 
prison raid in northern Tajikistan that freed 
a prisoner with alleged IMU ties. It again 
was not possible to confirm the accuracy of 
this report. The IMU has also been blamed 
for an attack on Tajik and Kyrgyz guard 
posts in May 2006. During these attacks, 
several border guards were killed and weap-
ons were stolen, as reported in the Central 
Asia-Caucasus Analyst. Finally, IMU leader 
Yuldashev is alleged to have given a speech 
in September 2006, on the fifth anniver-
sary of the September 11 attacks, where 
he threatened that “Karimov [president 
of Uzbekistan], Rakhmonov [president 
of Tajikistan], and Bakiyev [president of 
Kyrgyzstan] had better remember . . . that 
they will be punished for the crimes they are 
committing,” as reported by Central Asia 
News. Thus, it would appear that Yuldashev 
has declared war against the governments 
of Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.

Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Imu

The U.S. State Department has designated 
the IMU as a terrorist organization, but 
it has not yet done so in the case of HT. 
While both the IMU and the HT want 
to unify Muslims throughout the world 
into a single Islamic caliphate, the IMU is 
clearly involved in terrorist acts, whereas 
HT is not. However, it is more appropriate 
to state that HT has not yet succeeded in 
its attempted terrorist acts. In 1974 HT 
tried to seize weaponry from the Egyptian 
military academy to overthrow the Egyptian 



1 7 6   C e n t r A l  A s I A  

government. HT was also accused of plot-
ting violent coups in Tunisia (1992) and in 
Jordan (1993). It is only a matter of time 
before they eventually succeed.

HT and the IMU do not have a formal 
alliance, because it runs contrary to HT’s 
interests to be directly associated with a ter-
rorist group. The main difference between 
the two groups is one of focus: The IMU 
openly advocates and carries out militant 
operations, while HT concentrates mainly 
on the ideological battle. The two nonethe-
less admit to the closeness of their goals and 
both are propelled closer to the achievement 
of their ends by the weakness of Central 
Asian states. According to Tajikistan Deputy 
Interior Minister Abd al-Rahim Kaharov, 
many HT activists are simultaneously mem-
bers of the IMU and vice versa, because 
“these structures share goals that are fairly 
similar and [the] propaganda of one struc-
ture [HT] is backed by the military order 
and weapons of the other [IMU].”

Akramiyya

Akramiyya is named after its leader, 
Akram Yuldashev, born in 1963 in Andijan, 
Uzbekistan. Yuldashev is believed to have 
been a member of HT for one year, during 
which he became profoundly influenced 
by the thought of HT founder al-Nabhani. 
He then founded Akramiyya in his native 
Andijan region in 1992. He was first arrest-
ed in 1993 for Islamist radicalism and was 
released later that year following an amnes-
ty. Following the February 1999 bombings in 
Tashkent, he was rearrested and sentenced 
to over 10 years in prison.

In 1992 Yuldashev wrote a theological pam-
phlet in Uzbek titled “Yimonga Yul” (The 
Path to Faith). According to Uzbek scholar 
Bakhtiyar Babadjanov, Yuldashev wrote a sup-
plement to this tract in March 2005, in which 

he outlined a five-stage process for the estab-
lishment of Islamic leadership. Akramiyya 
shares HT’s conspiratorial methodology and 
its multistage process for achieving the ulti-
mate objective of reestablishing the caliphate. 
Accordingly, the aim of Akramiyya is to gather 
enough strength to exert influence on region-
al authorities, if not to control them directly. 
With this aim in mind, Akramiyya promotes 
a simplified version of Islam to maximize its 
potential support base. Its structure is com-
munal and cult-like, and members have lim-
ited exposure to outsiders.

Akramiyya seems to have been rather 
successful in developing a following by deliv-
ering on socioeconomic promises that the 
Uzbek government has been unable to ful-
fill, such as jobs and money. Wealthier fol-
lowers set up small businesses such as bak-
eries, cafeterias, or shoe factories in which 
they employ young males who are then 
required to attend study groups after work 
(other Islamic movements practice similar 
methods of recruiting followers). The own-
ers of these businesses contribute about 
one-fifth of their profits to a fund, which in 
turn assists poorer members of the group. 
They thus become a self-sustaining and sep-
arate Islamic community. This is one of the 
most successful examples of the bottom-up 
approach of pro-Islamic social engineering.

In May 2005, Akramiyya sympathizers 
perpetrated an uprising in Andijan. The 
immediate pretext was the ongoing trial of 
23 local businessmen arrested the previ-
ous year for their alleged association with 
Akramiyya. While the details are still some-
what unclear, it is known that armed men 
approached an Andijan police post on May 
12, 2005, overpowering and killing a num-
ber of the officers and removing weapons 
from their storage depot. Reportedly, these 
men then carried out a similar attack on 
a military facility, absconding with a large 
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amount of weaponry. Their last destination 
was the prison, where they freed the busi-
nessmen along with one-third of the total 
inmates. The assailants then attacked the 
National Security and Police Department 
building, although they were fought off. 
Subsequently, they commandeered the local 
governmental administrative building, in 
which they blockaded themselves after cap-
turing hostages to use as human shields. 
When negotiating with the authorities, one 
of their key demands was the release of 
Yuldashev from prison. Meanwhile, a large 
crowd had gathered in the area either to 
support the hostage takers, or simply to 
watch what was happening. Subsequently, 
negotiations broke down, shots were fired, 
and the situation spiraled out of control, 
with several hundred civilians being killed 
and many more fleeing for Uzbekistan’s 
border with Kyrgyzstan.

The precise turn of events remains 
unclear. A videotape containing clips of 
the uprising was released by the Uzbek 
government—after more than a year had 
passed—though with clear indications that 
it had been edited. It is almost certain that 
some of the assailants were Islamists, as 
there were clear shouts of “Allahu Akbar” 
(God is great) from the organizers of the 
uprising. As Martha Brill Olcott and Marina 
Barnett write, it is also clear that some of 
them received rudimentary military train-
ing, given their success in attacking the 
police post and military base. Nevertheless, 
it is unclear to what degree Islamism was 
mixed with a sense of frustration with the 
poverty and stagnant economy under Uzbek 
president Karimov and a sense of injustice 
over the imprisonment of the 23 business-
men, to which there had been a peaceful 
protest of hundreds of people on the day 
before the incident, as Radio Free Europe/
Radio Liberty reported.

In a sense, the events of Andijan illus-
trate precisely the means by which Islamist 
ideology penetrates the region. As Rotar 
writes, the same 23 businessmen accused 
of being Akramiyya members—in a similar 
vein to the Akramiyya business and charity 
practices previously mentioned—had paid 
their workers substantially more than did 
other employers and had given thousands of 
dollars to Islamic charities. It is impossible 
to tell for certain if they were motivated by 
the desire to propagate an ideology or to 
improve people’s lives. Furthermore, eye-
witness accounts establish that many who 
gathered in the square during the uprising 
were employees of the businessmen and 
were promised a day’s pay if they would 
attend. Simply too little is known to draw 
a clear conclusion. That said, three months 
after the incident, one of the leaders of the 
uprising threatened a “campaign of ter-
ror” against Karimov’s regime. The danger 
and existence of Islamist ideology in and 
around Uzbekistan cannot be denied—espe-
cially given the comeback of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan and its strengthened position 
in Pakistan.

Tabligh Jama’at (TJ)

TJ was established in India in the 1920s 
by Mawlana Muhammad Ilyas as a direct 
response to Hindu proselytizing. The group 
claims to follow the Sunna (way of life) of 
Islam’s founder. To TJ members this means 
wearing long beards, robes, and leather 
shoes. Members are also required to con-
duct tabligh, that is, to try on a regular 
basis to convert others to Islam, and they 
each devote a certain amount of time to 
da’wa (cause). Members can spend this time 
camping in small groups in order to preach 
“the Prophet’s way” in mosques. In Central 
Asia they also preach in bazaars. Today, 
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TJ has offices and schools in Canada and 
the UK, though its main centers are on the 
Indian subcontinent. Its annual gatherings 
in India and Pakistan attract hundreds of 
thousands. TJ’s annual summit in Raiwind 
is the largest Muslim gathering in the world 
after the hajj.

The group does not involve itself in pol-
itics (and has been criticized by radical 
Islamists for being apolitical), but over time 
TJ has become an international movement, 
active mostly in South and Central Asia. TJ 
has succeeded in introducing Islamic net-
works to Europe and the United States and 
often functions in parallel to the Wahhabi 
Muslim World League. In recent years, like 
many other Islamic movements, TJ has also 
become radicalized. Consequently, those who 
learn about Islam from TJ today are at risk 
of supporting or joining terrorist groups.

Al-Qa’ida or other terrorist groups are 
believed to have used TJ as their cover 
to travel and smuggle operatives across 
borders; because the group is apolitical, 
Tabligh’s members can fairly easily travel 
between countries. Other terrorist groups 
may have used the movement as a recruit-
ment pool, because its failure to discuss 
politics leaves room for others to provide a 
political message. In Central Asia TJ is most 
active in the Ferghana Valley, especially 
in Andijan. The authorities in Uzbekistan 
believe that TJ members in the country are 
influenced by HT’s ideology and by the radi-
calism of the Islamic Movement of Central 
Asia. 

The Islamic Movement of  
Central Asia

While many at first assumed that the 
American military presence in the Central 
Asian region would make the IMU’s opera-
tions more difficult, thus pushing more 

group members into the nonviolent camp, 
the opposite has happened. The setbacks 
of the Taliban have led to a growing desire 
among various militants to consolidate their 
efforts and move into Central Asia. As chair-
man of the Kyrgyz National Security Service 
(NSS), Kalyk Imankulov stated Central 
Asian governments believe that in 2002 or 
2003, the region’s Islamic radicals united 
in a framework of a new underground orga-
nization called the Islamic Movement of 
Central Asia (IMCA). This umbrella group 
brought together the IMU, Kyrgyz and 
Tajik radicals, and Uighur separatists from 
China—whose own East Turkistan Islamic 
Movement had recently broadened to include 
Afghans, Chechens, Kyrgyz, Uzbeks, and 
Kazakhs who share its new goal of forming 
an Islamic state in Central Asia.

Accordingly, the multiplicity of different 
organizations of which radicals claim to be 
a part (including the bewildering range of 
group names used to claim responsibility 
for terrorist attacks) is sometimes a ruse to 
make it seem as though there are more orga-
nizations than there actually are. Therefore, 
the same individuals often make up several 
“different” organizations. Ultimately, all of 
these militants share the same goals, obey 
the same regional leaders, and communi-
cate via the same networks, even as they 
act under different names and use differ-
ent tactics. Thus, while many more radical 
Islamist organizations have mushroomed in 
the region over the last several years, almost 
all of them can be considered, in one way or 
another, to be under the IMCA umbrella.

Kyrgyz authorities believe that the IMCA’s 
immediate goal is the creation of a caliphate 
in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and the Kyrgyz 
Republic, while reserving expansion to 
Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and northwest 
China for a second stage. The headquarters of 
IMCA, which is led by the IMU’s Yuldashev, 
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are believed to be located in Afghanistan’s 
northeastern Badakhshan province. This 
unified, militant Islamic force seeks to desta-
bilize Central Asian governments by attack-
ing American and Israeli targets. According 
to Tokon Mamytov, the deputy chairman of 
the Kyrgyz NSS, the main insurgent targets 
are the American embassies and military 
bases in Central Asia.

Meanwhile, since 2006, the Taliban has 
experienced a resurgence in Afghanistan 
while engaging in heavy fighting with NATO 
forces. They are believed to be basing them-
selves in the lawless tribal areas on the 
border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
where bin Ladin and Yuldashev are thought 
to be hiding as well. Islamist radicals can 
use these places to recruit, train, and build 
their strength, then travel freely over the 
porous borders. Thus the issue of safe 
havens in the Central Asian region for 
Islamists remains as much of a problem as it 
did before September 11. Until the govern-
ments of Central and Southern Asia gain 
greater control over their territory, these 
problems will likely remain.

Conclusion: The Paradox of 
Islamism in Central Asia

It is clear that the spread of Islamist ideol-
ogy is and will remain one of the enduring 
problems of Central Asia. In many ways 
the governments of the area, and, in turn, 
the Western governments that wish to help 
them, are faced with a paradox. On the one 
hand, irresponsive and ineffective auto-
cratic governments have alienated their 
populations, providing political space within 
which Islamism can grow and gain further 
adherents. On the other hand, attitudes of 
openness and tolerance, as prevailed dur-
ing perestroika, have also provided space 
for Islamist infiltration. No matter what 

form of government prevails, the Islamists 
often find a way to slip through the cracks. 
Meanwhile, to advance their cause, they 
continue to make use of the chaos, civil 
wars, and crisis of governance throughout 
the region, from the Taliban fighting in 
Afghanistan, to the fighting in the tribal 
areas of Pakistan, to the perceived failures 
of Central Asian governments to provide 
economic and social justice; they also persist 
in making the case to the inhabitants of the 
region that their only hope for stability is to 
have an international caliphate.

The cure lies in both better governance and 
effective encouragement of the more moder-
ate teachings of Islam. Governments in the 
region must take on the difficult tasks of 
being both responsive to and responsible for 
their people’s economic needs, and of keep-
ing a close eye on where citizens meet their 
spiritual needs. They must work to ensure 
economic prosperity and attempt to revive 
the forms of Islam that made Central Asia 
a great religious and scientific center in cen-
turies past. They also need to protect their 
people from Islamist networks. In the end the 
Central Asian states will probably lack the 
resources to accomplish these tasks on their 
own. The West would do well to help them—
especially considering the results of the last 
Islamist political takeover in the region.
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A central key to understanding Islamism in 
Afghanistan is the historic differentiation 
between the roles of the intelligentsia and 
the clergy. Movements led by clerics are the 
continuation of a trend started at the time of 
the first Anglo-Afghan War (1838–42), when 
village clergy started mobilizing politically. 
This pattern continued through the second 
Anglo-Afghan War (1878–80), to the numer-
ous revolts against King Abd al-Rahman 
(1880–96), the 1928–29 civil war, and the 
great anti-Soviet jihad of 1978–92. Both 
clerics and nonclerics in these movements 
agreed that Islam should play a bigger role 
in the state but disagreed about who should 
lead this process. Moreover, each of these two 
main groups split internally over doctrine, 
social differences, and personal rivalries. The 
fragmentation of Afghan society along eth-
nic, linguistic, tribal, and local community 
lines made the creation of large movements 
quite hard, even if this was the ambition of 
most of the Islamist factions. With the excep-
tion of the Shi’a groups and some Salafi 
groups in the east, all other protagonists of 
the Afghan Islamist scene always stated their 
intention to create nationwide movements, 
but all ended up mainly representing a rela-
tively narrow section of Afghan society.

From the Origins to the Taliban

Islamism as an organized force emerged 
in Afghanistan in the 1960s. As shown by 
David B. Edwards, several separate move-
ments were formed. Some were led by the 
clergy, which for the first time created 
structured groups rather than relying on 
informal connections. Two such associa-
tions were Khuddam al-Furqan (Servants 
of the Koran), led by Naqshabandi lead-
er Sibgatullah Mojaddidi, and Jami’at-
e-Ulama-e-Muhammadi (the Association 
of Muhammad’s Scholars), led by Hafizji 
Sahib. Such groups disappeared once the 
“democratic experiment” of the 1960s 
ended.

Other groups among the intelligentsia 
and the students proved more resilient. 
Among them were Qiyam-i Islami (Uprising 
of Islam), Madrasa i-Qur’an (School of the 
Koran), and Jawanan e-Muslimin (Muslim 
Youth). The first group was led by General 
Mir Ahmad Shah Rizwani and was mainly 
based within the army; it tried and failed to 
organize a coup in 1976. The second group 
was based on the charismatic leadership of 
Mawlana Fayzani, a self-styled Sufi pir (holy 
man) who later allied with other Islamist 

Afghanistan
Antonio Giustozzi



1 8 2   C e n t r A l  A s I A  

groups, but the group was rapidly marginal-
ized after his arrest in 1973.

The third group, whose members were to 
play a much bigger role in Afghan history, 
was initially led by Ghulam Muhammad 
Niazi and was composed mainly of theol-
ogy teachers and students from the Kabul 
University faculty of theology and other 
faculties. The stated purpose of the group 
was to stem the rising influence of the left in 
Afghanistan, particularly within the univer-
sity. Although the left remained the strongest 
force in Afghanistan’s higher education, the 
Jawanan-e Muslimin rose to considerable 
influence during the late 1960s and early 
1970s. The 1973 coup, which established 
a republic in Afghanistan, marked the end 
of open activities for the Jawanan, as the 
two main leftist groups—Parcham (Banner) 
and Khalq (Masses)—initially supported 
President Muhammad Daud Khan and were 
given positions in his cabinet. That marked 
the beginning of relentless state repression 
against Islamists, a few of whom were killed. 
The majority either went underground or 
fled to Pakistan, where they received the 
endorsement of that country’s government 
for planning an uprising against Daud and 
the leftists, attempted in 1975 but ending in 
utter failure.

The failed coup in 1975 marked the begin-
ning of a series of acrimonious splits within 
the Jawanan, the first occurring in 1976. It 
is not easy to pin down the exact ideological 
differences between different factions of the 
Jawanan. Personal rivalries and different 
conceptions of how the movement should 
organize itself appear to have been key 
issues. The leading figure in the Jawanan 
at that time was Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, 
who had joined as an engineering student, 
though he never completed his studies. He 
was not popular among the teachers in the 
movement because he was younger and 

had no background in Islamic studies. As 
Hekmatyar was imposing his own view that 
the newly created organization should be a 
tightly disciplined party, which he proceeded 
to call Hizb-i Islami (Islamic Party), Burhan 
al-Din Rabbani, who was the leading sur-
viving figure among the “professors,” quit 
the Jawanan to form his own movement. 
Choosing the name Jami’at-i Islami (Islamic 
Society), Rabbani marked his preference 
for a looser, less disciplined organization. 
Another point of contention concerned stra-
tegic choices, with Rabbani being inclined to 
compromise and negotiate with Daud’s gov-
ernment and Hekmatyar being resolutely 
opposed. The majority of young activists 
stayed with Hekmatyar, with a minority fol-
lowing Rabbani. For about a year, there was 
an attempt to reunify the two wings of the 
Jawanan. A compromise figure, Qazi Amin 
Wadad, was selected to lead the party, but 
the attempt at unity collapsed in 1977.

Hizb-i Islami and Jami’at would become 
the most prominent actors in the 1978–92 
jihad against the pro-Soviet regime and 
the Soviet army, but more splits occurred 
between 1979 and 1981. In 1979 Mawlawi 
Muhammad Yunis Khalis, a respected reli-
gious figure from Nangarhar and a gradu-
ate in Islamic law, split from Hizb-i Islami 
and formed a group still called Hizb-i Islami 
but that resembled Rabbani’s Jami’at in its 
loose organization and reliance on clerical 
networks to attract support. In 1981 Abd 
al-Rab Rasul Sayyaf, another theology pro-
fessor who had been in Rabbani’s group but 
was doctrinally closer to Wahhabi views, 
formed his Ittehad-i Islami (Islamic Union) 
organization as a result of yet another 
failed reunification attempt of the Islamist 
ranks. Sayyaf had little personal follow-
ing, but by virtue of his fluent Arabic and 
contacts in the Arab world, he had access 
to much financial support from that quar-
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ter. He used it to recruit commanders and 
fighters to his party.

Mawlawi Nabi Muhammadi, a teacher 
who had not formally been a member of 
the Islamist movement but who had dis-
tinguished himself as a fierce critic of the 
leftists, formed his own group in 1980 after 
yet another botched attempt to reunify 
Hizb and Jami’at under his leadership. 
The new group took the name of Harakat-e 
Enqelab-e Islami (Movement of the Islamic 
Revolution). Nabi Muhammadi had a strong 
following among the ulama (religious schol-
ars), and Harakat was, in fact, the most 
clerical of the Afghan Islamist groups. With 
Nabi Muhammadi, the clerical trend within 
Afghan Islamism mentioned at the begin-
ning of the chapter found an organizational 
outlet for the first time since the 1960s, 
although it would take some imagination 
to define Nabi’s organization as a party. 
It was, in fact, a loose network with even 
less interaction between the leadership and 
the rank and file than Rabbani’s Jami’at. 
Sigbatullah Mojaddidi also resurfaced in 
1980 with a new group, called Jabh-e Nejat-i 
Milli (National Liberation Front), which 
recruited among his Naqshabandi follow-
ers. The agenda of the group, however, was 
not explicitly Islamist, and the party was 
mainly known for supporting the return of 
King Zahir Shah (who had been deposed in 
1973) to power.

Among Afghanistan’s Shi’as, who make 
up around 15 to 20 percent of the popula-
tion and mostly belong to the Hazara ethnic 
group, at least one specifically Shi’a Islamist 
group appeared in the 1960s, Paiman-e 
Islami (Islamic Alliance), led by Mir Ali 
Ahmad Gauhar. The group later allied with 
Sunni Islamist groups to oppose the policies 
of President Daud and was essentially wiped 
out in the repression. Those who survived 
the repression once again split between 

Shi’as and Sunnis and played only a minor 
role in the following years.

Another group originated among the 
Shi’a minority in Kandahar under the 
leadership of Shaykh Mohseni, who, 
despite not being a follower of Iran’s 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, was lean-
ing toward political Islamism in the 1970s. 
He formed a party called Harakat-e Islami 
in 1978, after the pro-Soviet left took 
power, and became involved in the jihad. 
Khomeinist groups had little currency 
until the early 1980s, when mullahs and 
ulama trained in Iran and influenced by 
the Iranian Revolution started returning 
to Afghanistan in significant numbers, fol-
lowing the liberation of most of Hazarajat 
from government forces. Different power 
centers in Iran sponsored their own Afghan 
protégés, resulting in a multitude of par-
ties being set up in Afghan Hazarajat (the 
central highlands), which had been aban-
doned by the central government.

Even after the first attempts to merge some 
of the groups, eight separate Khomeinist 
organizations still existed and engaged, to 
differing degrees, in an intra-Hazara civil 
war. Initially, the confrontation pitted a 
unified clerical front known as Shura-ye 
Ettefaq against local notables and the sec-
ular intelligentsia. Once the nonclerical 
rivals had been defeated, the Khomeinists 
confronted the traditionalist clergy aligned 
along the positions of the other leading 
Iranian religious figure, Ayatollah Abu al-
Qassim al-Khoie, and defeated them too. 
A third phase of this Hazara civil war 
within the larger Afghan war saw different 
Khomeinist factions fight each other, with 
inconclusive outcomes. Only in 1988, follow-
ing Iranian mediation, did the Khomeinists 
stop their internecine fighting and merge as 
a unified party, Hizb-i Wahdat. Nonetheless, 
they remained factionally divided, with a 
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more nationalist tendency led first by Abd 
al-Ali Mazari and then by Karim Khalili, 
and a more religious-extremist one spon-
sored by the Iranian Pasdaran and led by 
Muhammad Akbari. These two factions 
started fighting each other once again dur-
ing the civil wars of the 1990s, as Akbari 
supported the Jami’at-led government in 
Kabul and Mazari and Khalili opposed it. 
When the Taliban occupied Hazarajat in 
1998, Akbari signed a deal with them, while 
Mazari was killed and the Khalili faction 
continued its resistance in very difficult 
conditions.

During the 1978–92 jihad, the original 
tiny groups of activists spread throughout 
Afghanistan and created large networks of 
supporters. Although the initial core group 
of just over 1,000 activists mostly stayed 
with Hizb-i Islami, through the clerical 
networks of Harakat, Jami’at, and Khalis 
the different parties all established their 
own constituencies. In the early years of 
the jihad, Hizb-i Islami was certainly much 
stronger, because the party was the best 
organized and often was the first to appear 
in different regions. By 1983 the other 
parties were also well established. From 
1983 to 1992, Hizb-i Islami gradually lost 
strength as a result of the attraction by 
both the equally well-funded Ittehad in the 
south, east, and southeast and by Jami’at-i 
Islami northeast of Kabul. Ittehad attracted 
those commanders who resented the tight 
discipline imposed by Hekmatyar, while 
Jami’at attracted mainly Tajik commanders 
in areas where Hizb-i Islami was dominated 
by Pashtuns. Harakat-e Enqelab also lost 
much ground to better-funded parties, such 
as Khalis’s group and Jami’at.

After 1992 Harakat-e Enqelab largely 
disintegrated, while Khalis’s group also vir-
tually ceased to function as an organized 
entity. Hizb, Jami’at, and Ittehad, however, 

were all deeply involved in the civil wars of 
that period. While Hizb-i Islami was fight-
ing against Jami’at, which controlled most 
of the ministries in Kabul, for most of the 
time Ittehad remained allied with Jami’at 
and was mostly engaged in fighting against 
the Khomeinists, who were now unified in 
Hizb-i Wahdat.

The clergy, which had been mainly active 
within the ranks of Harakat-e Enqelab, 
disappeared from the scene until 1994, 
when it resurfaced as a key supporter of 
the newly established Da Afghanistan da 
Talibano Islami Tahrik (The Afghan Islamic 
Movement of the Taliban). Initially portray-
ing itself as aiming to bring back to power 
the deposed king, once the Taliban had 
captured Kabul in 1996, it turned toward 
establishing an Islamic state and emerged 
as the most radical of all Islamist groups in 
Afghanistan. Apart from much of what had 
been Harakat-e Enqelab, from whose ranks 
the Taliban originated, during its expan-
sion throughout Afghanistan the Taliban 
absorbed most of Sayyaf’s and Khalis’s fol-
lowers, including Khalis himself, big chunks 
of Hizb-i Islami and Jami’at (despite the 
attempt of their leaderships to oppose the 
rise of the Taliban), and even a considerable 
portion of Hizb-i Wahdat. After initially sup-
porting the Taliban against old rival Hizb-i 
Islami, the Jami’atis were soon locked in 
a bitter confrontation with the Taliban, in 
alliance with portions of Hizb-i Wahdat and 
Ittehad.

By mid-2001, the Taliban controlled 
almost all of Afghanistan, with the excep-
tion of a portion of the northeast and iso-
lated pockets in the northern and central 
regions. Their ability to mobilize active 
support among the Afghan population was 
always limited, however, and a large part 
of their fighting force was composed of for-
eigners, mainly Pakistani Pashtuns but also 
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volunteers from several Arab and Islamic 
countries. Yet the anti-Taliban alliance led 
by the Jami’atis was facing great difficulties 
in mobilizing support, with the population 
tired from many years of war. Furthermore, 
the various Islamist factions were largely 
discredited for having failed to rule the 
country effectively after 1992.

Afghanistan’s Islamists After 
2001: The Moderates

During the final offensive against the 
Taliban regime at the end of 2001, the 
main role by far was played by Jami’at, 
especially among Islamist groups. Both the 
Khomeinists and Sayyaf, however, took part 
in the battle, the latter with very mar-
ginal forces. These groups were rewarded 
with positions in post-Taliban administra-
tions. Once the Taliban was defeated, Hizb-i 
Islami tried to resurface, first as an active 
network of “old comrades” and then as an 
organized force.

Even before the first of the Hamid Karzai 
administration set foot in Kabul, Jami’at 
started splintering into rival factions. The 
tension within the party had long been sim-
mering, but the need to present a united 
front against the Taliban prevented it from 
emerging. After 2001 the old leaders and 
the new generation that had risen up the 
ranks during the previous 20 years could no 
longer exist under the same roof. The group 
of military commanders and members of 
the intelligentsia who had gathered around 
the late commander Ahmad Shah Massoud 
succeeded in marginalizing Rabbani and his 
followers at the Bonn summit, leaving him 
without an official position, while the three 
main figures of the so-called Shura-i Nezar 
(Coordination Council) all got important 
jobs in the cabinet. The group included 
modernly educated Jami’atis, uneducated 

commanders, and several former officers 
of the pro-Soviet regime, which diluted its 
Islamist identity. Together with their wish 
to keep their hands free in terms of poten-
tial alliances, this explains why they did not 
push too hard regarding the role of Shari’a 
in legislation, even if their most prominent 
spokesman, Yunis Qanuni, issued state-
ments in its support from time to time.

The political parties that are derived from 
Shura-i Nezar—Afghanistan Newin (New 
Afghanistan) and Nehzat-i Milli (National 
Movement)—do not explicitly demand that 
Shari’a be the sole source of legislation nor 
particularly insist on expanding the role 
of Islam within it. It is therefore not clear 
whether from this point onward they can 
still be identified with Islamist positions. 
The ambiguity arises because in an attempt 
to conciliate the positions of the moderate 
Islamists with those of the secularists, the 
new Constitution—approved in 2004—con-
fusingly recognizes a role for Shari’a when-
ever secular laws are silent. The two parties 
originating from Shura-i Nezar elected two 
dozen members of parliament (MPs) in 2005.

Rabbani and his circle, by contrast, main-
tained relations with the conservative cler-
gy and remained somewhat more firmly 
within the Islamist galaxy, as Ron Synovitz 
explained on Radio Free Europe. Within 
what is left of Jami’at-i Islami, the positions 
concerning the role of Shari’a in legisla-
tion vary considerably. Rabbani himself has 
not been very vocal in support of it. Yet in 
remote areas with a strong clerical presence, 
such as several districts of Badakhshan and 
southern Takhar, the views of the Jami’atis 
in this regard hardly differ from those of 
the supposedly extremist Taliban. In urban 
areas such as Herat or Mazar-i Sharif, 
the followers of Jami’at usually have more 
moderate positions with regard to the inter-
pretation of Shari’a. In general, however, as 
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far as civil and penal law is concerned, it is 
difficult to find Jami’atis who, if challenged, 
do not totally endorse the application of the 
Shari’a. When Jami’atis come to the conclu-
sion that the enforcement of the Shari’a is 
not a priority or is not the key political issue, 
they usually quit the party. As of early 2007, 
Jami’at’s following was largely limited to 
Tajiks, mostly rural. However, it maintained 
some pockets of support among Pashtuns, 
mainly around Kandahar. During the 2005 
parliamentary elections, the Jami’atis elect-
ed around 25 MPs (out of 249).

There is no doubt that Sayyaf remains 
a staunch supporter of Shari’a and of the 
most conservative interpretation of it. He 
continues to maintain strong connections 
with conservative Islamist circles in the 
Arab Gulf. In 2004 he renamed his party 
Dawat-i Islami but soon suffered the split 
of his deputy, Ahmad Shah Ahmadzai, to 
even more conservative positions. The latter 
refused to endorse Hamid Karzai’s candi-
dacy for the presidency in 2004, in contrast 
to Sayyaf, and ran against Karzai in the 
elections, gathering about 1 percent of the 
vote. Ahmadzai then formed his own party, 
which failed to win a single seat in the 
parliamentary elections. Sayyaf maintains 
some influence among pockets of conser-
vative Pashtuns by virtue of his closeness 
to President Karzai and his considerable 
financial resources. Dawat elected at least 
eight MPs in 2005, including Sayyaf himself, 
although his election was marred by the 
discovery of massive fraud in his favor. He 
later failed to be elected as parliamentary 
speaker by a thin margin. Despite being 
more vocal in his support for conservative 
Islamist causes than his allies (he remains 
close to Rabbani), Sayyaf is also a shrewd 
tactician and a powerful speaker who on 
several occasions helped Karzai summon up 
support in the Loya Jirga and in the parlia-

ment. In this sense he can be described as a 
moderate, even if his personal views can be 
quite extreme on a number of issues.

The various Khomeinist groups that gath-
ered in Hizb-i Wahdat in 1988 entered the 
post-Taliban period already divided between 
the supporters of Sayyid Muhammad Akbari, 
who had chosen to cooperate with the suc-
cessful Taliban, and supporters of Karim 
Khalili and Muhammad Muhaqiq. Soon 
the split was formalized with the forma-
tion of two separate parties. Later, Khalili 
and Muhaqiq also parted ways over issues 
of leadership and their relationship with 
Karzai.

However, possibly the most important 
trend among the former Khomeinists is the 
evaporation of any consistently Islamist 
perspective. In part, this might be because 
of the minority character of Shi’ism in 
Afghanistan, which would make advocating 
legislation based on Shari’a counterproduc-
tive. However, there also seems to have 
been a genuine influence of reformist and 
post-Khomeinist ideas coming from Iran, 
as well as a rise of enthnonationalist senti-
ments among Hazaras, who represented the 
near totality of the supporters of the old 
Hizb-i Wahdat. Iran’s loss of credibility as 
a source of political and ideological inspira-
tion contributed decisively to this pattern, 
not least because of the mistreatment and 
racial abuse to which Afghan Hazaras were 
subjected in Iran as refugees or migrant 
workers. Explicit Islamist positions likely 
survive among elements of the Shi’a clergy 
but do not seem to feature on the agenda of 
any of the half dozen Shi’a groups on the 
Afghan political scene, despite the continu-
ing dominance of the clergy in most of these 
organizations.

Hizb-i Islami was not part of the initial 
ruling coalition because of its near absence 
from the battlefield and its alignment with 
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Iran during the negotiations leading to 
the post-Taliban settlement. A number of 
former members of the party found their 
way to other groups, such as Jami’at, or 
made individual deals with the govern-
ment. As a separate, organized force, Hizb-i 
Islami started reemerging in 2002, when a 
large meeting took place in Kabul, bring-
ing together 200–300 leaders and members. 
Hekmatyar, who had already declared a 
jihad against foreign troops in Afghanistan, 
was absent, as were some of his closest mili-
tary commanders. In any case, the attempt 
to form an official group based on the sur-
viving Hizb-i Islami networks immediately 
faced attempts of disruption by the com-
ponent of Jami’at most bitterly opposed to 
Hizb, that is Shura-i Nezar.

Thanks to its virtual control over the 
security services, the Shura-i Nezar net-
work was able to launch a massive operation 
against the resurfacing Hizb and arrested 
hundreds of its supporters who were gath-
ered in Kabul for the meeting. Although 
the security services claimed the discovery 
of a coup plot, according to International 
Security Assistance Forces (ISAF) officials 
the claim was unsubstantiated, and under 
international pressure they had to gradu-
ally release the prisoners. The obstacles 
created by Jami’at, in any case, significantly 
delayed the official launch of a legal Hizb-i 
Islami, which only took place in 2005 under 
the leadership of two midlevel leaders of the 
old party, Khalid Faruqi and Abd al-Hadi 
Arghandiwal. During interviews with mem-
bers of the party, they presented their group 
as a peaceful alternative to the Taliban 
insurgency because of grassroots support 
for it in many areas inhabited by Pashtuns 
(chiefly the eastern region).

During the parliamentary elections of 
2005, many former members of Hizb-i Islami 
were elected—as many as 42 according to 

one count. However, several of these had 
long ceased any association with Hekmatyar 
and Hizb-i Islami. It is estimated that about 
30 to 35 of them maintained links with the 
party. As of fall 2006, about 15 had formally 
joined the new, legal Hizb-i Islami, with the 
rest wavering between different options. 
Faruqi’s party was not the only claimant to 
the old Hizb-i Islami’s inheritance. Several 
smaller groups also surfaced, such as Hizb-i 
Muttahed-i Islami (Islamic Unification 
Party), led by Wahidullah Sabawun, and 
Hizb-i Salah wa Wahdat (Peace and Unity 
Party), led by one founder of Hizb-i Islami, 
Abd al-Qadir Emami. Neither of these par-
ties appears to have a significant influence, 
although Emami managed to get elected to 
parliament. Some key personalities of the 
party, such as Qazi Amin Wadad, who had 
been the leader in 1976–77, also abstained 
from involvement with any of the Hizb-i 
Islami derivatives and instead later cooper-
ated with the National United Front (see 
below).

It is not clear what the agenda of the 
Faruqi-Arghandiwal group is, though it  
seems less a genuine splinter from Hekmat-
yar than a front for favoring negotiations 
with the outlawed (and militarily active) 
branch of the party and/or a means to infil-
trate government institutions. As of May 
2007, the Hizb-i Islami network centered 
around Faruqi’s group also included a num-
ber of government officials, among them 
several provincial governors, two cabinet 
ministers, Karzai’s chief of staff, and pos-
sibly the attorney general as well.

By contrast, Hizb-i Islami’s military activ-
ities were relatively limited. Its main areas 
of military activity during 2006 were Kunar, 
Laghman, and Logar provinces (in that 
order), with smaller-scale activities going on 
in Kabul, Kapisa, Nangarhar, Paktya, Khost, 
and Paktika. On a more limited scale, some 
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military activities had already started in 
2002 and gradually grew afterward. This 
increased activity led to growing repression 
of Hizb-i Islami by the local security forces. 
Preemptive operations were also reported 
in the area of Jalalabad because of its high 
strategic importance, leading to the arrest 
of individuals accused of conspiring against 
the government. At least two commanders 
of Hizb-i Islami were arrested in February in 
unspecified locations of Nangarhar. NATO 
sources put the strength of Hizb-i Islami 
at 300 to 400 fighters in 2006, as cited by 
Anthony Cordesman, which looks low given 
the geographical spread of the party’s activ-
ity. This should, however, be interpreted as 
an average for active fighters. A total figure 
of around 1,500 looks more realistic.

What all the groups examined so far have 
in common is their acceptance of elections 
as a way to select the political leadership, 
even if their interpretation of what elec-
tions should look like tends to vary and 
mostly does not go beyond some form of 
“limited democracy.” With the exception of 
Sayyaf’s Dawat, these groups also accept, to 
various degrees, the idea that women should 
be educated and should work. Within the 
Afghan context, therefore, all these groups 
could be described as relatively moderate. 
Several more radical groups are, however, 
also active in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan’s Islamists After 
2001: The Radicals

By far the most important radical Islamist 
group in Afghanistan is the so-called Taliban, 
which actually describes its adherents as 
the followers of the Islamic Emirate of 
Afghanistan, that is, the state overthrown 
by foreign intervention in 2001. Although 
military activities effectively never stopped, 
during the summer of 2002 a transition 

occurred from the disorganized, sometimes 
desperate fight of remnants of the previous 
regime and associated foreign jihadi volun-
teers to a planned attempt to start a new 
insurgency. From then on, the level of vio-
lence continued to grow, although the yearly 
number of victims remained in the hundreds 
rather than the thousands until 2005, when 
for the first time it reached the 1,000 mark. 
Although it is difficult to come up with any 
meaningful estimate of how many Taliban 
insurgents there were in 2006–2007, clearly 
by then several thousand were active at any 
given time, and probably 15,000–20,000 
individuals participated in the fighting on a 
full-time or part-time basis.

To a large extent, the leadership of the 
Taliban has stayed the same, confirming 
the claim that the insurgency was sponsored 
by the “Taliban state” gone underground. 
Mullah Muhammad Omar remained the 
unchallenged moral authority, although it is 
not clear to what extent he exercised effec-
tive leadership. The main development was 
the rise through the ranks of a number of 
former field commanders of the “Taliban’s 
Emirate,” who have now been incorporated 
in the leadership structures. This is clearly 
a consequence of the new situation faced 
by the Taliban, which for the first time is 
being forced to operate as a real insurgency 
movement.

The core elements of the Taliban’s ideolo-
gy remain the same, such as the strict scrip-
turalist approach and the heavy influence 
of the Islamic revivalist school Deobandi, 
which is based on strict adherence to the 
Sunna and Shari’a. Its position toward the 
role of women in society (i.e., segregation), 
toward secular education, and toward elec-
tions has not changed either. Despite these 
elements of continuity, some changes have 
been noticeable in the Taliban’s ideology, 
at least in part driven by tactical consider-
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ations. Its attitude toward new technologies 
is, for example, now very different from that 
of the past. Far from banning images and 
the filming of human beings, the Taliban 
now indulges in large-scale production of 
jihadi propaganda with videos featuring 
commanders and fighters in VCD and DVD 
format. Although until 2006 the Taliban 
was still “inviting” people to grow beards 
and avoid listening to music, since then it 
has dropped these demands in areas under 
its control.

Otherwise, the Taliban’s behavior has 
often remained extreme. Executions not 
only of alleged government spies but also of 
state employees such as teachers and govern-
ment officials were commonplace through-
out 2002 to 2007 and were often carried 
out in a gruesome way. Nonetheless, despite 
having started their campaign of infiltrating 
Afghanistan from Pakistan in 2002, from 
2003 the Taliban insurgents were able to 
obtain the support of several communities 
inside Afghanistan, first in Zabul (2003) 
and then in Uruzgan, Hilmand, Kandahar, 
and Ghazni. With its chief constituencies of 
madrasa boys, village mullahs, and illiter-
ate villagers, the Taliban was not able to 
deploy sophisticated strategies and tactics. 
As a result, it usually fared badly in direct 
clashes with foreign troops and the Afghan 
National Army (ANA), although it did bet-
ter against the poorly trained, undisciplined 
Afghan National Police (ANP).

However, thanks to the adoption of tac-
tics from Iraq, such as roadside bombs and 
suicide attacks (from 2005), the Taliban 
was able to inflict significant casualties 
on its adversaries. According to official 
reports, from March 2006 to March 2007, 
the Taliban killed 200 ANA soldiers, up to 
700 policemen, and 113 foreign combatants, 
as well as an undisclosed number of private 
militiamen and security guards for the loss 

of up to 3,000 of its own. After some ill-fated 
attempts to confront the foreign contin-
gents on open ground during 2006, in 2007 
the Taliban focused efforts at expanding 
the geographical scope of its activities. In 
particular, it appeared to be investing large 
human and material resources on expansion 
toward western Afghanistan.

There is little question that the aim of 
the Taliban is to grab back power in Kabul. 
Although attempts to negotiate with the 
Kabul government have been going on for 
some time, it is not clear who among the 
Taliban has been involved. In 2003 some 
moderate elements of the former Taliban 
regime approached Kabul and eventually 
accepted a reconciliation offer. It is likely 
that later negotiations too only involved 
noncombatant elements of the old Taliban 
government or individual commanders. 
Sources close to the Taliban hint that seri-
ous negotiations could occur once the with-
drawal of foreign troops starts, but there 
seems to be little room for the formation 
of a coalition government including both 
Taliban and pro-Western elements because 
the cultural and political distance between 
the two is huge.

A few smaller radical groups also exist on 
the Afghan scene. Small Salafi organizations 
have from time to time surfaced in Kunar and 
Nuristan provinces, which from the 1970s 
were gradually converted by Salafi preach-
ers. The three main organizations among 
these are Jama’at al-Da’wa al-Salafiyya wal-
Kitab (Society of the Salafi Movement and 
of the Book), the Bara bin Malik Front of 
Mullah Isma’il in Kunar, and the Dawlat-e 
Enqelabi-ye Islami (Islamic Revolutionary 
State) of Nuristan. The active followers of 
each of these organizations do not exceed 
the low hundreds, and their influence is very 
localized, usually to a district or two within 
the above-mentioned provinces.
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Other radical organizations are essen-
tially offshoots of the Taliban. Jaiysh al-
Muslimin, for example, split in 2004 and 
was reabsorbed in 2005. For a while it 
appeared to have a significant following in 
Zabul and Hilmand, but lack of external 
support led to its collapse. A smaller group, 
Jaysh al-Mahdi, was also formed by a for-
mer Taliban supporter in 2002 and appears 
to remain militarily active, cooperating with 
international jihadi volunteers to organize 
cross-border infiltration.

Influence of Islamism  
Within Society

After the fall of the Taliban regime, it 
was widely believed that Islamist groups 
in Afghanistan attracted little support 
among the population. This was because 
of their less-than-impressive performance 
after 1992, when they indulged in inter-
necine fighting and allowed whatever was 
left of the Afghan state to collapse. While 
this belief might have been true to some 
degree, the extent of Islamist groups’ actual 
influence might have been underestimated. 
Unpopular in the cities, the Islamists main-
tained strong constituencies in most of the 
countryside, not least because of the coer-
cive power of their militias. At least some of 
their electoral success has to be attributed 
to genuine support.

In most cases, it appears that Islamist 
MPs benefited from being the best-known 
candidates locally, which, together with 
superior financial resources and the support 
of armed militias, gave them an edge over 
rivals. Up to 116 MPs out of 249 were linked 
to Islamist groups in the parliament elected 
in 2005, including four former Taliban. In 
terms of ideological support, in the early 
post-Taliban years, the main constituency of 
the Islamists was the clergy. Afghanistan’s 

clergy has traditionally been quite plural-
ist, with a strong presence of Sufi Tariqas 
(members of a particular school of Sufism), 
particularly the Naqshabandiyya and the 
Qadiriyya.

With some exceptions, during the jihad, 
these Tariqas stayed away from the Islamists 
(who were critical of them) and supported 
other parties and movements. However, 
the collapse of Afghanistan’s educational 
system resulted in growing numbers of 
Afghan would-be mullahs being educated 
in Pakistan, where Deobandism was gradu-
ally becoming more and more dominant. Its 
anti-Sufi inclination resulted in the decline 
of influence of Sufi orders and, more broad-
ly, of traditionalist mullahs in Afghanistan, 
as the new Pakistani-trained generation 
replaced the old. If the links forged between 
the clergy and Islamist groups during the 
anti-Soviet jihad are taken into account, 
it is not surprising that by the early years 
of the twenty-first century Afghanistan’s 
clergy was closer to the Islamists and more 
politicized than it had ever been.

Although significant traditionalist ten-
dencies still exist and are influential, par-
ticularly in some regions, the Deobandi 
stream is today probably the single-largest 
component of the clergy in Afghanistan. 
The only survey of the attitude of the clergy 
that has taken place in recent years, car-
ried out by Cooperation for Peace and Unity 
(CPAU)—an Afghan research nongovern-
mental organization—for the International 
Peace Research Institute in Oslo (PRIO), 
indicates that while radical and extremist 
views are a minority, hostility toward the 
presence of foreign troops in the coun-
try is nearly universal, particularly among 
Pashtuns. According to Afghan officials and 
UN workers, the presence of mullahs preach-
ing against foreign troops and in favor of 
armed struggle against them is reported not 
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only in the regions directly affected by the 
insurgency but also throughout Afghanistan. 
Northeastern Afghanistan, a stronghold of 
anti-Taliban resistance until 2001, hosts 
a particularly conservative clergy, within 
whose ranks quite a few mullahs openly 
oppose the “occupiers.” However, mullahs 
preaching against the foreign troops can be 
found even in Kabul.

While the mullahs’ proclamations were 
initially paid little attention by a popula-
tion too busy enjoying the reopening of the 
country after years of almost total isolation, 
the mood started changing in 2005–2006. 
Although gauging the direction of Afghan 
public opinion is not easy, press reports and 
conversations with Afghans and expatriates 
suggest that xenophobic and religious senti-
ments resurfaced following a combination of 
factors, ranging from the escalating violence 
in the south with its consequent loss of life 
to the perception that the Kabul govern-
ment was paying much greater attention 
to the demands of foreign partners than 
to those of the Afghan population. Cases 
such as that of Abd al-Rahman, an Afghan 
convert to Christianity who was illegally 
shipped out of the country by President 
Karzai to avoid an embarrassing sentence 
for apostasy, contributed to widening the 
constituency of the conservative mullahs 
and their Islamist allies.

Although it is impossible to be sure of the 
degree of support enjoyed by the different 
groups, there are indications that Hizb-i 
Islami is currently the most popular of the 
“moderate” Islamist groups. The Jami’ati 
group lost much credibility because of its 
relatively long association with power (from 
1992 until 1996 and from 2001 until Karzai 
started purging its members in 2005). This 
group also suffers from a tendency to disin-
tegrate into local networks more concerned 
with immediate financial and status gains 

than with any ideological agenda. Rabbani’s 
organizational model, based on loose net-
working and ideological eclecticism, is under 
strain due to the absence of a clearly identi-
fiable threat to Jami’at, which could keep its 
members united. Despite being considered 
by many as bearing primary responsibility 
for the deadly fighting in Kabul from 1992 
to 1996, Hekmatyar’s party, based on strict 
discipline and ideological consistency, seems 
to navigate better the complex post-Taliban 
environment.

Foreign Support

During the 1978–92 jihad, all Afghan 
Islamist groups were dependent on external 
support to the tune of billions of dollars, of 
which probably less than half came from 
the United States. The rest was supplied 
by Arab supporters, both by governments 
such as that of Saudi Arabia and by private 
individuals. The different parties used the 
money in different ways. Some leaders, 
most notably Sayyaf and Rabbani, man-
aged to save some of the cash and invest it, 
allegedly in Southeast Asia. After 2001 they 
started transferring part of their cash back 
to Afghanistan and invested it in the prop-
erty sector, particularly in Kabul. Because of 
this they have been the target of accusations 
of corruption. But as a result of these dubi-
ous practices, they remain comparatively 
well funded, even if direct external support 
has either waned or has declined to a small 
fraction of what it used to be.

Hekmatyar, by contrast, seems to have 
invested all the cash received in support of 
the cause of jihad in the fighting, without 
accumulating sufficient reserves, or in any 
case, he burned his reserves in the early 
years of the civil war (1992–96) because 
he was trying to wrest control of Kabul in 
the absence of much external support. As a 
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result, after 2001 Hekmatyar appeared deci-
sively cash strapped, as he complained in 
public. By far the largest chunk of external 
support for jihadi forces after 2001 went to 
the Taliban, leaving just crumbs for Hizb-i 
Islami.

The role of Pakistan in supporting Islamist 
groups in Afghanistan is at the same time 
obvious and difficult to define. There is no 
question that support is delivered through 
Pakistani territory and that current or 
former Pakistani officials are assisting the 
Taliban with advice and training. What is 
not certain is whether the Pakistanis pro-
vide direct funding and supplies or simply 
channel whatever is sent by other sources. 
The Pakistanis are also known to support 
Hekmatyar politically and have been lobby-
ing for his rehabilitation in Afghanistan but 
do not seem to provide much direct help to 
him. The extent of private support for the 
cause of the Taliban is, of course, unknown. 
Based on the 2006 level of Taliban activi-
ties, their annual expenditure seemed to 
be between $30 million and $40 million. 
However, the Taliban is also known to be 
raising revenue internally and might save 
its revenue for “rainy days,” so that the 
actual level of external support might fall 
short or exceed that amount.

The Khomeinists have, of course, been 
receiving support from Iran, but in mod-
est quantities during the jihad. During the 
years of the war against the Taliban, Iran 
emerged as a more important supplier not 
only for the Khomeinist groups but also 
for Jami’at. The extent of Iranian support 
after 2001 is, however, unclear. Allegations 
of the Iranian regime pumping money into 
charitable Shi’a organizations and social 
initiatives sponsored by the Khomeinist 
clergy are plentiful, but direct contributions 
to the coffers of Islamist organizations seem 
to take place on a more ad hoc basis, if at 

all. The Iranian embassy was very active in 
sponsoring the 2007 formation of the Jabh-e 
Muttahed-i Milli (National United Front), 
which includes several Islamist groups as 
well as secularist organizations and per-
sonalities. Cash is likely to have been used 
as an incentive for its formation. However, 
not even all the old Khomeinists joined the 
Front. In particular, Hazara-based groups 
stayed out, leaving Akbari as one of the few 
old leaders of Wahdat to join.

As widely reported in the press, with some 
exaggeration, the Iranians also appear to 
be busy establishing a network of contacts 
among old field commanders of the jihad 
and civil war periods, possibly even within 
the ranks of the Taliban, for future use in 
the event of American intervention against 
Iran. In terms of relations with Islamist 
leaderships, contacts are known to exist 
not only with the Khomeinists but also 
with various Jami’ati groups and presum-
ably with Hizb-i Islami as well, given that 
Hekmatyar was residing in Iran until early 
2002. Some observers believe that a par-
ticular component of the Taliban, that is the 
group led by Sayfullah Mansur in Paktya 
Province, might also entertain contacts with 
the Iranians and may receive help from 
them. Mansur’s father had been one of the 
leaders of Harakat-e Enqelab but was forced 
to rely on Iranian support after he split 
from Nabi Muhammadi. From the summer 
of 2007, allegations of Iranian support for 
the mainstream Taliban began to surface.

During the anti-Taliban war, Russia also 
provided support to Jami’at-i Islami, but 
it is not clear whether this support contin-
ued after 2001. There is little evidence of 
any substantial transfer of funds, although 
at least some military supplies sent by 
Russia were handed over to the militias of 
Shura-i Nezar rather than to the Ministry 
of Defense.
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Poised to Take Power Again?

Karzai’s regime appears to be under 
siege from different Islamist forces. The 
Taliban insurgency has slowly been expand-
ing beyond its traditional strongholds in 
southern Afghanistan, despite its failure to 
effectively challenge American and allied 
forces on the battlefield. The chances of 
the Taliban entering Kabul by force as long 
as foreign troops remain stationed in the 
country are nil, but the possibility of the 
Taliban forcing out some of the contingents 
deployed to Afghanistan should not be ruled 
out. Karzai’s difficult predicament is going 
to be increasingly exploited by more moder-
ate Islamists to extract concessions, namely 
a greater share of power at the central 
and regional levels. The various Jami’ati 
groups have been trying to use the National 
United Front as a way to gain more influ-
ence in Kabul, reminding Karzai that any 
moves against their strongholds in northern 
Afghanistan will lead to the government’s 
destruction. At the same time, they have 
been urging him to invite his former allies 
back with substantial chunks of power.

In the absence of direct encouragement 
by a foreign supporter, the Jami’atis are 
unlikely to resort to violence, even if disap-
pointed by Karzai. Moreover, their ranks 
are far from unified, with many local lead-
ers courting Karzai’s favor independently. 
The chances of Hizb-i Islami expanding 
its already growing role in government 
seem higher. It could use its strong pres-
ence in eastern Afghanistan, where it could 
decisively contribute to the prevention of 
an expansion of the insurgency, as a bar-
gaining chip to ease off American suspi-
cion. In exchange for more power and the 
rehabilitation of Hekmatyar, Hizb-i Islami 
could suspend military activities and work 
to contain other insurgent groups. As for 

the longer-term perspectives of Islamism 
in Afghanistan, short of major interna-
tional developments forcing an American 
withdrawal, any strengthening of Islamist 
influence will have to take place through 
power-sharing agreements. At the same 
time, in the event of American withdrawal, 
given that military power is largely concen-
trated in Islamist hands either directly or 
indirectly through their infiltration of the 
security agencies, Islamist groups would 
rapidly make a claim for state control. Since 
the divisions among the Islamists are as 
deep as ever, a new civil war would be the 
likely result.
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In both the North and South Caucasus, the 
role and influence of radical Islam has risen 
significantly in recent years. In the North 
Caucasus, Chechnya has been the site of 
two ongoing wars in an effort to secure 
independence from Russia: The first took 
place from 1994 to 1996, while the second 
began in 1999 and is ongoing. In the South 
Caucasus, a slower growth of radicalism is 
also observable, though its political ambi-
tions have been limited.

The most significant development regard-
ing radical Islam in the Caucasus is the 
changing character of the insurgency in 
the North Caucasus. Over time, the rebel 
movement in Chechnya—which began 
as a nationalist insurgency—has gradu-
ally become more radicalized, and at this 
point it can be labeled as much Islamist as 
nationalist. Moreover, the movement has 
expanded beyond Chechnya and now aims 
to establish a caliphate spanning the entire 
North Caucasus. This ideology led the fight-
ers to invade the neighboring province of 
Dagestan in 1999, which set off the second 
Chechen war.

The war in Chechnya has been brutal, 
with reports of massive civil rights abuses 
by Russian soldiers, and was exploited by 
Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 

as a means of securing his election to the 
presidency in 2000. With Russia crack-
ing down in Chechnya, the Islamists have 
scattered to the other five Russian North 
Caucasus republics, taking with them their 
violent campaign—some have made overt 
attempts to take over local centers of power. 
Chechnya is now only one of the theaters of 
the struggle, with Dagestan and Ingushetia 
considerably affected. Islamist ideology has, 
in turn, spread to parts of neighboring 
Azerbaijan and isolated areas of Georgia, 
though to a much lesser extent.

North Caucasus: The  
Russian Republics

As in Central Asia, the growing strength 
in the Caucasus of extremist Salafi ideolo-
gy—often referred to as Wahhabism—over 
Sufism is relatively new and is the result 
primarily of outside influence, coupled with 
Russia’s mismanagement of the region. 
Similar to other developments in Central 
Asia that began with perestroika (literally 
“restructuring,” particularly of the Soviet 
economic and government bureaucracies), 
local Muslims were given the ability “to 
be Muslims again,” and foreign (especial-
ly Saudi) missionaries were able to enter 
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the North Caucasus area. Conditions also 
existed in the region that in many ways 
contributed to the growth of Islamism, 
such as severe poverty and deep disillu-
sionment among Muslims with their col-
laborationist establishment leaders, who 
maintained control over both the political 
and religious structures of the republics. 
Moreover, 70 years of atheism had under-
mined knowledge of basic religious tenets 
among Muslims of the Soviet Union. As 
such, many of those who were actively look-
ing for Islamic ideology were tempted to 
look abroad to the core areas of Islam and 
to the extremist groups originating in the 
Middle East, which claimed to know the 
true values of Islam.

What made the rather dramatic spread of 
Wahhabism possible was money—and lots 
of it. Saudi officials have indicated that they 
have spent over $80 billion assisting Islamic 
activities around the world since the mid-
1970s, of which a considerable amount went 
to the North Caucasus. There are now over 
160 Salafi mosques, countless madrasas, 
and many other radical Islamist institutions 
in the heart of a formerly moderate Muslim 
region. A large number of the Islamic pub-
lications and Islamic organizations in the 
region are extremist in nature—as much 
because of the financial poverty of the mod-
erate groups as the wealth of the extrem-
ist ones. Indeed, homegrown Islamic asso-
ciations, often of a conciliatory, moderate 
character, are virtually devoid of finances, 
while Salafi groups have seemingly endless 
pockets. 

As a result of their proselytizing, the 
Salafis established a small but very power-
ful community comprising roughly 5 percent 
of the North Caucasian population. They 
eventually succeeded in spurring the radi-
calization of most of the Chechen resistance 
movement, turning many Chechen warlords 

into armed advocates of Wahhabism. As 
Alex Alexiev writes, as a result, in addition 
to attacking the Russians, the radicalized 
Chechen rebels also attacked Sufis, began 
destroying Sufi tombs, accused Sufi shaykhs 
of apostasy, and declared Sufis to be kafirs, 
or heretics.

Chechnya

The radicalization of elements of the 
Chechen resistance took place primarily 
after the first war in the republic, which 
was fought under the leadership of the 
secular nationalist leader Jokhar Dudayev. 
A former Soviet air force general and mar-
ried to a Russian, Dudayev was as far from 
an Islamic extremist as could be. The first 
war had been a predominantly local affair, 
even failing to involve neighboring repub-
lics, though isolated mujahidin from across 
the Muslim world did make their way to 
Chechnya. Prominent among the Arab vol-
unteers was the late Amir al-Khattab, a 
Saudi veteran of the wars in Afghanistan, 
Tajikistan, and Bosnia. Khattab made the 
Chechen cause his own while contribut-
ing greatly to changing the course of the 
conflict from a nationalist to a religious 
one. Persian Gulf organizations reportedly 
increased their presence in the region in 
1995, when the Illinois-based Benevolence 
International Foundation is thought to have 
established links to the first Islamists in 
Chechnya. The group was originally devised 
to channel funds to the Afghan jihad, but 
later it was also heavily involved in Bosnia 
before it shifted its focus to Chechnya. (In 
2002 the U.S. government identified it as a 
source of terrorist funding.)

Unlike in Central Asia, the Islamist move-
ments of the North Caucasus have not devel-
oped into clear and visible organizations, 
instead remaining networks of individuals 
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and subgroups that are known by various 
names. Foreign volunteers are, after their 
merger with Chechen guerrilla formations, 
organized in the form of small jama’ats, or 
societies. The principal radical figures are 
associated with entities that are known by 
a variety of names, including the Islamic 
International Peacekeeping Brigade, the 
Special Purpose Islamic Regiment (al-Jihad-
Fisi-Sabililah), and the Riyadus-Salikhin 
(Garden of Martyrs) Reconnaissance and 
Sabotage Battalion of Chechen Martyrs. 
In Dagestan the most important group 
is Shari’a Jama’at, while in Kabardino-
Balkaria it is Yarmukh. These labels are often 
secondary to informal personal and clan ties 
and loyalties to charismatic individuals. As 
Cerwyn Moore has noted, the notion of a 
coherent body of radicalized fighters within 
the Chechen resistance seems, at best, to be 
problematic. As a result, there is an amor-
phous character to these groups and the 
threat they pose, because they change their 
names, organizational structure, and mem-
bership with relative ease. This is a partial 
explanation for Russia’s failure to stamp 
out these groups. Other reasons are lack 
of competence, in-fighting between govern-
ment agencies, and not least the tendency 
of Russian governmental agencies to target 
secular or moderate Chechen groupings far 
more than radical ones, since the former 
enjoyed international recognition and there-
fore were seen to pose a greater danger to 
Russia’s policy in the region. By contrast, as 
radical groups gradually came to dominate 
the resistance, Moscow enjoyed much great-
er tacit support or understanding from the 
West for its Chechnya policy. Only belatedly 
did Moscow work more effectively to stamp 
out the radicals, and the ensuing high death 
rates of leading Islamists in Chechnya has 
become a further factor impeding the devel-
opment of clear-cut organizations.

The key native figure that came to lead 
the radicals was the notorious Chechen 
field commander, former computer engi-
neer, and terrorist Shamil Basayev, who 
died on or around July 10, 2006. (Though 
it has been confirmed that he was killed 
in an explosion, it remains unclear if the 
explosion was an accident or the work of 
Russian soldiers. Most evidence points to an 
accidental death.) Alongside Basayev until 
his own death in 2002 was Khattab, who 
provided the chief linkage between the radi-
calized parts of the Chechen resistance and 
the international jihadist movement. Yet it 
should be noted that rather than establish-
ing an organic link between Basayev and 
al-Qa’ida, the North Caucasus radicals have 
mainly sought to emulate the group’s tactics 
and language. After Khattab’s death, he was 
replaced by another Saudi known as Amir 
al-Walid. Walid was, in turn, killed in April 
2004, leaving a vacuum in terms of con-
tacts between the Chechen guerrillas and 
the Arab world. This also took place at the 
time of increasing focus on Iraq by militant 
Islamist groups, further contributing to 
pushing Chechen groups into the periphery 
of international jihadists.

Basayev and Khattab controlled areas 
of southeastern Chechnya in the 1996–99 
interwar period, working incessantly to 
unite Dagestan and Chechnya into a joint 
Islamist state on the model of the imam-
ate of Imam Shamil in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Hence, Basayev organized and led the 
Islamic Majlis of Chechnya and Dagestan, 
an organization devised to be the nucleus 
of the joint state. From there, he staged an 
invasion of mountainous areas of Dagestan 
in September 1999, sparking the second 
Chechen war. Presently, following the death 
of Al-Walid in 2004, the leader of the foreign 
fighters in Chechnya is a less well-known 
figure known as Muhannad, a former disci-
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ple of Khattab’s. He appears to have proven 
unable to rebuild the linkages to Middle 
Eastern beneficiaries that plummeted fol-
lowing Khattab’s death.

In Chechnya itself, Moscow’s policies have 
led to excessive reliance on one local power 
broker, the Kadyrov family, and its forces. 
Though Moscow at first sought to retain 
balancing forces against the Kadyrovs in 
order to be able to rein them in if neces-
sary, the expansion of the Kadyrovtsi’s 
power has been such that no faction in 
Chechnya, whether loyal to Moscow, sepa-
ratist, or radical Islamist, could challenge it. 
Yet Kadyrov’s power is based on fear, both 
among the fighters that join him and are 
loyal to his person, and among the general 
population. Kadyrov has clearly grown into 
an independent force, with strong tensions 
between him and the Russian military. His 
loyalty is a personal loyalty not to Russia 
but to Putin, and it remains unclear wheth-
er this loyalty is transferable on either end.

Kadyrov’s exclusively personal loyalty to 
Putin generated concerns that changes in 
the power balance in Moscow could result 
in disturbances in the North Caucasus. 
Nevertheless, and perhaps mainly because of 
Putin’s continued control over state affairs 
following his transition to the post of prime 
minister in spring 2008, Kadyrov’s position 
has remained stable. Should Putin’s power 
wane—a prospect that may appear unlikely 
at present but cannot be excluded—that 
could produce a new mode of government at 
the center that gradually rethinks its North 
Caucasus policy, implying new rules of the 
game to which Ramzan Kadyrov may not 
accede. Second, it is unclear what Kadyrov’s 
demise—if, for example, he were assassinat-
ed as his father was—would imply. Whether 
a successor would emerge and whether 
this successor would be able to keep the 
Kadyrovtsi together as a coherent unit loyal 

to the Kremlin is very much an open ques-
tion. Hence, Moscow’s Chechnya policy is 
hardly sustainable in the long term—this 
entirely aside from the fact that Moscow 
needs Kadyrov almost as much as Kadyrov 
needs Moscow’s support; and that the possi-
bility exists that Kadyrov could turn against 
Moscow at some point.

In the meantime, the Kadyrovtsi rule 
Chechnya with an iron hand, with crimes 
against the civilian population routinely 
committed. Disappearances of people, for 
example, remain a significant problem, gen-
erating widespread fear in Chechnya and 
providing a continued basis of recruitment 
for the resistance.

Dagestan

Dagestan is a key area in the development 
of radical Islam in the entire Caucasus, 
deeply interlinked with Chechnya but also 
with northern Azerbaijan. Dagestan is prob-
ably the most traditionally Islamic area 
in the Caucasus; this was true in Soviet 
times and remains the case today. Indeed, 
Dagestan was one of the first regions to con-
vert to Islam; Derbent was a major outpost 
of the early Islamic armies in their struggle 
with the Khazar state in the North Caspian 
region. Whereas Azerbaijan later came 
under the influence of Shi’a Islam, Dagestan 
remained strongly Sunni, and governed by 
the stricter Shafi’i school of jurisprudence. 
By contrast, Chechnya and Ingushetia (a 
neighboring Caucasus republic, now also 
under Russian rule) were not converted to 
Islam until the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, roughly the time of the conver-
sion to Islam of the northwestern Caucasus. 
Hence pre-Islamic traditions and beliefs 
remain stronger in all of these republics 
than in Dagestan, where Islam took root 
early. This has also made Dagestan the most 
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promising area for Islamist proselytism. 
Salafi movements first came to Dagestan in 
the late 1980s, and Dagestan in the 1990s 
gradually became a base for Islamists.

Following the Russian defeat in the first 
war in Chechnya in 1996, radical Islamist 
groups acquired an ever-stronger foothold 
in Dagestan as well, greatly influencing 
Chechnya’s political development. Though 
only a small minority of the population of 
Dagestan was attracted to these radical ide-
ologies, it was enough to ensure a trickle of 
fighters to Chechnya. These then returned 
to Dagestan and other home republics and 
began to spread the message in what turned 
out to be very fertile ground, given the ram-
pant unemployment, corruption, and mis-
rule in the region that Moscow has proven 
unable to reverse. The socioeconomic situa-
tion in the republic is best illustrated by the 
fact that over 80 percent of the republic’s 
budget consists of direct subsidies from the 
Russian central government. Indeed, if the 
economic situation in the South Caucasus 
republics has gradually improved over the 
past few years, it has stagnated or dete-
riorated in the North Caucasus. A leaked 
Russian government report prepared by 
the president’s special envoy to the region, 
Dmitry Kozak, assessed that the shadow 
economy constituted an estimated 44 per-
cent of Dagestan’s economy, as opposed to 
17 percent in Russia as a whole, and that 50 
to 70 percent of Dagestanis with some form 
of employment are thought to work in the 
shadow economy.

Several Dagestani villages (Chabanmakhi, 
Karamakhi, and Kadar) were seized and 
controlled in the aftermath of the Russian 
defeat in Chechnya by Salafi groups, which 
set up their local laws and denied Russian 
or Dagestani authorities control. Khattab 
seized on the opportunity by building links 
through marriage with these jama’ats and by 

training young men in camps in Chechnya. 
Even though the Khattab-Basayev invasion 
failed and resulted in the debacle of the sec-
ond Chechen war, Salafi radicals have con-
tinued to operate in Dagestan. Indeed, just 
as Moscow gradually managed to reduce 
the intensity of the war in Chechnya, the 
problem has grown worse in Dagestan. 
Since 2006, the number of armed confron-
tations between Russian forces and North 
Caucasian rebels is larger in Dagestan than 
in Chechnya.

The Dagestani rebels were led by Rappani 
Khalilov, an ethnic Lak who married into 
the same Dagestani family in Karamakhi as 
Khattab, until he was killed in September 
2007. Khalilov was thought to be respon-
sible for a major terrorist attack on a victory 
parade in the Dagestani city of Kaspiysk in 
May 2002. The group reorganized itself as 
the Shari’a Jama’at in early 2005. Presently, 
the frequency of military clashes between 
Islamist fighters and security forces in 
Dagestan equals or surpasses the number 
in Chechnya.

Other North  
Caucasus Republics

Since the onset of the second Chechen war, 
radicalism has spread in a significant man-
ner to the remaining republics of the North 
Caucasus. The spread of Islamist radical-
ism has been exacerbated by Russian poli-
cies of extreme centralization, which have 
brought increased amounts of repression to 
the region since 2002. To that is added the 
dislocation of entrenched government elites 
and the appointment of politicians who are 
loyal to Moscow and who lack the strong 
grounding in the region required to lead the 
republics of the North Caucasus.

In the 1990s, an arrangement existed 
whereby the heads of the North Caucasian 



2 0 2   C e n t r A l  A s I A  

republics—typically representing the most 
powerful clan or alliance of clans in the 
respective republic—retained significant 
autonomy from Moscow. This meant that 
the local rulers took their power base in 
the opaque clan politics of the region; their 
loyalty to Moscow was not absolute. This 
impeded the central government’s ability to 
implement policies in the region. But these 
forces also kept a certain level of stability 
in the region, as they respected local sensi-
tivities and enjoyed some legitimacy among 
the local population. The logic of Putin’s 
centralizing reforms may have been under-
standable: Yeltsin’s Russia was weakly gov-
erned and Moscow could not implement 
its policies. But this policy backfired in the 
North Caucasus because Moscow moved 
to appoint its own representatives—many 
with a past in the security services—as the 
local power brokers, and these often lacked 
the support of the local networks of power 
and the people. As central appointees, these 
leaders are accountable only to Moscow 
and do not owe anything to the local elites; 
moreover, their appointment meant Moscow 
began using the very same repressive poli-
cies that had exacerbated the situation in 
Chechnya in neighboring republics.

The alienation of the North Caucasian 
population has progressively increased, and 
Russia’s failure to resolve the socioeconomic 
situation in the North Caucasus in spite of 
its newly found oil wealth is making matters 
worse.

The emergence of the militant cells in 
the other republics of the region follows a 
general pattern: They are typically formed 
by a small number of individuals who have 
fought in Chechnya and received training 
by militants linked to Chechen radicalized 
formations. They are then sent back to their 
home republics, where they develop a great-
er following by recruiting young and disaf-

fected members of society. These young, 
frustrated men are often without jobs or 
prospects either for creating a family or for 
self-realization. As a result, they are alien-
ated from the political leadership of their 
republics, making them easy targets for the 
radical message of the Islamist jama’ats. 
In this way, the local militant groups have 
been able to grow and multiply, and mili-
tant cells now exist in the Caucasus repub-
lics of Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, and 
Karachai-Cherkessia. The Yarmuk group 
in Kabardino-Balkaria was the main group 
responsible for the carnage in the local capi-
tal Nalchik in October 2005.

While the Islamists still form a small 
minority of the population, the mismanage-
ment of the region by federal and republican 
authorities demonstrably increases the num-
ber of people either willing or potentially 
willing to take up arms against the govern-
ment. In particular, the Russian policy of 
assassinating moderate Chechen separat-
ist leaders is gradually leaving the playing 
field in the hands of the radical groups. 
For example, the 2005 murder of Aslan 
Maskhadov, Chechnya’s legitimate president, 
was followed by the murder of his succes-
sor, Abd al-Khalim Sadulaev, in June 2006. 
Sadulaev’s successor in turn, Doku Umarov, 
Chechnya’s rebel commander, appointed the 
now-deceased Shamil Basayev as vice presi-
dent and a successor to Basayev, should he be 
killed as well. Whether by design or by acci-
dent, Moscow is ensuring that there are no 
moderate Chechen leaders left to negotiate 
with; though Umarov was earlier thought to 
sit on the fence in the confrontation between 
moderates and radicals, the power balance in 
the Chechen resistance has increasingly come 
to favor the radicals, something Umarov can-
not ignore. Meanwhile, the radicals’ control 
over the resistance in the North Caucasus 
becomes cemented.
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The year 2006 saw a new spate of attacks 
on Russian forces. At the same time, the 
Moscow-supported prime minister of 
Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov, issued state-
ments to the effect that his forces would 
chase militants into neighboring republics if 
he found it necessary. This policy, endorsed 
by Moscow, led to clashes with Ingushetian 
police, in which many were killed. Such 
a course of action may be a political ploy 
by Kadyrov to weaken his many political 
enemies in the region by sending forces 
loyal to them away from Chechnya into the 
neighboring republics. However, it may also 
strengthen the rebels’ hand by stretching 
forces thin in Chechnya and by removing 
local government forces from some key 
rebel areas of operation.

During 2007 and 2008, Kadyrov was able 
to strengthen his relationship with Moscow 
and Russian president Vladimir Putin after 
his appointment as president of Chechnya. 
He led a violent crackdown inside Chechnya 
on suspected Islamists, some of whom “dis-
appeared” without explanation.

Similar developments have made 
Ingushetia the perhaps least stable republic 
of the North Caucasus. Under the rule of 
FSB officer Murat Zyazikov, the republic 
saw a gradual increase in repression against 
all forms of opposition that was extreme 
even by Russian standards. As long as Putin 
remained president, Zyazikov’s unquestion-
ing loyalty was enough to keep him in 
power, in spite of a growing outcry among 
Russian experts and analysts, including 
those close to the Kremlin. As opposition to 
Zyazikov grew, a growing number of young 
men were attracted to the Islamist groups, 
including the violent resistance. By 2008, 
the violence in the republic had escalated to 
such a degree that Islamist militants open-
ly challenged Interior Ministry forces in 
armed attacks. Only in November 2008 was 

Zyazikov forced out of office and replaced 
by Yunusbek Yevkurov, a former officer of 
the Russian military intelligence (GRU). 
While Yevkurov appeared cognizant of the 
deep problems of the republic, it remains 
to be seen whether he can turn around the 
republic’s downward slope.

South Caucasus: Azerbaijan

In the South Caucasus, Azerbaijan—
being the region’s only Muslim-majority 
 country—has been the most affected state. 
Nevertheless, Georgia also experienced its 
share of Islamic extremism, given the weak-
ness of state control over territory in the 
late 1990s and the existence of a Chechen 
community, including radical groups in the 
Pankisi gorge bordering Chechnya. This 
problem has gradually dissipated, especial-
ly with the new Georgian government in 
power since 2004, which has strengthened 
the state and asserted control over these 
regions.

In Azerbaijan, the vast majority of citizens 
remain committed to secularism, yet the 
public mood is gradually changing with an 
increasing number showing varying degrees 
of interest in Islam. It is widely known that 
both Saudi Arabia and Iran, as well as private 
groups from Dagestan, Kuwait, and Turkey, 
are actively trying to promote their brand of 
Islamist views in Azerbaijan by building new 
mosques and supplying local imams with rad-
ical Islamist literature. Radical movements 
sponsored by Iran and organizations in the 
Persian Gulf region have led to the growth of 
Salafi and radical Shi’a thought. Three areas 
of Azerbaijan have been particularly affected 
by Islamism. Azerbaijan’s southern regions 
around Lenkaran are historically the most 
fervently Shi’a regions of the country and are 
also the areas where Iranian state-sponsored 
proselytism has been most active. A resur-
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gence of Shi’a movements has been observed 
here, though the radical elements remain 
relatively weak. In the predominantly Sunni 
north of Azerbaijan, bordering Dagestan, a 
parallel growth of Islamic fervor has been 
observed, influenced strongly by Dagestan 
but also shaped to some extent by Turkish 
Islamic groups. Finally, in the capital, Baku, 
and its surroundings, both Shi’a and Sunni 
Islamic activity has grown. It is notable that 
radicalism in Azerbaijan has a strong ele-
ment of contagion from bordering regions.

The Jeyshullah group is a terrorist Salafi 
group in Azerbaijan. It was principally active 
in the late 1990s, reportedly responsible for 
several murders and an attack against the 
Hare Krishna society’s Baku headquar-
ters. In spite of being Salafi in orientation, 
according to Azerbaijani authorities the 
group had clear contacts with Iran. It may 
also be related to a group with the same 
name that was briefly active in Turkey in 
the mid-1990s. Jeyshullah is thought to have 
planned to bomb the U.S. embassy in Baku. 
The group’s leaders were apprehended and 
sentenced in 2000. Little more is known 
about the group’s origins and finances.

Aside from Jeyshullah, the situation in 
Azerbaijan has been relatively tranquil. 
Thanks to its location, Azerbaijan is more 
open to influences from the West; its people 
also enjoy a far greater standard of liv-
ing. This is partly because of the rela-
tively small size of the country and partly 
because of the increased amount of money 
that has become available following oil and 
gas–related developments. President Ilham 
Aliyev has also pursued careful, pragmatic, 
and evolutionary policies and is more popu-
lar than any of his opponents—secular or 
Islamist. Furthermore, groups like Hizb 
al-Tahrir have not found a fertile ground 
in Azerbaijan in part due to Azerbaijan’s 
close ties to Turkey; the Turkish model of 

a democratic, secular, pro-Western vision is 
one commonly shared by the majority of the 
Azerbaijanis. They are also closer to Israel 
than to Iran, which not only sided with 
Armenia during the conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh (a territory claimed by both the 
Armenians and Azerbaijan), but also has 
challenged Azerbaijan’s oil and gas fields in 
the Caspian Sea.

Despite these factors, the Islamists contin-
ue their attempts at recruiting in Azerbaijan 
and also target the country for terrorist 
attacks, precisely because it is a secular 
democratic country where Sunnis and Shi’as 
live together peacefully. Both Shi’a and 
Salafi Sunni preachers, of Azerbaijani ori-
gin but educated in Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
respectively, have begun to draw growing 
crowds to Friday prayers in Baku. Likewise, 
northern areas of the country bordering 
Dagestan are beginning to exhibit a growing 
trend of Salafism, which has spread mainly 
among communities ethnically linked to 
Dagestan. These have not begun to enter 
the political fray either legally or covertly, 
though such politicization of Islam is likely 
to grow over coming years.

In fact, the Forest Brothers, a radi-
cal Salafi group operating in Kabardino-
Balkaria, Ingushetia, northern Ossetia, 
and southern Dagestan has over the past 
years also become increasingly active in 
Azerbaijan. Established by an Arab veteran 
of the Chechen war, the Forest Brothers had 
fought against the Russians in Dagestan 
under the command of Khattab and later 
Khalilov. In Azerbaijan they were accused of 
planning to bomb the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
oil pipeline; in September 2008, they were 
found guilty for the August 2008 explosions 
in the Abu Bakr Mosque (Salafi) in Baku 
that killed two and injured 13. Azerbaijani 
law enforcement arrested more than two 
dozen members of the group and reported 
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the discovery of a significant amount of 
weaponry, maps, terrorist books, and food in 
the forests of northern Azerbaijan.

Government policies toward Islam in gen-
eral and Islamic radicalism in particular have 
been inadequate. Most damaging has been 
the lack of legitimacy of the Supreme Board 
of Muslims of the South Caucasus, the main 
religious institution in Azerbaijan. A left-
over from Soviet times, the board is plagued 
by cronyism and corruption. To remedy this, 
the state created the State Committee for 
Work with Religious Organizations. This 
move, while fundamentally sound and cor-
rect, in fact led to a diarchy, as the State 
Committee and the Supreme Board compete 
for religious authority in the country. The 
acrimonious relations between the two bod-
ies have been an important impediment in 
the Azerbaijani government’s attempts to 
regulate the religious sphere. In turn, this 
has led to the Ministry of National Security 
picking up the slack and dealing with the 
issue of radical movements. The instru-
ments available to this ministry, however, 
are mainly coercive.

A related problem is the failure of the 
Ministry of Education to develop a modern 
curriculum in the humanities and social 
sciences. The lack of reform in the Ministry 
of Education has implied that Azerbaijani 
schools do not provide adequate information 
and knowledge to students about the his-
tory and tenets of major religions, let alone 
the meaning of secularism. This lack of 
religious knowledge enables radical Islamic 
groups to attract segments of Azerbaijani 
youth interested in religious issues.

Indications for the Future

Islamists have already made serious inroads 
in the Caucasus—especially in the north. 
To advance their cause, they continue to 

make use of the chaos, civil wars, and crisis 
of governance throughout the wide region, 
from the fighting in Afghanistan with the 
Taliban to the fighting in the tribal areas 
of Pakistan to the fighting in the Caucasus 
with the Russians; they also persist in 
making the case to the inhabitants of the 
region that their only hope for stability and 
real justice is through the establishment 
of Islamic regimes. The authorities there-
fore need to try to provide the basic needs 
(safety, security, education, and jobs) of their 
people, while at the same time blocking the 
further entrance (and continued activities) 
of the purveyors of Islamist and Wahhabist 
ideologies at every turn.

In Azerbaijan there is hope that this 
approximates the policy espoused by the 
government, though even there, the state 
lacks a functioning organizational struc-
ture to deal with religious matters. But in 
the Russian North Caucasus, the policies 
pursued by the central government are still 
far from being effective, indeed even being 
largely counterproductive. The intervention 
of shrewd politicians like Dmitry Kozak, 
who had served as the special representative 
for the North Caucasus under Putin’s presi-
dency, temporarily prevented the region’s 
slip into anarchy. Nevertheless, the risks are 
still present that the North Caucasus could 
slip back into a quagmire that involves 
externally sponsored radicalism, low-inten-
sity conflict and terrorism, repression and 
mismanagement, corruption and organized 
crime, and deep socioeconomic problems, 
including sky-high unemployment. While 
the South Caucasus is gradually devel-
oping economically and politically, thanks 
among other things to sustained Western 
presence there, the North Caucasus is not 
far from a scenario that could be termed 
“Afghanization.” Given Russia’s penchant 
for refusing all kinds of external advice, let 
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alone presence, in the North Caucasus, pre-
venting this development will be a distinct 
challenge for Western governments.
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Algeria has been one of the countries most 
affected by Islamism. The Islamic Salvation 
Front (Front islamique du salut, FIS) built 
a very large base of support in the 1980s as 
a relatively moderate group seeking power 
through electoral means. The likelihood of 
an FIS victory in the approaching round of 
elections caused a military coup in January 
1992. In response, Islamist groups began 
an armed struggle against the regime. The 
ensuing violence left tens of thousands of 
people dead and spun off a number of new 
Islamist groups more extreme and militant 
than the FIS had been.

Algeria continues to host a wide spectrum of 
Islamist groups with differing ideologies and 
tactics that are very much a product of the 
country’s recent history. The development of 
Islamism in Algeria can be divided into four 
periods, each of which saw the hegemony of 
a different set of groups and tactics: from 
1989 to 1991, the hegemony of FIS; from 
1992 to 1999, the centrality of armed groups; 
from 1999 to 2004, the leading role of the 
moderate Islamist parties Hamas and Islah; 
and from 2004 to the present, the setting of 
the Islamist agenda by radical Salafi groups 
such as the Salafist Group for Preaching and 
Combat (Groupe salafiste pour la prédication 
et le combat, GSPC).

The breadth of the situation of Islam in 
politics is illustrated by three possible alter-
native visions that can all be rationalized as 
fitting with Islam: the view that the people 
should obey their rulers (the position of tra-
ditional and “official” Islam); the view that 
each individual should embody and spread 
Islamic values (FIS’s stance); and the view 
that the proper response is jihad in order 
to create an Islamic state (the ideology of 
the GSPC). The first two responses have 
far more adherents, but the third, by using 
violence, has greatly magnified its impact 
on society.

The government and even many among 
the ranks of the Islamists have come to 
favor the view that Islam should be a fac-
tor helping to restore peace to Algeria after 
its bloody civil war. The slogans in Algeria 
include the idea that an Islamic state is a 
utopian proposition that cannot be realized. 
Another anti-Islamist theme is that this doc-
trine’s values and some of its practices are 
incompatible with those of “official Islam.”

The Islamists have their own techniques, 
however, often evading government pres-
sure through small subtleties that sym-
bolically defy the regime. In some mosques, 
speakers defy the government by, for exam-
ple, calling to break the fast “ten minutes 
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before the legal time,” giving out special 
prayers, and even importing versions of the 
Koran, which, according to the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs, contain “grave and malev-
olent alterations to verses.” At the highest 
level, Islamist groups pose a security chal-
lenge for the regime.

The Islamic Salvation Front (FIS)

On February 18, 1989, Abassi Madani 
announced the creation of the FIS. Two 
religious leaders stood against the cre-
ation of an Islamist party: Shaykh Ahmad 
Sahnun, president of the League of Da’wa, 
and Mahfud Nahnah. The FIS’s constitu-
tive assembly, which took place at the Es 
Suna de Bab et Ouad mosque, led to the 
nomination of Madani as president and of 
Benazouz Zebda and Ali Belhadj as vice 
presidents, as well as to the emergence of a 
majlis al-shura (consultative council) com-
posed of 35 members.

There were a few indications that this 
party was going to become the principal 
political force in Algeria. A few months after 
its creation, the FIS triumphed in the June 
1989 municipal elections: It gained control of 
over 32 out of the 48 provinces and won the 
first ballot in the December 1991 legislative 
elections, which allowed it to obtain two- 
thirds of the seats in the National Assembly, 
a prerequisite for the establishment of an 
Islamic state. The concept of Islamic utopia 
offered by FIS built on the loss of ideals 
during the National Liberation Front (FLN) 
government. The FIS Islamists promised to 
establish an Islamic state founded on virtue 
and mindful of the population’s material 
and spiritual well-being.

Aimed at reinstating the status of an 
Algeria marginalized in the international 
arena and impoverished at the national 
level, the FIS assigned itself the historical/

religious mission of saving Algeria from its 
stagnation. Although a religious party, the 
FIS was in reality a profoundly national-
ist party. The interruption of the electoral 
process in January 1992 triggered a feeling 
of hate against the regime. Convinced of 
their historical role, the FIS Islamists orga-
nized guerrilla warfare, seeking to achieve 
through violence what politics could not 
accomplish. The FIS’s armed branch—the 
AIS (Armée islamique du salut, or Islamic 
Salvation Army)—described its action 
as the continuation of the FLN’s action 
against France:

Yesterday, you freed the land. Today, 
we are freeing the honor and religion. 
You freed the fields and the Sahara, 
we are freeing the minds. You fixed the 
borders within which we will apply the 
laws. Our Jihad is the logical continua-
tion of yours.

Groups Focused Around  
Armed Struggle

Among the various Islamist factions that 
have grown out of the post-1992 struggle, 
two are particularly important in conduct-
ing the guerrilla warfare that they portray 
as an extension of political action: The 
Islamic Salvation Army (AIS) defines itself 
as the FIS’s “armed wing” and continually 
emphasizes its loyalty to that party’s impris-
oned political leaders; the Islamic Armed 
Movement (MIA) began a war against the 
regime after the interruption of the parlia-
mentary elections. These two armed move-
ments thus embarked on war in the name of 
specific political issues and are distinct from 
other factions that claim to be acting in the 
name of jihad in general.

For both the MIA and the AIS, the fight-
ing model is the National Liberation Army 
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(Armée de libération nationale, ALN), the 
nationalist underground army that won 
independence for Algeria from France in 
1962. Both use military uniforms looted 
from army barracks for their fighters, 
which forced the government’s People’s 
National Army (ANP) to change its uni-
forms in 1995–96. In that uniform, the 
fighters of those factions distinguish them-
selves from those of the Armed Islamic 
Group (Groupe islamique armée, GIA)—an 
organization thought to have been born in 
Peshawar, Pakistan, in 1989 and then to 
have merged in 1992 with the local GIA 
under the leadership of Muhammad Allal 
and Abd al-Hak Layada—who have an 
“Islamic look,” with shaven heads, beards, 
and more “modest” clothing.

While the MIA and AIS have been intent 
on fighting to legalize the FIS, they have 
also had to fight for their own survival. In 
principle, unlike the jihadists, both of those 
factions are, depending on the situation, 
ready for political negotiations. However, to 
achieve this, both the MIA and the AIS need 
to survive the civil war and overcome com-
petition from other Islamist factions.

The Islamic Armed 
movement (mIA)

The MIA guerrillas have been visible since 
1993, but they began three years earlier, 
convinced that the effort to establish an 
Islamic state through the ballot box would 
not work. This organization, in turn, stood 
on the foundation of an earlier MIA that 
had been dismantled by the security forces 
in 1987.

In its new form, the organization focused 
on setting up the infrastructure for launch-
ing an uprising in the Blida Atlas area. 
While the security forces concentrated on 
fighting the FIS and small armed groups, 

the relatively well-equipped MIA developed 
its own strategy. By not attacking police 
stations or army barracks, in contrast to 
the Islamist groups in the Algiers suburbs, 
they avoided the counteroffensives of the 
security forces then under way in Algeria’s 
big urban centers.

The halt to the elections brought large 
numbers of young recruits to the ranks of 
the MIA, and the group was very selective 
about whom it accepted. Divided into small 
secure groups, such as the preindependence 
underground army, the MIA created 16 cells 
and, after ensuring its arms supply, went 
into action. While supporting the FIS, the 
group took for granted that power would 
be achieved by armed struggle rather than 
electoral means.

However, the MIA, despite being well 
placed to lead the jihad, failed to capitalize 
on efforts at mobilization that took place 
during the civil war. Being a secret mili-
tary movement, it refused to find a place in 
its ranks for the thousands of individuals 
who wanted to join due to its fear of being 
infiltrated by the military’s agents during 
1992–93. Gradually, while methods were 
developed for testing candidates, frustra-
tions continued for the many who wanted 
to volunteer. Eventually, Islamist activists 
such as Sa’id Makhlufi, competing for the 
political leadership of the MIA, seized the 
opportunity to set up their own groups.

The Islamic Salvation  
Army (AIS)

The AIS, created in 1994, realized that the 
guerrilla campaign conducted by the MIA 
was insufficient and that the armed bands 
that had sworn allegiance to the MIA were 
incapable of overthrowing the regime. It 
thus emphasized that the war would be a 
long one. The MIA’s hopes of rapid victory 
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were forgotten. In place of the romanticism 
of the first wave, the AIS called for profes-
sionalism from its troops.

The national leader of the AIS, Madani 
Mezraq, wrote in Communiqué Number 
3, in the newspaper El Mounqidh, in June 
1995 that the group was loyal to “the his-
toric and legitimate leadership linked to 
the authentic line of the FIS.” The AIS 
did not benefit from the great waves of 
enlistment in 1992–93, but it was able to 
recruit from the thousands among the FIS 
cadre who were released from prison start-
ing in 1993 and 1994. Outside Algeria, AIS 
supporters—mainly students—took over all 
the external networks of the FIS. By 1995 
its strength was estimated to have reached 
40,000, though this declined in 1996, as will 
be discussed later. The AIS also attracted 
a large proportion of the military desert-
ers who came together in the Conseil du 
front islamique et du djihad armé (CFIDA), 
a group the AIS sponsored to subvert the 
army’s soldiers. Ultimately, by starting two 
years late in the jihad race, the AIS ben-
efited by learning from earlier mistakes.

The AIS also has made a point of distin-
guishing its struggle from that waged by the 
other Islamist organizations. It has rejected 
the GIA’s ideology and war strategy as too 
unrestrained and as actually harming the 
cause of creating an Islamic state. Indeed, 
the excesses of the earlier period in terms of 
killings and mutilations undermined popu-
lar support. Competing leaders—emirs—
paid networks of clients to fight for their 
own interests.

The movement for the 
Islamic State (meI) and the 
Armed Islamic Group (GIA)

Because there were so few places for candi-
dates in the ranks of the MIA at the begin-

ning of the civil war, numerous autonomous 
armed groups were formed. The arrest of 
ex-FIS cadres initially made it possible for 
the MIA to have a monopoly on the jihad, 
but rivals were to emerge rapidly: namely, 
the MEI and GIA. The result was competi-
tion for the leadership of the jihad, but above 
all the birth of new forms of war. In place of 
the elitist vanguard model of the MIA there 
arose armed groups open to all candidates. 
The creation of the MEI by Sa’id Makhlufi fit 
in with this determination to alter strategy. 
In a January 1991 pamphlet calling for “civil 
disobedience,” Makhlufi called for an upris-
ing of the population against the regime as 
the only chance of overthrowing it.

Favoring an Islamist people’s army, the 
MEI opposed the MIA’s strategy based on 
a war of attrition carried out by profession-
als. Convinced that it was impossible for the 
government to maintain power by violence 
alone, Makhlufi put the emphasis not on 
a struggle against the Algerian army—an 
unwinnable proposition in his view—but on 
the politicization of the people in favor of 
Islamist ideas to isolate the regime. While 
the MIA confined itself to a more conven-
tional military approach, the MEI took upon 
itself to teach “the people” the path to fol-
low by attacking what it considered to be 
reactionary civilians who collaborated with 
the regime.

Between 1991 and 1993, appeals for civil 
disobedience had aroused no response; the 
universities, government departments, and 
factories continued as normal. The MEI 
concluded that the people, under the com-
bined effect of fear and state terror, could 
not be properly free to choose their destiny. 
Thus the MEI applied counterterrorism to 
shake civilians out of their indifference and 
force them to choose sides. This led to revo-
lutionary romanticism.

The MEI’s strategic choice has also been 
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reflected in the GIA. The GIA classified all 
individuals as either “enemies of Islam” 
or “supporters of the jihad” in a process 
of “total war” against an infidel regime. 
It thus combined Makhlufi’s revolution-
ary principle of combating the people’s 
fear through terror and the theory of the 
state as jahiliyya—that is, as non-Muslim, 
derived from the ideology of Sayyid Qutb. 
The GIA went to war against all the social 
groups, which, involuntarily or deliberately, 
ensured that the regime continued in power. 
Government employees, teachers, and for-
eigners became targets no less than agents 
of the security forces.

In addition, the GIA allowed its local 
groups to operate autonomously and recruit-
ed indiscriminately. Unlike other Islamist 
movements, it encouraged applicants to join 
even if their families opposed it. The strug-
gle against the regime legitimized new loyal-
ties, and the family—until then considered 
sacred by all the Islamist movements—was 
thrust aside.

This radicalism, attacking both the politi-
cal and family order, was the strength of that 
faction, which, unlike the AIS, did not at all 
aim to show “respect” for the elders. The 
war tactics of the GIA seemed unstoppable, 
and its spectacular operations, highlighted 
in the media, attracted many of the subur-
ban Islamist armed bands to it in 1994.

The GIA’s mobilization strategy was also 
based on the use of the feeling, very strong 
in Algeria, of being persecuted by the world 
community. Far from confining its struggle 
within the boundaries of Algeria, it set about 
building up a highly effective image of an 
external enemy: France, the “Jew,” and the 
“apostate” were the parties mainly respon-
sible for Algeria’s sufferings. While the MEI 
put forward the idea that only a change of 
attitude among the people could create con-
ditions of victory for the guerrillas, the GIA 

included in its analysis of the conflict the 
major role played by the international com-
munity. From that viewpoint, the regime 
now appeared as a mere transplant, and its 
agents were simply “renegades” in the ser-
vice of the “Jews” and France. In contrast, 
Sa’id Makhlufi’s criticism of the world com-
munity related to the economic aspect:

The regime in power will fall despite all 
the means at its disposal, that regime 
which was and still is the cause of the 
unbelievable oppression and corruption 
that will intensify as the liberal econo-
my is opened up to the enemies of Islam, 
Christians and Jews which have all the 
wealth of the country at their disposal.

That struggle for a monopoly over the jihad, 
however, remained confined within the mili-
tary and political domains, for the guerrillas 
of both the GIA and the AIS made efforts—
unlike the small self-proclaimed Islamist 
armed groups of the Algiers suburbs—to 
conserve the resources of their environment. 
Established in the mountainous regions of 
the interior of Algeria, the guerrillas latched 
on to local private economic activity without, 
however, destroying or ruining it. Quite the 
reverse occurred—the destruction of state 
economic activity was for the private sector, 
especially in transport and distribution, com-
pensation for losses resulting from extortion. 
The presence of the maquis (guerilla fight-
ers) helped to bring about a reorganization of 
the control of resources among the economic 
actors. Far from being passive and submis-
sive, they exploited the insecurity hanging 
over the state corporations to their own 
advantage. For the guerrillas, what mattered 
above all was to avoid causing the economic 
bankruptcy of those actors who willingly or 
not gave them an assured supply of resources 
to keep them going.
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The Development of the 
Guerrilla Campaign

The guerrilla forces, estimated in 1992 at 
2,000 (mainly with the MIA), grew in 1993 
to a strength of 22,000 with the formation 
of the GIA, and with the emergence of the 
AIS, reached a peak in 1994 of 40,000, 
including logistical support. After the presi-
dential election of November 16, 1995, did 
their strength decline? The GIA, for which 
only the core is counted, was estimated 
at 2,000 to 3,000 fighters; AIS forces are 
believed to have declined to 4,000, includ-
ing 2,500 in the east and 1,500 in the west, 
while the MEI and MIA were thought to 
comprise only some small groups in the 
Mitidja. In all, the guerrillas’ strength 
was believed to be around 10,000 fighters, 
including all factions, in 1996. Although 
unverifiable, these figures cannot conceal 
one essential fact: The value of a guerrilla 
war effort lies less in its fighters, still less in 
their numbers, than in the reliability of its 
logistics and political infrastructure, which 
includes both support networks in the big 
cities and partners abroad who facilitate 
financial dealings.

Therefore, a decline in Islamist guer-
rilla manpower should not necessarily lead 
to the conclusion that the factions have 
been growing weaker. Quite the contrary: 
The dwindling numbers of fighters have 
been accompanied by professionalization, 
such as the manufacture of mortars, anti-
personnel mines, and the like. With the 
replenishment of their troops assured from 
the reservoir of young men, the factions’ 
strength has been stabilized since 1994. 
To establish a war economy capable of 
sustaining their troops, they have been 
obliged to find funds and sustain the client 
networks necessary for the urban guerrilla 
campaign.

In addition to infiltration by agents of the 
state, the GIA has also feared being indirectly 
used as a hit squad in the service of persons 
or social groups behind the scenes. After four 
years of war, the GIA’s record aroused doubts 
among the population about the organization’s 
real intentions. The systematic destruction of 
the state sector, aside from putting thousands 
of workers out of a job, made things easier for 
the government policy, recommended by the 
IMF (International Monetary Fund), of end-
ing subsidies to enterprises that lose money. 
This halt to subsidies spared the regime any 
industrial conflicts and thus diverted the 
workers’ anger toward the disastrous policy 
of the Islamist groups. In addition, while the 
regime’s main revenues are from oil and gas 
sales, attacks on oil and gas installations have 
been rare.

The Violence of the GIA: Algeria 
as a Land of Infidels

“Do seek family consent! But if you do not 
receive it, continue regardless, the jihad . . . 
is greater than blood ties.” This principle of 
commitment to the armed Islamist groups 
made it clear that family ties no longer 
acted as a curb on violence, as A. Grignard 
explains. During the bloodiest years of the 
decade (1993–98), the GIA fighters took on 
the attributes of a new family, thanks to 
sacrificial rites. In June 1997 a clandestine 
newsletter, al-Jama’a, signed by Mahfud 
Assuli, alias Abu al-Mundhir, justified the 
massacres in these words:

To those who accuse us of killing blindly, 
we reply that we are fighting those trai-
tors who have given themselves to the 
Taghut [idolatry/impurity]. . . . When 
you hear of slaughter and throat-slitting 
in a town or village, know that these 
people belong to the Taghut.
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In addition to “local murders,” according 
to X. Bougarel, massacres of villagers con-
firmed the fighters’ enduring commitment. 
It is true that these killings were rewarded 
by booty—young women, money, and mate-
rial goods—which the GIA emirs consid-
ered part of Islamic tradition. The mufti of 
Marseille, quoted by Le Matin in January 
1998, remarked:

The men of the GIA act in a very canoni-
cal manner, which is why they can equal-
ly be seen praying or raping. . . . Women 
are part of the spoils of war according 
to this same canonical reasoning. . . . I 
condemn the hypocrisy of the Muslim 
theologians who speak out against these 
practices and the massacres . . . but 
do not [also] question the theology that 
underpins them. They must seize this 
opportunity to challenge the sanctity of 
Muslim law, especially certain points that 
provide these barbarians with a pretext.

The violence of the GIA met with incompre-
hension on the part of Muslims and censure 
from the leaders of international Islamist 
organizations. Far from being part of Islamic 
orthodoxy, the GIA appears as a deviant ten-
dency and above all a specifically Algerian 
phenomenon. How is it possible to make 
sense of this extreme violence? Analyses of 
political Islam have pinpointed two strategies: 
a bottom-up Islam in the hands of grassroots 
associations working to Islamize society; and 
a top-down Islam seeking to change the state 
by attacking its regime.

In the case of Algeria, the GIA’s violence is 
protean, aiming to be total, because the state, 
its political regime, and society are “enemies 
of Islam.” However, it in fact belongs to a 
political imagination where there is very 
little room for Islam from the perspective of 
the historical structures that are the legacy 

of the War of Independence (1954–62) and 
the Colonial War (1830). That is why Abd 
al-Rahman Moussaoui had no hesitation in 
writing in La Pensée du Midi:

The primary reference, the fundamental 
referent is not this symbolic place shared 
by many Muslim countries (The Prophet), 
but a place/moment which has been made 
sacred, that of the War of Independence. . . . 
Both those in power and their opponents 
base their political theology on war.

These two periods of war effectively con-
stitute founding myths. Whereas the War 
of Independence led to the “renaissance 
of the Algerian state,” the colonial war 
broke down the organization of society and 
humiliated the population. This society was 
only able to regain its dignity through the 
“martyrdom” of 1.5 million people. The 
GIA emirs seek not to negotiate compro-
mises between the protagonists but rather 
to destroy opponents in an all-out war. The 
motto of the GIA, attributed to Qari Sa’id, 
one of its ideologues, is: “No dialogue, no 
truce, no reconciliation.” Sa’id is considered 
to be one of the founding members of the 
GIA. His stance prompted Hamida Layashi, 
quoted by Le Monde in June 2000, to say 
that the GIA emirs were “hardliners who 
have already proved this to be so by attack-
ing those who have negotiated with the gov-
ernment—traitors in their eyes. They would 
probably even refuse a general amnesty if 
one were offered to them.”

In fact, GIA violence is aimed at establish-
ing a new order, as O. Weber explains. For 
the GIA, the purpose of action is not merely 
to change the balance of political power or 
to overthrow the regime but also to over-
turn the social order, according to Chams 
Benghribil. This particular relationship to 
violence generally meets with incompre-
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hension and revulsion but sometimes also 
with admiration: The GIA fighters appear 
to be “real Muslims” who are “rising up” to 
sacrifice themselves in the name of Islam. 
Although nowadays Arab-Muslim societies 
are free from the colonial yoke, in their eyes, 
the Islamic religion continues to be perse-
cuted. Therefore, they feel duty bound to 
save it, even reestablish it. Their objective 
is an Islamic state as a utopia.

Through what political, social, and psy-
chological mechanism did the GIA fighters 
come to believe that the Islamic religion was 
under threat in Algeria? What do they imag-
ine? Even though, as numerous observers 
have pointed out, recruitment to the GIA 
has dried up, these groups are still opera-
tional after more than a decade of activity. 
How can the persistence of this violence 
be explained? Within the GIA, violence 
is associated with ideological purification. 
Apart from the fact that “the Jews and 
the crusaders” must be eliminated, its pur-
pose is also to “clean up” the social order. 
Despite the obstacles, its aim is to create 
favorable conditions for a social and politi-
cal order that fulfills the requirements of 
a reinvented Islamic state. The violence of 
the Islamist organizations is stoked by the 
memory of the victory of the nationalists 
who, despite the crushing balance of power 
in favor of the colonial power, managed to 
establish an independent state. This heroic 
resistance of the Algerians, “from the emir 
Abd al-Qadir [the early nineteenth-century 
struggle against the French] to the FLN,” 
constitutes the unwavering basis of the 
belief in change through violence.

The AIS or the Attempt to 
Impose Order on the Violence

Confronted with the excesses of the GIA, 
the AIS, founded in 1994, sought to impose 

order. The chaos provoked by the GIA 
was very soon perceived by its emirs as 
extremely dangerous. They began by claim-
ing that the GIA had been infiltrated by the 
state security service in an attempt to sow 
discord and bring about a turnaround of 
the population in favor of the regime. Then, 
they gradually recognized that in most cases 
it was a matter of a genuine choice but said 
it was founded on a “deviant” ideology. The 
violence of the GIA was so excessive and 
counterproductive that it was bound to be 
misunderstood.

The AIS’s attitude to war was not that of 
the GIA. The AIS sought to use arms to cre-
ate a climate conducive to negotiations with 
the army. It was overwhelmed by the GIA’s 
strategy of all-out war. Aspiring initially 
to build an Islamic army on the model of a 
national army, disciplined and respectful of 
a certain code of war, the AIS found itself 
powerless against the groups that attacked 
society rather than the security forces. It 
also feared the two would be confused, and 
thus constantly condemned acts that went 
against its ethos. For example, in the June 
1994 issue of al-Tath al-Moubine:

The apostate regime blames certain 
abominable operations attacking the 
defenseless people on the jihad. . . . In 
response to these falsehoods, the AIS 
replies that it is innocent of all these 
acts and that it has never given the 
order to attack a woman, burn down a 
school or hospital or to carry out any 
other operation that goes against our 
religion.

In fact, the AIS dreamed of arousing a 
nationalist fervor in the population similar 
to that created by the FLN in its heyday, 
which had abated as a result of economic 
failure, poverty, and corruption. Contrary to 
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the GIA, it tended to hold the people sacred 
and tried to appear as the only legitimate 
new player. For example, in a 1995 letter to 
Le Mujahidin, the AIS stated:

They [the GIA] also spread the idea that 
the people are idolatrous and sometimes 
Taghut. They are forever counting the 
sins and little mistakes that can be cor-
rected. . . . This people, which has sub-
mitted for centuries, which has proved 
its allegiance to God, its attachment to 
its religion and its repudiation of non-
believers time and time again through 
glorious revolutions. . . . After all that, 
it is appalling to want to call this people 
Taghut, and yet that is what some 
“mujahidin” [fighters] reserve for this 
people who have given them their trust 
and loyalty.

In short, if the GIA was reenacting the 
scorched-earth policy of the Secret Army 
(Organisation armée secrete, OAS), the 
AIS had the utopian ambition of rebuild-
ing a popular army on the model of the 
National Liberation Army (Armée de libera-
tion nationale, ALN). There was an ongoing 
concern to set up and develop a structure 
for the armed organization despite the dif-
ficulties encountered. The emirs of the AIS 
clearly belonged to the same tradition as 
the mujahidin of the War of Independence 
(1954–62), albeit without measuring the 
contradictions inherent in their actions.

The slogan “You have liberated the land, 
we will liberate the minds” presented the 
AIS fighters with some formidable chal-
lenges: How was it possible to “liberate” 
minds without doing violence to society? 
The deliberate confusion between the War 
of Independence, waged to create an inde-
pendent state, and the war to liberate 
minds, waged to establish an Islamic state, 

could only lead to civil war. Effectively, the 
construction of the enemy in the minds of 
the AIS Islamists was based on the equa-
tion of the regime to the colonial system. It 
ignored the fact that apart from the gener-
als and bureaucrats who were accused of 
lining their pockets from the state’s coffers, 
the FLN’s state had deep roots within the 
country and continued to represent a large 
proportion of society as best it could.

The AIS had no choice but either to attack 
society physically or to lay down its arms. 
Yet, in its view, as the group wrote in the 
above-quoted letter:

Jihad is not a suicide, a way out for those 
who are in a rut, such people are con-
temptible; nor is it a form of vengeance 
for those who want to settle old scores, 
such people are full of hatred; nor is it an 
uncertain enterprise for adventurers and 
the exiled; nor an anarchist movement 
with no criteria or rules that recruits run-
aways and desperados; nor a blind point 
of honor as practiced by the ignorant; nor 
a blind rush forward, which would indi-
cate a lack of vision or any program.

However, the explosion of violence became 
widespread; the regime responded to the 
violence of the GIA by an “all-out war,” in 
the words of Habib Souaïdia, an author and 
former officer in the Algerian army.

On September 21, 1997, Madani Mezrag, 
emir of the AIS, released a communiqué 
(Number 9) in which he “ordered all the 
company commanders to end combat opera-
tions from October 1 and appealed to the 
other groups fighting for religious interests 
and those of the nation to rally to this call.” 
He had a dual objective: to achieve negotia-
tions with the army and to dissociate him-
self from the policy of civilian massacres 
perpetrated by the GIA.
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The AIS failed to channel the “desire 
for dissidence” of the Islamists anxious to 
do battle with the regime. The GIA would 
exhaust itself in this extreme violence. 
Furthermore, in 1998 a group of fighters 
broke away and set up a new armed organi-
zation, the GSPC.

The GSPC: Looking to the Wider 
World for a Breath of Fresh Air

The GIA policy of civilian massacres was 
being challenged from within the Islamist 
movement, which led to splits. In short, 
Michel Wieviorka explains, the GIA was on 
its way to destroying the foundations laid 
down by the FIS during its legitimate period 
(1989–91).

It seemed vital for the Islamist fighters to 
open up fronts internationally. On the mili-
tary front, the emirs sought networks that 
would help consolidate their armed groups, 
which were struggling at home. However, 
it was above all at the ideological level that 
there seemed to be total confusion. The ideo-
logues of the war had led the troops into an 
impasse. Indeed, the attempts to overthrow 
the Taghut and terrorize “the people” had 
unforeseen effects. The fear of a collapse of 
the Algerian state led to international sup-
port for the regime, and the policy of mas-
sacres resulted in the arming of civilians. 
In short, the state and society’s capacity to 
resist had been underestimated.

Hasan Hattab’s Salafi Group for Preaching 
and Combat found a new fighting ideology 
in the World Islamic Front for Jihad Against 
Jews and Crusaders established by Osama 
bin Ladin, which gave them the second wind 
they needed to sustain the war against the 
regime. Initially, the GSPC set about reor-
ganizing the armed groups that were still 
active. It advocated a new definition of the 
enemy, now confined solely to the security 

services, and condemned violence against 
civilians. In 2001 Jean-Michel Salgon wrote 
of the GSPC:

Unlike the units operating under the 
banner of the GIA, the organisation 
does not resort to “blind” attacks in the 
urban sector. . . . Recourse to terrorist 
action causing the death of a civilian, 
must be, in the minds of the leaders 
of the GSPC, both exemplary and rela-
tively rare.

Between 1998 and 2001, the GSPC main-
tained a level of heavy violence, but there 
was no comparison with the combined bru-
tality of the AIS and the GIA perpetrated 
between 1993 and 1997. President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s civil harmony policy, introduced 
in 1999, brought around 6,000 Islamist fight-
ers back into society. The hope of a genuine 
reconciliation created a general mood of opti-
mism and gave rise to the hope that the era 
of violence was finally over. The revival of 
the armed Islamist groups no longer seemed 
assured, even though disaffected youths 
offered a fertile breeding ground. However, 
it was above all at the ideological level that 
the Islamist guerrilla war had lost its appeal. 
It was, therefore, the need to restore the 
credibility of the armed groups that made 
the GSPC enter the international arena.

It is from this perspective that the relations 
between this group and al-Qa’ida should be 
analyzed, because the links between the 
Algerian Islamist groups and international 
networks seem to go back a long way. As 
early as 1992, the “first links between the 
GIA and the bin Ladin network” could 
be observed, according to R. Labévière. 
Throughout that decade, and particularly 
after 1998, with the growing power of the 
GSPC, the regime had exploited these rela-
tions in order to stress that the Islamist 
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groups were foreign to Algerian society; but, 
as elsewhere, the attacks of September 11 
marked an abrupt turning point, in that the 
war on terror declared by the Bush admin-
istration made this type of interpretation 
more acceptable.

To establish close, regular ties between 
the Islamist groups and al-Qa’ida, the gov-
ernment resorted to oversimplifications. The 
Algerian press reported that in November 
2001 the authorities supposedly found a 
letter from Hasan Hattab, leader of the 
GSPC, ordering that “assistance be given” 
to Mullah Muhammad Omar to combat 
“nonbelievers and infidels.”

R. Labévière remarked in Le Matin: “I do 
not believe for one moment in al-Qaida’s 
capacity to . . . set up a branch called the 
GSPC in Algeria. I believe that the GSPC 
needs bin Ladin’s network to legitimize its 
murderous violence, rather than the other 
way round.” In fact, the al-Qa’ida label 
was sufficiently attractive and respected to 
enable the GSPC to regain endorsement for 
the Islamist war. (Following the September 
11, 2001, attacks, a number of Western 
countries denounced Algerian Islamist ter-
rorist networks. On March 27, 2002, the 
American secretary of state announced that 
the GSPC had been added to the list of ter-
rorist organizations because the GSPC was 
a “cell of the GIA.”)

The collapse of the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan led to an international rede-
ployment of the Arabs who were settled 
there. According to the Algerian authorities, 
the mission of the supposed al-Qa’ida rep-
resentative for the Maghreb and Saharan 
Africa, Imad Abd al-Wahid Ahmad Alouane 
(alias Abu Muhammad, a Yemenite), killed 
on September 12, 2002, in Algeria, was 
to assess the situation in Algeria so as to 
help the fighters from Egypt and North 
Africa in Afghanistan to settle there. Yet the 

GSPC had stated, in a communiqué dated 
September 21, 2001, that its objective was 
“jihad against the Algerian regime” only.

It is true that the determination to attack 
the West, and France in particular, has long 
existed among the armed Islamist groups 
in Algeria. There have been numerous 
attempts, from the hijacking of an Airbus in 
1994 by a GIA commando planning to blow 
up the Eiffel Tower to the Paris bombings 
of 1995 and 1996. The feeling that France’s 
unconditional support for the Algerian gov-
ernment was responsible for their defeat 
partially explains this desire to export the 
conflict. It was also a question of demon-
strating that despite the army’s triumphant 
communiqués, the Islamist groups still had 
the capacity to strike the Algerian regime’s 
main ally, France.

Furthermore, in 1994–95, Canada opened 
up to the North African countries; after 
having drawn its French-speaking migrants 
from the war-torn former French protec-
torates (Vietnam and later Lebanon), the 
country became interested in the Algerian 
Francophone population, one of the largest 
in Africa, as a source of new immigrants. 
The Islamists took advantage of this oppor-
tunity, using legal and illegal channels, to 
emigrate there to set up organized cells. 
This was of some concern to the French 
and European authorities, as after three 
years, Canadian passport in hand, these 
thousands of Algerian students would be 
free to enter Europe without a visa. In 1999 
the first Algerian Islamists suspected of 
planning attacks in Canada and the United 
States were arrested. Labévière points out 
that Canada became “the sanctuary” of 
those who want to carry on the jihad. He 
adds that according to a memo from the 
Canadian intelligence and security servic-
es, “more than fifty terrorist groups have 
apparently exploited the system on Federal 
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territory.” That said, the GSPC still adhered 
to its initial objective: the overthrow of the 
Algerian regime. The redefinition of the 
enemy, the reorganization of the armed 
groups, and the taking over of the overseas 
networks were the political, military, and 
financial instruments necessary for the ful-
fillment of this goal.

The Quest for Salvation, or  
How to Close the Lid on 
Pandora’s Box

The war on terror launched by the presi-
dent of the United States endorsed the 
Algerian government’s analytical perspec-
tive. During an international colloquium on 
terrorism held in Algiers in October 2002, 
Rida Malik, the former Algerian prime 
minister and a member of the High Council 
of State, declared:

Fundamentalist terrorism draws inspi-
ration from the Afghanistan war; it was 
spread with the help of the Gulf oil mon-
archies and the CIA, implemented by 
the former FIS and encouraged by the 
laxness of the authorities at the time. 
The rise of the FIS, in 1991 and 1992, 
coincided with the return of the Afghan 
Algerians (2,000 to 3,000 men) who 
spearheaded the terrorist violence.

This destabilization of Algeria by 
Afghanistan was also highlighted by ANP 
General Larbi Belkheir, who confirmed dur-
ing an interview with Jeune Indépendant, “I 
have no regrets. I made the choice of spar-
ing Algeria the fate of Afghanistan. There 
was a heavy price to pay, but it avoided the 
worst: an outright civil war with millions of 
victims and refugees.” In fact, concurrently 
with the war against the armed groups, the 
regime continued to look for political solu-

tions that would allow it to convert its mili-
tary victory into a political success. The two 
strategies were to be civil concord and the 
promotion of moderate Islamist parties. 

National Reconciliation 
efforts

From 1999 on, President Bouteflika became 
the leader of this national reconciliation pol-
icy and undertook direct negotiations with 
the ex-FIS. The peace dynamics initiated 
during the referendum on the Civil Concord 
Law were seen by the Islamists more as a 
“police measure” than as the product of 
negotiations. In addition, some ex-FIS lead-
ers felt humiliated, and the assassination 
of Abd al-Qadir Hashani on November 22, 
1999, reinforced people’s doubts about the 
regime’s true intention to reach a “fair 
peace.” This realization led to a loss of faith 
in President Bouteflika’s ability to fulfill 
his promises. Within a few months, ex-
FIS leaders went from demonstrating their 
“unconditional” support for the president’s 
approach to rejecting it entirely. A feeling 
of betrayal emerged, and the hope for peace 
became thinner at the beginning of the year 
2000.

Abassi Madani, who particularly felt this 
way, announced his withdrawal of support 
for the president’s approach in a November 
1999 letter:

Dear brother Shaykh Benhajar and all 
others, At this precise moment, I still 
suffer with sadness and bitterness from 
the tragic assassination of my dear-
est son, torn away from the hurt and 
martyred Algerian people. . . . The 
regime proved incapable of differentiat-
ing between a call for fair peace, which 
would allow the people to regain its 
rights, and an unhealthy and despicable 
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call for power, which is nothing but a 
form of betrayal of the people and the 
pact sealed with Allah.

Bouteflika promised to lead the country 
out of the crisis through a political solu-
tion; we supported this approach as long 
as the goal was to reach a definitive solu-
tion without harming any party aiming 
at true reconciliation; reconciliation can 
only be achieved through a transparent 
and balanced dialogue. . . . The regime’s 
stubbornness to stay in a monologue dem-
onstrates its lack of sincerity and avail-
ability regarding a solution to the crisis.

Madani’s withdrawal of support was 
accompanied by a call to AIS leaders to fol-
low him:

Dear brother, I ask you to pass this 
letter on to all the brothers, heroes of 
Jihad for God and for peace who guar-
antee the people its right and not its 
surrender, on to our brothers known for 
their sincerity—Madani Mezrag, Ahmed 
Benaicha—as well as on to all the emirs 
and overseers among our brothers inside 
and outside.

Abd al-Qadir Hashani’s assassination, 
Madani’s withdrawal of support for the 
president’s approach, and, above all, the 
army’s determination to resume its offen-
sive against those who had not capitulated 
after January 13, 2000, partially explain 
the resurgence of violence during 2000. The 
conditions for peace, which seemed to be 
met during the summer of 1999, vanished in 
2000. Among those more moderate on both 
sides, the Islamists, after defeat in an eight-
year-long war, saw the Civil Concord Law as 
a way out; on the government side, the law 
was a way to demonstrate their wish not to 
completely “eradicate” the Islamists and to 

allow all those who would accept military 
defeat to fearlessly reintegrate into society.

However, President Bouteflika seemed 
incapable of distinguishing himself from the 
“generals/decisionmakers” who saw a nation-
al reconciliation policy as a mistaken effort 
to relegitimize rather than negotiate with 
the Islamists. Equally, the latter remained 
convinced that the military  decision makers 
had absolutely no intention to negotiate a 
return of the Islamists on the political scene 
after crushing them militarily.

Worrisome indications surfaced before the 
cutoff date of January 13, 2000. According to 
Abd al-Karim Ould Adda, the FIS Executive 
Instance Abroad (IEFE) spokesperson, the 
regime had attempted, as early as December 
1999, to make the accord’s implementa-
tion look like “surrender.” While President 
Bouteflika was pushing for a “fair and equi-
table” reconciliation, the hard-line faction 
among the “generals/decisionmakers” was 
regaining “control in the regime and keep-
ing it hostage.” In January 2000 the spokes-
person specified in Le Soir (Brussels):

We want to integrate the political field 
within the Constitution’s framework. 
There must be a new beginning that will 
envision national reconciliation rather 
than this apartheid in which they want 
to confine us. This reconciliation is 
essential in our eyes. If it fails, the 
regime will be the one to blame.

They expected the new president to con-
sider their plea. This was not the case. Did 
the president’s inability to stand by his 
commitments to ex-FIS Islamists reinforce 
those within the dominion who had rejected 
the truce (October 1997) and the Civil 
Concord Law (April 13, 1999)? The CCFIS 
(Conseil de coordination du FIS, or FIS 
Coordination Council) was established on 
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October 5, 1997, and is headed by Ahmad 
Zaoui. It is a rival group of former FIS lead-
er Rabah Kabir and is more extreme than 
the IEFE. The CCFIS’s goals include bring-
ing together FIS members and supporters 
abroad, supporting the popular resistance 
in the country, and the development of the 
Islamic society project:

Regarding the ceasefire, it is with regret 
that the CCFIS notes the persistence of 
several indications confirming the warn-
ings it has given; the CCFIS considers 
that the declared ceasefire, as a military 
decision, changes the prerogatives of 
the jihadi groups (armed groups) in the 
country. However, it notes that such 
a ceasefire will not achieve any stra-
tegic objectives if the minimal follow-
ing conditions are not met: giving the 
ceasefire a political dimension with an 
open announcement of the agreements 
and decisions; guaranteeing the active 
involvement of Shaykhs M. Abassi and 
Ali Belhadj in the negotiations; allowing 
for the establishment of an independent 
committee to investigate the massacres, 
etc. (March 30, 1998, communiqué)

According to Mourad Dhina, CCFIS 
spokesperson, as transmitted in a commu-
niqué dated July 5, 2000:

The politics of the so-called civil concord, 
for which he [Dhina] was assigned to do 
the promotion by the generals/decision-
makers, did not reinstate peace in Algeria. 
The FIS always rejected this “concord” 
because it ignored the political nature of 
the crisis and only aimed at absolving the 
generals and their allies of their crimes.

The doubts about the Civil Concord Law 
by the AIS and the IEFE generated bitter-

ness among ex-FIS leaders, who considered 
it to be a “betrayal” of the “cause.” This 
had been reflected in an interview by Le 
Temps with Abd al-Qadir Hashani, prior to 
his assassination, in which Hashani stated 
regarding former FIS leader Rabah Kabir:

The one you quote does not incarnate the 
political line I believe in and militate for. 
As for national reconciliation, I person-
ally militate for it since I came out of 
prison, so as to bring peace back, and to 
completely and definitively evacuate vio-
lence from our country, while preserving 
all parties’ dignity and convictions. To 
solve the phenomenon of violence will, 
however, depend on a real political open-
ing able to punctuate a fair and equitable 
treatment of the excesses that take place 
on both sides. Personally, I do not believe 
in absolution through amnesty, and it 
would be useful to meditate on the occur-
rences in South Africa in this regard.

Ali Belhadj’s 1994 arrest and Madani’s 
return to house arrest in 1997 (which both 
ended in 2003), along with Hashani’s 1999 
assassination, allowed the army to promote 
the politics of reconciliation advocated by 
Bouteflika. In 2001 it became clear that this 
strategy, initiated in 1996, had failed. The army 
defeated the FIS’s armed branch, silenced 
the movement’s leaders, and instead found 
interlocutors—AIS and FIS leaders Madani 
Mezrag and Rabah Kabir—potentially able 
to find a way out of the war under cover of a 
reconciliation policy imposed by the military 
authorities through the Civil Concord Law. 
This policy could have been successful if the 
military authorities had gone all the way 
with the process. This would have allowed 
the Islamists to reestablish themselves politi-
cally through the creation of a new political 
party, such as Talib Ibrahimi’s Wafa party.
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The Refusal to Legalize the 
Wafa Party

Throughout the 1990s, the army justified 
its fight against the FIS political Islamists 
by emphasizing the threat they represented 
for “democracy” and the state’s “repub-
lican” nature. Ex-FIS leaders’ antidemo-
cratic remarks (from 1989 to 1991) and 
strategy—based on the massacre of civil-
ians by Islamist armed groups—reinforced 
the army’s wish to eradicate Algerian 
Islamism’s political and armed tendencies 
throughout the decade. In 2001 it became 
clear that political mutations had occurred 
within the Islamist dominion. The civil war 
made it possible for the latter to acquire 
political maturity, which in turn resulted in 
the support of some ex-FIS leaders for Talib 
Ibrahimi’s Wafa party. The AIS—the FIS’s 
armed branch—dissolved itself, and its 
members benefited from amnesty. Yet these 
processes did not put an end to violence. 
The FIS’s actions did not seem sufficiently 
profound to cause the Algerian regime to 
change its policy, as the refusal to legalize 
the Wafa party demonstrated.

The interior minister’s refusal to rec-
ognize the Wafa party marked the ex-FIS 
Islamists’ death knell. He based his decision 
on the argument that the Wafa party’s lead-
ership was partially constituted of previous 
FIS leaders. According to Ahmad Talib 
Ibrahimi, president of the Wafa, “Only 2.5 
percent of the Wafa’s constituency was 
FIS sympathizers.” Disenchanted, Ibrahimi 
recalled in La Tribune:

[T]he last few years demonstrated that 
the legal dissolution of this political 
movement (FIS) did not obliterate the 
social reality behind it: the regime nego-
tiated with the FIS’ political leadership 
in prison. . . . Should we kill the three 

million Algerians who voted for the FIS, 
deprive them of their civic rights, thus 
disregarding the Constitution and the 
Civil Concord Law?

The government’s refusal to bring an 
Islamist party back to the political scene 
reinforced the ex-FIS Islamists’ critique 
of President Bouteflika’s ability to impose 
his “solution” to the crisis. According to 
Mourad Dhina, CCFIS spokesperson, in a 
July 2000 communiqué:

The so-called civil concord policy, whose 
promotion he was assigned to carry out 
by the generals/decision-makers, did not 
reinstate peace. . . . This peace will be 
impossible unless everyone participates 
in it, including the FIS, as Shaykh 
Madani’s and Shaykh Belhadj’s last let-
ters stipulate. We assess that Bouteflika 
could play a role in such a perspec-
tive if he freed himself from the hold 
that about fifteen generals who corrupt 
Algeria have on him, and joined the peo-
ple’s true representatives. If he does not 
feel that he possesses the courage that 
such an attitude requires, he should 
inform the people and go home.

The fear of an Islamic state led by the FIS, 
expressed at the beginning of the 1980s, was 
no longer an accurate reflection of at least 
the FIS’s position or its capabilities. As Rida 
Malik emphasized in L’Humanité in 1995, 
“The state has a shape, that of a republic; 
it is unthinkable to change it. Transforming 
Algeria into some emirate or sultanate is 
out of the question. To move ahead, we must 
condemn terrorism. These FIS people do 
not understand this yet.”

In June 2000 the IEFE Islamists empha-
sized their support for the exclusion from 
an amnesty of “those who . . . choose to con-
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tinue armed action.” The explicit recogni-
tion by the AIS as well as the IEFE that the 
strategy based on violence had failed, was 
the basis for the elaboration of a new policy 
whose goal was to rehabilitate an Islamist 
party that would respect Algeria’s lawful-
ness and political plurality. The document 
published by the IEFE in May 1997, entitled 
“For a Strategy to Come Out of the Crisis 
in Algeria,” illustrated the ex-FIS Islamists’ 
new approach, which insisted that a “politi-
cal exit” was the “only and best solution to 
the conflict.”

The ex-FIS Islamists went through their 
political mutation. The condemnation of 
GIA and the support for Ahmad Talib 
Ibrahimi’s candidacy in the presidential 
elections demonstrate the concessions the 
ex-FIS exiled leaders made from the party’s 
pretensions during its earlier stage (from 
1989 to 1991), according to O. Roy’s analy-
sis. The IEFE representatives no longer 
demanded the establishment of an Islamic 
state. They became conscious that radi-
calism was fatal to them. The Wafa party 
could represent the political mutations 
that the ex-FIS Islamists underwent and 
could facilitate their switch to a reform-
ist approach through a peaceful political 
process. For the army, too, this outcome 
had an advantage. The party represented 
the opportunity to control a whole genera-
tion of Islamist sympathizers. Their ear-
lier effort to work through the moderate 
Islamist parties of the Mahfud Nahnah 
(Movement of the Society for Peace) and 
Abdallah Djaballah’s Harakat al-Islah al-
Wataniyya (National Reform Movement) 
failed to mobilize popular support. As 
Djaballah emphasized on television on 
March 9, 1999, “[I]t is precisely the quest 
for high positions that prevents our move-
ment from going forward and, instead, 
produces dissension and divides.”

The MSP (Societal Movement for Peace)–
Hamas aimed at recovering the FIS’s elec-
toral base. In 1995 it obtained 4,080,000 
votes in the November 16 presidential 
elections. Considered to be the “big moder-
ate Islamist party” capable of providing an 
alternative to the FIS, Hamas collapsed at 
the legislative elections of May 30, 2002. In 
fact, it was the Djaballah’s Islah party, cre-
ated in 1999, that best incarnated the FIS’s 
Islamic-nationalist ideals. The Islah party 
won 43 parliamentary seats during the 
May 30, 2002, legislative elections, becom-
ing the third political force. During the 
April 2004 elections, it refused to accept 
the results that gave Bouteflika 84 percent 
of the vote.

The Islamist scene in Algeria is thus divid-
ed into three levels: At the political level, 
the moderate Islamist parties did not man-
age to provide an alternative to the FIS and 
thus remained client parties at the service 
of President Bouteflika’s strategy. On the 
security level, the GSPC changed radically 
by joining al-Qa’ida and becoming a military 
instrument serving an international cause. 
At the social level, Islamism became a syn-
onym of Salafism, meaning that, concretely, 
believers no longer concern themselves with 
the state and with politics but rather with 
themselves and their relationship to God. 
The Islamists did not establish an Islamic 
state based on virtue, but they transformed 
themselves into “internal fortresses” based 
on Islamic values, which they perceive as 
authentic.

A Sense of Being Cursed

The heavy legacy of this history continues to 
shape Algeria. Enlisting in sectarian armed 
movements in Algeria has become a part of 
a local agenda where death and the quest 
for salvation had occupied a huge place. 
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Around 1.5 million Algerians were forced to 
flee their villages between 1993 and 1997. 
Many villages were left deserted. Among the 
1.5 million displaced persons, only 170,000 
returned home following the promise that 
they would be protected by local defense 
groups. This exodus, linked to the past 
security situation, is part of a wider context 
of impoverishment. In its report entitled 
“Les effets du programme d’ajustement 
structurel sur les populations vulnérables” 
(The Effects of the Structural Adjustment 
Program on Vulnerable Populations), pub-
lished in 2000, the National Center for 
Planning Research and Analysis reveals that 
35 percent of the population is affected by 
poverty. Of 31 million Algerians, 12 million 
live on less than 18,000 dinars (180 euros) 
per annum. The economic reforms and the 
state’s ineptitudes are largely responsible 
for this situation.

Among these various ills, salvation was no 
longer sought through violence or through 
politics. This tragic decade seems to have wit-
nessed the reappearance of intercessors rep-
resented by the marabouts, or a withdrawal 
into the self, as H. Touati explains. The 
sense of being doomed, which replaced the 
tendency to blame everything on colonialism, 
led to a multiple sense of anxiety. The quest 
for salvation now goes hand-in-hand with an 
individual search for redemption.
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Violent Sunni Islamism has had some of 
its most powerful manifestations in Egypt, 
under the heavy influence of Sayyid Qutb’s 
teachings. These have taken the form of a 
variety of takfiri-jihadi organizations, which 
waged Holy War against other Muslims 
because they are judged to be impious and 
thus, in effect, infidels (takfir, or declar-
ing a fellow Muslim an apostate). These 
organizations consider the Mubarak regime 
illegitimate and thus seek to remove it by 
force (jihad) and to Islamize society from 
the top down. Yet the last decade has wit-
nessed Islamism in Egypt moving away 
from organized, ideological violence and 
focusing instead on two other strategies: 
one seeking to Islamize society from the bot-
tom up through missionary and educational 
work, and the other seeking to achieve 
power through participation in politics and 
in the electoral process.

This was the result of major watersheds 
in the history of the Islamist movement. 
The devastating social impact of terrorism 
in Egypt in the 1990s allowed the regime 
to crush both al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya and 
Jama’at al-Jihad, leading the former to 
revise its thought and to produce a rich 
body of Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) that 

systematically refuted the central tenets of 
al-Qa’ida and its affiliates.

While the events of September 11 created 
obstacles for Islamist radicals around the 
globe, the U.S.-led efforts to democratize the 
Arab states opened up new opportunities for 
political participation. These democratiza-
tion efforts allowed the Muslim Brotherhood 
(MB) to capture an unprecedented 20 per-
cent of the vote in the November–December 
2005 parliamentary elections. This has argu-
ably been the most important development 
in recent years as far as Egypt’s Islamist 
movement is concerned.

The Muslim Brotherhood

The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (MB)
is well into the third phase of its history. 
The first phase, from its foundation in 1928 
up to the 1952 revolution—under the mon-
archy and the British presence—saw the 
formation of the classical MB doctrine and 
the early days of its ideological adaptation to 
party politics.

Both the rise of a militant trend in the 
movement toward the end of this period and 
rivalry with the new military regime led to 
the second phase—dissolution of the MB in 

Egypt
Israel Elad Altman
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1954 and its suppression by Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, followed by organizational paraly-
sis and the emergence of the takfiri trends 
inspired by Sayyid Qutb.

The third phase is that of the “Second 
Republic,” under presidents Anwar Sadat 
and Husni Mubarak. This phase is char-
acterized by the rejection of the isolation-
ist and violent strategies of the takfiris, 
with the MB instead opting for reform 
and gradual “bottom-up Islamization” 
through da’wa (the call to Islam) and 
operations from within the political sys-
tem. From the mid-1970s to the late 1980s, 
this period first witnessed détente with 
the regime, which initially encouraged the 
MB’s reemergence as a counterweight to 
the left. Later, the regime tolerated the 
Brotherhood’s activities without formally 
recognizing its existence. The MB is still 
officially outlawed. That situation allowed 
for large-scale expansion and recruitment, 
penetration of civil society institutions, and 
political activity, including participation in 
elections.

Then, from the late 1980s to the mid- 
1990s, the MB’s penetration of civil society 
and its electoral feats led the regime to 
change its course. Since the mid-1990s, the 
MB has engaged in open conflict with the 
regime, which has in turn aimed to contain 
it, disrupt its activities, and limit its influ-
ence. Still, in the 2005 parliamentary elec-
tions, the MB established itself as by far the 
leading popular nongovernmental political 
organization in Egypt.

Ideology and Strategy

The opening of the political process in Egypt 
beginning in the 1970s produced an ideologi-
cal adjustment to the new democratic game, 
generally referred to as “new Ikhwanism” 
(ikhwan meaning brotherhood). Like the 

old MB, the new Ikhwan strive to create 
an Islamic state that would apply Shari’a 
(Islamic jurisprudence). Yet while the clas-
sic MB strategy to reach that goal calls for 
missionary and educational work to spread 
the call to Islam, the new Ikhwan prefer the 
tools of democratic politics as a means of 
attaining power and establishing that state. 
This change was accompanied by a shift 
from the classic pan-Islamic orientation of 
the MB to a focus on the particular territo-
rial state.

The main force for change in the direc-
tion of new Ikhwan strategy in the last two 
decades has been the “second generation” 
of MB activists, also known as the “middle 
generation” (jil al-wasat). These were for-
mer activists of the Islamist student groups 
in the 1970s who joined the MB, rose 
through the ranks as trade union leaders, 
and engineered the movement’s entry into 
the political arena. (Among them, Abd al-
Mun’im Abu al-Futuh and Isam al-Aryan 
have the highest profile in the media.) Yet 
much power in the MB still rests with the 
“old-guard” leaders. Many adherents of the 
classic MB worldview are veterans of the 
MB’s “Secret Apparatus” and graduates 
of Nasser’s jails (such as General Guide 
Muhammad Mahdi Akif and several mem-
bers of the MB’s Guidance Bureau). These 
figures have been more cautious and less 
open to change in general, and to the 
increasing politicization of the movement in 
particular.

Hasan al-Banna, the MB’s founder and 
dominant ideologue, envisioned the MB as 
a “comprehensive Islamic body,” spread-
ing the call to Islam and acting as a legal 
and moral source of authority for Islam as 
a whole, and therefore above local politics 
and parties. The MB’s ambitions went far 
beyond Egypt’s confines, its desire being 
to spread Islam as a world religion and to 
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create a pan-Islamic state or a caliphate. 
The new Ikhwan, on the other hand, argue 
that the MB should focus on the territorial 
nation-state, Egypt. They argue also that it 
should create its political party, and some 
argue that it should transform itself from a 
da’wa movement—transcending politics—
to a political party, prepared to compete, 
cooperate, and form alliances with other 
parties.

In practice, the MB has been deeply 
involved in politics on all levels—from stu-
dent associations and trade and professional 
unions to local government and the nation’s 
Parliament—scoring significant achieve-
ments. However, no formal change in its 
nature has taken place. The official ideologi-
cal line, as represented by the general guide 
and his two deputies (Muhammad al-Sayyid 
Habib and Muhammad Khairat al-Shatir), 
strictly reflects the classic doctrine concern-
ing the nature of the movement, as set out 
by Hasan al-Banna. It should be borne in 
mind that the Egyptian general guide is 
traditionally also the general guide of the 
International Organization of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Therefore, he would naturally 
adhere to the view of the MB as a global 
movement.

As the MB has no legally recognized 
status, its room for political maneuver is a 
function of the government’s tolerance at 
any given moment. Becoming a legal politi-
cal party would obviously release the MB 
from this legal limbo. Yet this is exactly why 
the government continues to deny it a legal 
status. Attempts by MB members to achieve 
recognition as a party (the Center Party, see 
below) have failed. Thus, the MB’s occa-
sional references to its intention to declare 
the formation of its party, al-Amal (Hope), 
have so far not materialized.

The second-generation spokesmen have 
maintained that the MB was not aiming 

to set up a religious state or a religious 
government but rather that it sought to 
establish a civil government and a civil state 
(dawla madaniyya) with an Islamic source 
of authority (mar ja’iyya), where all citizens 
would be assured equal rights and obliga-
tions under the constitution. By “source of 
authority,” its leaders explained, they meant 
Islam as a civilization and as a social and 
political system consisting of general prin-
ciples that govern the functioning of a state 
with a Muslim majority. After all, as Abu al-
Futuh explained in an interview in al-Araby, 
Islam is not only the faith of the majority 
but also the culture and heritage of all, as 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews played a 
part in its creation. This civil state would be 
based on common citizenship (muwatana). 
However, the second-generation MB has 
not clearly explained how the state is not a 
religious one when it is set up in implemen-
tation of Divine Will and in order to apply 
Divine Law.

Furthermore, the MB old-guard leader-
ship continues to uphold the old doctrine 
as the official line of the movement. In sev-
eral missives, posted on the MB’s Web site 
(www.ikhwanonline.com) and intended to 
eliminate any misconception about where 
the movement stood, General Guide Akif 
stated that since its foundation, the MB has 
had two goals: to liberate the Islamic home-
land from any foreign domination, which 
means ending not only military occupations 
but also any other form of foreign domina-
tion, be it political, intellectual, cultural, or 
economic; and to set up a free state in this 
homeland that applies Islam’s rules and 
implements its social order. The MB seeks 
to achieve these goals everywhere—Islam 
being the religion of all mankind since it 
embraces all aspects of life of all people in 
every age.

Following al-Banna, Akif listed the seven 
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steps necessary for the MB to attain these 
goals: reforming the individual; establishing 
the Muslim home; guiding the society; liber-
ating the homeland; reforming the govern-
ment; restoring the international entity of 
the Islamic umma (nation); and finally, mas-
tership of the world (ustadhiyyat al-alam). 
The establishment of the Islamic caliphate 
would require preparatory steps, he wrote, 
again following al-Banna: cultural, social, 
and economic cooperation between all the 
Muslim peoples; forging alliances, treaties, 
and conferences between the Muslim states; 
and seeking the formation of the Muslim 
League of Nations.

In the MB missives, as they appear on the 
MB Web site, Akif has pointed to the MB’s 
means of achieving those goals: first, da’wa 
and recruitment of the good elements, who 
form solid pillars for reform; and second, 
the constitutional struggle, designed to 
make the voice of da’wa heard in formal 
bodies such as parliaments, trade unions, 
and institutions. Political work is thus seen 
as intended to reinforce the da’wa, not to 
supplant it. Elsewhere, in July 2005, Akif 
wrote that the MB believes that the highest 
loyalty is to Islam, which does not preclude 
other, lesser affiliations such as family, tribe, 
or homeland. He caused an uproar in April 
2006 following a press report according to 
which he expressed his attachment to pan-
Islamism and his contempt for Egyptian 
patriotism.

The political reform narrative adopted 
by the MB calls for democracy, pluralism, 
human rights, separation of powers, con-
straints on the power of the rulers, protec-
tion of political freedoms, and independence 
of the judiciary. Its Reform Initiative of 
March 3, 2004—launched in response to 
America’s “Greater Middle East Initiative” 
to democratize the Arab states—indeed sup-
ported a republican, parliamentary, constitu-

tional, and democratic political order “in the 
framework of the principles of Islam.” The 
initiative affirmed that the people were the 
source of all powers and that no individual, 
party, community, or society could claim the 
right to power unless it were derived from 
free and true popular will. It also stated 
that the MB was committed to the principle 
of alternation of power through general, 
free, and fair elections. Yet the initiative 
also outlined the Brotherhood’s objectives 
as follows:

Our only hope to achieve progress in 
all aspects of life is by returning to our 
religion and implementing our Shari’a. 
. . . We have a clear mission—to work 
to implement Allah’s Law. This is to be 
achieved by forming the Muslim individ-
ual, the Muslim home, the Muslim gov-
ernment, and the state which will lead 
the Islamic states, reunite the scattered 
Muslims, restore their glory, retrieve for 
them their lost lands and stolen home-
lands, and carry the banner of the call to 
Allah in order to make the world happy 
with Islam’s blessing and instructions.

This is the MB’s classic mission statement 
formulated by Hasan al-Banna, as it appears 
on the MB Web site.

The ambiguity of the Muslim Brother-
hood’s position regarding the nature of the 
state it intends to set up is a cause for 
concern for Egypt’s Copts. This was only 
exacerbated following the MB’s electoral 
achievements in November–December 2005. 
In an article published after the parliamen-
tary elections on the MB’s official Arabic 
language site, entitled “What Will Happen 
If the MB Reaches Power,” First Deputy 
General Guide Muhammad Habib wrote 
that the MB viewed the Copts as citizens 
who enjoy full citizenship rights (muwatana), 
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and “consequently they have the full right to 
assume public posts, except for the president 
of the state.” This exception reflects the 
Islamic principle that non-Muslims cannot 
rule Muslims. It should be noted that in the 
English version of Habib’s article, which 
appeared on the MB’s official English Web 
site, the Copts were said to have the full 
right to assume public posts, “including that 
of the head of state.”

Second-generation leaders have attempt-
ed to ease Coptic concerns by offering a 
more moderate version of the MB’s position 
on the issue. They have claimed, for exam-
ple, that the fatwa (religious edict) issued 
in 1996 by then–general guide Mustafa 
Mashhur that required non-Muslims to pay 
the poll tax (jizyah) should no longer be 
implemented. This position, however, has 
not been given an official form, and when 
asked about the MB’s position regarding 
the Copts, General Guide Akif replied, in an 
interview with Faraj Isma’il: “We in the MB 
apply Allah’s rules in dealing with them.” 
At an MB event on October 5, 2006, Akif 
called for the establishment of the Islamic 
government envisioned by al-Banna. This 
triggered sharp criticism from the opposi-
tion parties.

Domestic Politics

Two major factors have influenced the MB’s 
political strategy in recent years: increas-
ing pressure for democratization on the 
Egyptian regime by the United States and 
the West; and the nearing end of President 
Husni Mubarak’s reign and the beginning 
of a new one, whose nature is unclear but 
for which the actors in the Egyptian politi-
cal system are all preparing. Given these 
factors, the MB has positioned itself as a 
force for democratic reform, as the political 
organization enjoying the most popular sup-

port, and as the alternative to the present 
regime.

The organization’s illegal status has been 
an obvious constraint. It has exploited the 
government’s policy of tolerance for its 
activities as long as it does not cross certain 
red lines—for example, holding large-scale 
street demonstrations. In this framework, 
the MB’s strategy has been to attempt to 
win every possible election and to oppose 
the government’s policies on central domes-
tic and foreign policy issues through peace-
ful means, including street demonstrations 
and sit-ins. Still, it has calibrated its protest 
activities so as not to push the regime to 
suppress it altogether. 

At the time of this writing, the struggle 
for political reform had focused on three 
central issues: President Mubarak’s reelec-
tion for a fifth term in September 2005; 
the regime’s preparations for transferring 
the presidency to Mubarak’s son, Gamal; 
and the extension of the emergency laws 
(which were imposed after the 1967 war, 
lifted in 1980, and reimposed in 1981). In 
late 2004 and early 2005, opposition groups 
led by a group called Kifaya held public 
demonstrations against Mubarak on these 
issues, arousing international interest. The 
MB leadership joined the trend by holding 
its own demonstrations in Cairo and in the 
countryside beginning on March 27, 2005. 
This was the first time the MB had held 
public demonstrations on domestic issues 
since Mubarak took over in 1981. The MB 
was careful not to cross a red line; it limited 
the number of demonstrators relative to 
its potential and alerted the authorities in 
advance of each demonstration. The govern-
ment responded by arresting about 1,500 
MB members, including senior members. 
By the summer of 2005, the MB stopped its 
demonstrations and the government slowly 
released MB prisoners as part of a deal in 
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which the MB allegedly agreed not to sup-
port opposition candidates to the presidency 
in the September 2005 elections.

While initially the MB and other opposi-
tion groups had made a mutual decision to 
boycott the presidential elections, the MB 
suddenly changed its mind on August 21, 
2005. The MB then urged its members to 
participate in the elections by voting for a 
candidate of their choice, but not to support 
repression and corruption. This was inter-
preted as a call not to support Mubarak, 
but since the rate of participation was more 
important to the regime than Mubarak’s 
margin of victory, this policy shift ended 
up working in the regime’s favor. Since 
this outcome gave the elections—and the 
regime—more legitimacy, there was criti-
cism of the policy in the MB ranks.

Yet this was a small price to pay for the 
big prize—the November–December 2005 
parliamentary elections. By October 2005, 
following the end of the demonstrations 
and the cancellation of the boycott, all 
MB prisoners in Egypt had been released 
and were able to take part in the election 
effort. By slating candidates for only 150 
of 454 parliamentary seats—namely, fewer 
than needed to deny the government the 
two-thirds majority required for changes 
in the constitution—the MB signaled that 
it was not seeking confrontation. (It should 
be noted that since the MB is formally out-
lawed, its candidates run as independents.) 
The MB won 88 seats in three rounds of 
parliamentary elections, compared to 15 in 
the 2000 elections and to 12 seats won by 
all the other opposition parties. The MB had 
taken advantage of the government’s low 
level of intervention in the first two elec-
tion rounds and managed to win 76 seats 
in those first two rounds. This spurred the 
government to take action and to prevent 
pro-MB voters from reaching the polling 

stations for the third round. Hundreds of 
MB election activists were arrested, leading 
to violent clashes that left at least 11 people 
dead. In the third and last round, therefore, 
the MB only won 12 seats. Its success rate 
of 59 percent for those seats it contested was 
nevertheless high. In addition to the foreign 
pressure on the government, this was the 
result of the MB’s organizational capabili-
ties, the reportedly huge sums of money it 
had invested, and the decreasing efficacy 
of the ruling National Democratic Party’s 
electoral machinery. Adding insult to injury, 
in the Manufiyya Province, the birthplace of 
presidents Sadat and Mubarak, the MB won 
10 seats, while the National Democratic 
Party won only five.

The MB’s electoral achievements seem 
to have boosted the organization’s self- 
confidence and increased its willingness to 
confront the regime, both on the rhetorical 
level and on the street. It took advantage 
of its strong parliamentary presence to 
propagate its positions, focusing on attack-
ing government inefficiency and corruption 
and promoting human rights and reform 
of the legal system. Over a quarter of the 
draft laws submitted by MB deputies since 
the elections have focused on the latter. Its 
deputies have also served as a channel for 
contact with representatives of foreign gov-
ernments, the European Union (EU), and 
the UN secretary-general. The government 
reacted by applying pressure on members 
of the MB parliamentary bloc. According 
to MB reports on the Brotherhood Web 
site, the security services have obstructed 
their social activities, warning local admin-
istration officials in the provinces to avoid 
contact with them and instructing village 
notables to discourage the people from turn-
ing to them to solve their problems.

With its sights set on the next presidential 
elections (scheduled for 2011), the MB has 
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been trying to build up public opposition to 
clause 76 of the constitution. The clause was 
amended in February 2005, replacing the 
old system of a single presidential candidate 
nominated by Parliament and endorsed by 
a referendum with multiple-candidate elec-
tions; yet the conditions it set in effect have 
prevented the MB from nominating a candi-
date from within its ranks.

The MB had intended to get the largest 
possible number of its supporters elected 
in the April 2006 local council elections, 
with the goal of reaching the required mini-
mum number of elected public officials for 
endorsement of a presidential candidate 
according to the amended version of clause 
76. The government blocked that option in 
February 2006, however, by passing legisla-
tion postponing the elections for the local 
authorities for another two years. While 
stressing that it had no plans to contest the 
next presidential elections, in a February 
2006 statement to the press, MB spokesmen 
accused the government of postponing the 
elections in order to deny the MB the ability 
to field or support a presidential candidate.

The MB then launched a campaign to 
protest the extension of the emergency 
laws. During the 2005 presidential election 
campaign, President Mubarak announced 
that these laws would be replaced with new 
antiterrorism legislation. However, as the 
expiration of the emergency laws in May 
2006 approached, the government argued 
that completion of the new legislation would 
require up to two years, and that in order 
to prevent a legal vacuum, the emergen-
cy laws would be extended. The MB pro-
test campaign consisted largely of student 
demonstrations on university campuses. 
As reported in February and March 2006 
on the MB’s English- and Arabic-language 
Internet sites, in response, the govern-
ment arrested dozens of activists as well 

as several MB businesspeople whose assets 
were confiscated in what was viewed as an 
attack on the MB’s financial resources. MB 
members saw these arrests as part of a deal: 
The detainees would be released if the MB 
alleviated its opposition to the extension of 
the emergency laws.

The government accused the MB of train-
ing volunteer fighters to be sent to conflict 
zones, such as Iraq and the Palestinian ter-
ritories, in order to acquire combat skills. As 
explained by leading MB spokesman Isam 
al-Aryan, the MB considered this an excuse 
for the continued denial of legal status to 
their organization and for the extension 
of the emergency laws. In April 2006, the 
editor-in-chief of the MB’s official Arabic 
Internet site implied that the Easter attacks 
on Coptic churches in Alexandria and the 
ensuing violent clashes between Copts and 
Muslims were actually orchestrated by the 
government in order to justify the emergen-
cy laws. On April 29, 2006, five days after 
the terrorist attack on Dahab, the emer-
gency laws were extended for an additional 
two years.

There were reportedly two opposing 
views within the MB on the issue of Gamal 
Mubarak succeeding his father as president, 
as articulated on almesryoon.com. The first 
view, represented by the general guide, held 
that the movement should strongly oppose 
Gamal’s succession or else lose its cred-
ibility. The other view reportedly held that 
the MB had no interest in opposing Gamal’s 
succession: It should focus instead on more 
important issues affecting the movement’s 
long-term interests and should concentrate 
on exploiting the regime’s difficulties with 
the succession in order to advance issues 
such as ending the state of emergency and 
changing constitutional clause 76.

There was public speculation that the 
MB might strike a deal with the govern-
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ment, reducing the latter’s difficulties in 
implementing Gamal’s succession. There 
appeared to be internal debate within the 
MB regarding a possible deal with the 
government. This was indicated in various 
entries on the MB main Web site arguing, 
for example, that deals with the regime had 
no value because periods of calm in its rela-
tions with the MB were usually followed 
by an escalation in its repressive measures 
designed to block the movement’s political 
activities. It was argued, moreover, that 
the MB must oppose Gamal’s succession 
because such a succession would contra-
dict the reform the movement has called 
for. Additionally, the succession has been 
rejected by the movement’s grassroots, thus 
to not oppose it would undermine the MB’s 
credibility among the Egyptian masses. 
Some cautioned that the MB should neither 
lead a civil disobedience movement against 
Gamal’s succession nor join other opposi-
tion groups in street demonstrations on this 
issue, feeling this would lead to the inten-
sification of the government’s campaign 
against the MB.

By May 2006, the MB’s public position on 
the succession issue shifted from accepting 
Gamal’s presidency, should he be elected 
in a multicandidate election, to total rejec-
tion even under those conditions. Further 
escalating its tensions with the government, 
the MB joined the demonstrations held 
by Kifaya and other opposition groups in 
April and May 2006 in support of judicial 
independence, with the MB’s Parliament 
members leading the MB demonstrators. 
Hundreds of MB members were arrested. In 
a May 2006 interview in al-Masri al-Yawm, 
Prime Minister Ahmad Nazif implied that 
his government’s intention was to change 
the constitution in a way that would reduce 
the number of MPs the MB could get 
elected. His explanation was that while the 

MB did not legally exist, the organization’s 
MPs ran for elections as independents, were 
elected as such, and once elected, acted 
openly as an MB parliamentary bloc. Nazif 
thus confirmed the assessment that the gov-
ernment saw the MB’ s achievements in the 
parliamentary elections as crossing the “red 
lines,” and it was determined to prevent 
such success in future parliamentary elec-
tions and to prevent the MB from achieving 
greater power.

The Second Lebanon War in July–August 
2006 provided the MB with an opportunity 
to gain popularity and the moral high ground 
by allying itself with the Hizballah-Hamas-
Syria-Iran axis and against the Egyptian-
Saudi-Jordanian camp. In an August 2006 
missive on the Brotherhood Web site, 
General Guide Akif declared victoriously: 
“Islam today regains its role in leading the 
struggle against the Zionist project.” The 
MB enthusiastically supported Hizballah 
and vehemently criticized those Sunni legal 
experts and political leaders who argued that 
as a Shi’a organization and an arm of Iran, 
Hizballah must not be supported. July 2006 
articles on the MB’s site supported the view 
that Hizballah’s fighters were Arabs and 
Muslims waging a war of resistance against 
an oppression and occupation affecting all 
Muslims. In August 2006, Akif announced 
he was ready to send 10,000 MB volunteers 
to fight alongside Hizballah in Lebanon 
(www.ikhwanonline.com, August 6, 2006). 
Moreover, Akif accused the Egyptian regime 
of siding with Israel in the war against the 
Islamists. He also sharply attacked Arab 
leaders for failing to come to the rescue of 
the Lebanese people, remarking in a missive 
that had those leaders not been Muslim, “We 
would have fought against them because 
they are harder to us than the Zionists and 
the Americans” (www.ikhwanonline.com, 
August 3, 2006).



  e gy p t  2 3 7

Through its posturing as a champion of 
the jihad against Israel—in stark contrast 
to the inactivity of the Arab regimes and 
their implied collusion with the enemies of 
Arabs and Islam—the MB thus offered lead-
ership where the state had failed to do so. 
From substituting for the state in the area 
of social services, the MB has been moving 
toward involvement in foreign affairs—
hitherto the sacred domain of the state. The 
offer to send volunteers to fight alongside 
Hizballah was of particular concern to the 
regime. Not only did it constitute a public 
admission that an MB organization exists 
(in defiance of the law) and that it may have 
a military arm, but it also indicated that the 
MB felt that having captured the moral high 
ground on the issue of standing up to Israel, 
they should not be constrained in making 
such public statements. This marked a new 
level in the rise of MB’s self-confidence and 
sense of empowerment.

MB Parliament members were quick to 
deny that the MB had a military arm, stat-
ing that its members received physical but 
not military training. Still, the government 
reacted by arresting senior MB members—
among them Secretary-General Mahmud 
Izzat—on charges of illegal activity, includ-
ing seeking to create public opinion hostile 
toward government policies and inciting the 
public to carry out demonstrations, strikes, 
and civil disobedience. The MB Parliament 
members were accused of taking advantage 
of their parliamentary immunity in their 
involvement in those activities. It turned 
out that one of those arrested, Lashin 
Abu Shanab, an 80-year-old member of 
the Guidance Bureau, confirmed during 
his interrogation that an MB organization 
existed and described in great detail the 
organizational structure and functioning 
of the MB. Abu Shanab thus compromised 
all the MB members as violators of the law. 

It has been speculated that the admission 
that the organization existed was a deliber-
ate move by the MB, designed to force the 
government to accept its existence once and 
for all. The MB’s open reference to “the MB 
parliamentary bloc” (including the MB Web 
site reporting on the bloc’s elections for its 
bureau) seems to be designed to force the 
government to accept the fait accompli of 
the MB’s existence as a political party.

By October 2006, Izzat and other detain-
ees were released, but around 70 MB mem-
bers were still held, and it appeared that 
the MB and the government were nearing 
a decisive point: They could reach a deal, 
which would grant the MB certain political 
concessions in exchange for its dropping 
its opposition to Gamal’s succession to the 
presidency. Conversely, the two could reach 
a confrontation in which there would be a 
change in the regime’s strategy toward the 
MB, causing the latter’s political activities 
to be dramatically restricted or even com-
pletely prevented.

The united States and  
the West

The MB’s electoral achievements have not 
moderated its rhetoric regarding the United 
States. Two approaches stand out: total 
conflict with the United States, in rejec-
tion of any form of dialogue; and a more 
nuanced approach that ostensibly expresses 
an interest in a dialogue but packages it 
with conditions and reservations that make 
it unlikely.

The first approach, reflecting the tradi-
tional MB attitude, sees no room for engage-
ment with the United States because the 
agendas of the MB and the United States 
are on a collision course. General Guide 
Akif, who upholds this line, sees the United 
States as the embodiment of evil. He argues 
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that in the new American world order, 
mankind is divided into classes: first-class 
humans—Americans and Zionists; second-
class humans—Westerners of non-Oriental 
origins; and finally the tenth-class inhab-
itants of the Arab, Muslim, and Oriental 
worlds. In December 2005 on the MB Web 
site, Akif further claimed that this world 
order, which has become a global nightmare, 
was in reality run by the Jews behind the 
scenes. The MB, Akif said in an April 2006 
missive, has been in the vanguard of those 
who regard the American call for democracy 
and freedom with suspicion, in view of the 
dark history of American imperialism, of 
its continued aid to despotic regimes, of its 
total alignment with the Zionist project, 
and of its craving for Arab resources. Akif 
called for an economic boycott of impe-
rialist states as well as a boycott of their 
cultural products, which are designed to 
transform thoughts, morals, and behavioral 
patterns and to increase susceptibility to 
 imperialism.

Younger spokesmen do express an interest 
in dialogue with the United States within 
the context of their revivalist vision of Islam 
and its gradual and flexible implementation 
of Shari’a. They welcome an open and public 
dialogue with all the segments of American 
society, except the U.S. administration, as 
having cultural value.

They were suspicious, however, of 
American intentions: Would the United 
States support democracy even if it put its 
political rivals in power? They pointed to 
the essential contradiction between what 
they called the growing American proj-
ect of empire and hegemony on one hand 
and the steadily progressing MB project to 
construct an Islamic reformist revival on 
the other. The Islamic revivalist project, 
they said, aims at liberating Muslim lands 
from any foreign hegemony—be it military, 

economic, cultural, or spiritual—reforming 
governance in the Muslim countries, and 
achieving a real Arab unity and an interna-
tional Islamic entity (kiyan dawli islami). 
The bottom line, then, is that these are 
two contradictory projects and there is very 
little room for dialogue.

The Palestinians

Part of the conflict with the West, in the 
MB’s view, is the Israeli-Palestinian prob-
lem. According to this view, the West planted 
Israel in the Arab region as a means to con-
trol the Arab states and to strike at the Arab 
and Islamic identity of the region. As articles 
on the MB’s site attest, Israel is seen as a 
Western state, foreign to the region in its his-
tory and culture, and has no right to exist. It 
should therefore be abolished and its Jewish 
inhabitants absorbed in the Palestinian-Arab 
state that would replace it.

The MB celebrated Hamas’s 2006 election 
victory as its own: “The Muslim Brotherhood 
has reached power in Palestine,” declared 
MB Deputy General Guide Muhammad 
Habib. In an interview on the Ikhwan’s 
site he stressed that by going down the 
political road, Hamas did not give up on 
the resistance or armed struggle. On the 
same Web site Isam al-Aryan called upon 
the Palestinians to form a new strategy to 
materialize their dream of liberating all of 
the national land. He stressed that it should 
take the form of the “single democratic 
state” and could then join a “Greater Syria” 
(bilad al-sham al-wasi’a)—he did not use 
the historic term Suriyya al-Kubra—cover-
ing Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine.

Jihad

Akif has repeatedly called upon all Muslims 
to support the resistance (muqawama) 
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in Iraq, the Palestinian territories, and 
Afghanistan. Describing jihad and the mar-
tyrdom operation (istishhad) as “the way 
to glory and victory,” he stated that Islam 
regards resistance against occupation as “a 
jihad for God” (jihad fi sabil Allah). This 
jihad, which means actual fighting (qital), is 
an individual religious duty (fard ayn) of the 
inhabitants of the country under occupation, 
and it takes precedence over other duties 
(fara’id). For the people of the neighboring 
countries, participating in this jihad is a 
collective duty (fard kifaya), which becomes 
an individual duty if the occupied people 
fail to repel the aggressor. If the occupation 
persists nevertheless, fighting against it 
becomes an individual duty for Muslims the 
world over. In a July 2005 article on the MB 
Web site outlining the organization’s objec-
tives, Akif stated that for the MB, jihad was 
the most elevated pillar of Islam after “the 
two testimonies” (that there is no god but 
Allah and that Muhammad is his messen-
ger). Akif recapitulated Muhammad’s say-
ing, often quoted by al-Banna: “He who dies 
and has not fought, and was not resolved to 
fight, has died a jahiliyya death.” (In Islam, 
jahiliyya—literally, ignorance—is the pre-
Islamic historical phase of the Arabs.)

The MB’s position on terrorist attacks 
in Egypt has evolved with time. The move-
ment did not condemn the terrorist attack 
on Taba of October 2004. Instead, in its 
communiqué reacting to the attack it com-
mented that, first, the attack was a response 
to atrocities committed by Israeli forces in 
Palestine and U.S. forces in Iraq, and sec-
ond, that one must not accuse any Islamist 
group since the attack could have been 
carried out by Israeli or other intelligence 
services. An expression of understanding 
for the motivation of the terrorists was 
still included in Akif’s formal reaction to 
the July 23, 2005, attacks on Sharm al-

Shaykh when he remarked that the aggres-
sion and wars perpetrated by global imperi-
alism against the world’s peoples gave birth 
to the culture of violence and terrorism. 
Yet he also condemned the attacks, saying 
that they contradicted religion and religious 
law, constituted an aggression against all 
human values and mores, and played into 
the hands of the Zionist-American project. 
This condemnation was repeated verbatim 
in Akif’s formal response to the April 24, 
2006, attacks on Dahab, only this time the 
“understanding” of the terrorists’ moti-
vation was dropped. This evolution most 
likely reflects the fact that the Taba attack, 
the first in the series, was believed to have 
targeted solely or mainly Israeli tourists, 
while the other two hit mostly Egyptian and 
foreign tourists and had a deeper impact 
on the Egyptian public. As cited on the MB 
Web site, Akif holds that there is no differ-
ence between Israeli soldiers and civilians, 
because for him “the Zionist People” as a 
whole is an armed military which occupies 
Palestine. 

The Shi’a and Iran

Akif has called upon Sunnis and Shi’as in 
Iraq to stand up against the forces of civil 
strife (fitna). The aggravation of the Sunni-
Shi’a conflict led him to issue a missive lay-
ing out the legal and practical arguments 
for the Sunnis to end their conflict with the 
Shi’a and to form a common front with them 
against the occupation. He rejected the posi-
tion that sees the Shi’a as apostates and said 
that Islam gave non-Muslims the right to 
freedom of faith and worship, allowing them 
to live respectfully in Islamic society.

On this basis, he questioned how one 
could deny that right to those who agree 
with the Sunnis on the fundamentals of 
Islam and differ with them only on second-
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ary matters. He called for the formation of 
a body consisting of Sunni and Shi’a ulama 
(religious scholars) whose task would be to 
spread the culture of Islamic fraternity and 
make it superior to one’s loyalty to one of the 
legal schools (al-wala al-madhhabi). He also 
called for the revival of the “Committee for 
Rapprochement Between the Islamic Legal 
Schools,” which was set up in the 1940s with 
the participation of Hasan al-Banna and 
ulama from al-Azhar and from Iran, and led 
to the recognition by al-Azhar of Twelver 
Shi’ism as the fifth school of jurisprudence. 
Akif urged all of Islam’s religious authori-
ties to confront the takfiri philosophy, to 
spread moderate Islamic thought, and to 
condemn all criminal attacks on innocent 
civilians and state institutions, which serve 
as an excuse for the occupation forces to 
stay in Iraq.

The Egyptian MB welcomed Iran’s 
nuclear program. Deputy General Guide 
Muhammad Habib said, as cited in an April 
2006 al-Sharq al-Awsat article, that he 
believed that the Iranian nuclear program 
was for peaceful purposes, but if it were a 
military program, it would serve to balance 
the Israeli nuclear arsenal. “It will create 
a sort of a balance between the two sides, 
the Arab and Islamic side and the Israeli 
side.” He said that he had no problem with 
Iran having nuclear weapons and that he 
believed most Egyptians held the same posi-
tion.

The Center Party (Hizb  
al-Wasat)

Egypt’s Center Party was founded in 1995 
by a group of second-generation MB activ-
ists who left the MB. It has failed at three 
attempts to convince the government that 
it is not a religious organization and so 
should not be denied legal status as a politi-

cal party: In 1996 it applied as “The Center 
Party,” in 1998 as “The Egyptian Center 
Party,” and in 2004 as “The New Center.” 
Less a party than an intellectual circle of 
moderate Islamists, al-Wasat describes itself 
as the ideological equivalent of Turkey’s 
Justice and Development Party (AKP).

The circumstances of al-Wasat’s formation 
have been a matter of controversy. According 
to its founders, the party split from the MB 
when they became fed up with the ideo-
logical rigidity and authoritarian leadership 
style and set up the new body as a moderate 
alternative to the MB. According to another 
version, the founders formed the group with 
the support of at least part of the MB leader-
ship (including General Guide Muhammad 
Mahdi Akif), which sought thereby to probe 
whether an MB political party established 
alongside the MB, and presumably separate 
from it (like the Jordanian Islamic Action 
Front, for example), would be permitted 
by the government. However, eventually a 
dispute broke out between the leadership 
and the founders. The founding of the new 
party was supported by Shaykh Yusuf al-
Qaradawi and other MB figures abroad, and 
the government perceived it as an extension 
of the MB.

At any rate, al-Wasat has positioned itself 
as an ideological rival of the MB. It points 
to the existence of two trends in the MB, 
one of which is reformist and open-minded, 
and the other—representing the controlling 
majority—rigid, and argues that the MB’s 
mixing of missionary (da’wa) and politi-
cal activities poses a danger to the nation. 
Al-Wasat, in contrast, calls for the separa-
tion of da’wa from politics and was set up as 
a civil party. Furthermore, according to al-
Wasat founding member Abu al-’Ala Madhi 
(quoted in the Carnegie Endowment Arab 
Reform Bulletin of December 2005), the 
MB has an ambiguous vision of the Islamic 
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state and is afraid of democracy, and “even 
if they call for democracy they do not really 
believe in it.”

The party defines itself on its Web site, 
www.alwasatparty.com, as “a civil [madani] 
party with an Islamic background [khalfi-
yya], bringing together all Egyptian citi-
zens, Muslims and non-Muslims, as the 
basis of membership is common citizenship 
[muwatana]: Citizenship is the basis of 
relations between the Egyptians, and no dis-
crimination among them should be allowed, 
be it because of religion, sex, color or race.” 
The “Islamic background” refers to Islam 
as the religion of the Muslims and the cul-
ture (hadhara) that has brought together 
Muslims and non-Muslims.

It should be noted that the party’s Islamic 
identity is defined in several different ver-
sions. While in its mission statement al-
Wasat is said to have an Islamic “back-
ground,” in another formal document on its 
site it refers to itself as a civil party with an 
Islamic “source of authority” (mar ja’iyya), 
and in an English-language interview given 
to an American institution, the Carnegie 
Endowment, it describes itself as “a civil 
party with an Islamic reference point.” 
Several founding members of the party were 
Copts, which, al-Wasat argues, proves its 
commitment to the principle of citizenship 
(muwatana) and that it is not a religious 
party despite the fact that several founding 
members were former MB activists.

The party says that it follows the peaceful 
democratic method and accepts intellectual 
and political pluralism, participation (mush-
araka), dialogue, and coexistence among all 
views and ideas. It seeks to create a civil 
state based on the people’s rule, since the 
people are the source of all authority. The 
rulers of that state would be civilians from 
the general public and not religious scholars 
or clerics, and they would rule in accor-

dance to civil foundations. Al-Wasat affirms 
the right to form political parties and civil 
society institutions, as well as the right of 
full equality between the sexes: The crite-
ria for eligibility for public positions such 
as judges or the head of state are compe-
tence and capability, not a person’s gender. 
Al-Wasat declares that its main objective is 
to bring about, through democratic means, 
the implementation of the second clause of 
the Egyptian constitution, which states that 
Shari’a is the principal source of legislation. 
The idea is to implement Shari’a through 
legal interpretations (ijtihadat) that will 
advance society, not paralyze it, and that 
will ensure Egyptians a better, prosperous, 
and honorable life.

Ten years after its creation, the party is 
still engaged in a legal battle over its legiti-
macy, which actually concerns its identity. 
The government justifies its repeated refus-
als to recognize al-Wasat by arguing that 
it is not distinguishable from existing par-
ties, while the MB argues that the party’s 
ideology is not different from its own and 
that it was formed for organizational or 
personal reasons as opposed to ideological 
ones. According to al-Wasat’s Web site, the 
government has fought its legal appeals 
by, among other means, pressuring Coptic 
founding members of the party to withdraw, 
which would substantiate the argument 
that it is a religious party, forbidden under 
the constitution.

Al-Tawhid wal-Jihad and the 
Sinai Terror Attacks

While Egypt’s terror organizations, al-
Jama’a al-Islamiyya and Jama’at al-Jihad, 
have been undergoing a profound ideo-
logical revision, steering away from violence 
(for details see below), the country was 
rocked by three suicide attacks within a 
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year and a half, all targeting tourist sites: 
the October 7, 2004, attacks on Taba and 
Nuweyba; the July 24, 2005, attack on 
Sharm al-Shaykh; and the April 24, 2006, 
attack on Dahab—which together left 250 
people dead and 750 wounded. Yet it was 
soon discovered that the attacks were car-
ried out by members of a small organization 
of Sinai Bedouins. Some were Palestinian, 
mainly from al-Arish in northeastern Sinai, 
which is geographically, demographically, 
and clearly also ideologically close to the 
Gaza Strip. They were reportedly influenced 
and assisted to some degree (with funding 
and training) by Gaza Palestinians. The 
organization did not cross over from Sinai 
to Egypt’s heartland.

According to information released by the 
Egyptian authorities, al-Tawhid wal-Jihad 
(Monotheism and Holy War) was founded in 
2000 by Khalid Musa’id, a dentist of Bedouin 
origin from al-Arish and a member of the 
Muslim Youth (al-Shubban al-Muslimun) 
Islamic organization. He recruited for the 
organization by selecting young individuals 
who attended his religious classes on faith 
and jihad, delivered in al-Arish’s mosques. 
He used the September 11, 2001, events and 
Israel’s military incursion to Jenin in 2002 
to press upon the group’s members the need 
to carry out jihad against the United States 
and in the West Bank and Gaza. Following 
the American invasion of Iraq, Musa’id 
began to drive home the need to carry 
out suicide attacks against foreign tourists 
whose states partook in that invasion. He 
declared the Egyptian state and its institu-
tions apostate because they collaborated 
with the so-called enemies of Islam.

The group’s name and its objectives clear-
ly indicate the influence of Abu Mus’ab 
al-Zarqawi’s model, though no direct con-
nections with him have been reported. A 
video recording by one of the three Sharm 

al-Shaykh suicide bombers reflected the 
inspiration of Osama bin Laden.

Musa’id established contacts with Islamist 
activists in Gaza (whose organizational 
affiliation was not specified by the Egyptian 
authorities) who helped his organization 
with funds and training. Occasional rob-
beries by group members served as another 
source of funds. In preparation for the ter-
ror operations, the organization’s member-
ship of about 100 was divided into half a 
dozen strictly compartmentalized cells, each 
based in a different part of Sinai and each 
unaware of the others. Taba and Nuweyba, 
attacked on the anniversary of the start 
of the 1973 war, were selected for attack 
due to the high proportion of Israeli tour-
ists present, and indeed two members of 
the Nakhel cell, which executed the attack, 
were of Palestinian origin. Sharm al-Shaykh 
was attacked on the anniversary of the 1952 
revolution, and Dahab on the anniversary of 
the Israeli evacuation of Sinai in 1982.

Initially, the Egyptian security authori-
ties assumed the Taba-Nuweyba attack was 
isolated and that its perpetrators were not 
part of a larger organization. However, fol-
lowing the Sharm al-Shaykh attack, as well 
as a failed attack on a Sinai Multinational 
Forces bus near al-Arish in August 2005, 
they picked up the trail of the organization 
and launched a hot pursuit of its mem-
bers all over Sinai, killing Khalid Musa’id 
and capturing several others. Yet the com-
partmentalization allowed the new leader, 
Nasr Khamis al-Malahi, Musa’id’s former 
right hand, to prepare and carry out the 
Dahab attack. However, Malahi died in 
another failed suicide attack on the Sinai 
Multinational Forces near al-Arish on April 
27, 2006, right after the Dahab attack. 
Several members were still on the run.

Al-Tawhid wal-Jihad differs fundamental-
ly from al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya and Jama’at 
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al-Jihad. First, as explained in an al-Ahram 
article, it did not develop an intellectual or 
doctrinal framework explaining its goals, 
nor did it create a structured organizational 
hierarchy. Second, for al-Tawhid wal-Jihad, 
jihad was not seen as the means to reach 
power and set up an Islamic state. Rather, 
conducting jihad against the infidels and 
apostates was the goal of the organization. 
In this sense, it resembled the attack by a 
lone assailant on foreign tourists near al-
Azhar in Cairo in April 2005. It was later 
discovered that the attacker was not con-
nected to any terrorist group; he had simply 
felt compelled to act by Islamist literature 
he found on Internet. Both Jama’at al-Jihad 
and al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya denounced the 
Dahab attack, the former calling it un-
Islamic and lacking any Shari’a basis, and 
the latter focusing on the inadmissibility of 
attacking tourists who, according to Islamic 
law, are immune and must be protected.

It has been argued that the organization’s 
antistate activities were a reaction to the 
heavy-handedness of the Egyptian security 
forces toward Sinai’s Bedouins, an impov-
erished and neglected sector of Egypt’s 
population. It appears that large-scale and 
perhaps brutal arrests and investigations 
of Sinai Bedouins after the Taba-Nuweyba 
attack, in search of the perpetrators, did 
antagonize that population, but al-Tawhid 
wal-Jihad had been founded, and its objec-
tives decided, well before that attack took 
place, as reported by al-Hayat.

In April 2006, the Egyptian authorities 
announced that they uncovered a new tak-
firi group, al-Ta’ifa al-Mansura. The group 
was allegedly planning to carry out terror-
ist attacks against tourist targets, to blow 
up a major gas pipeline in Cairo, and to 
assassinate Muslim and Christian religious 
leaders; 22 members were in fact arrested. 
Critics of the government, including Isam 

al-Aryan, a leading spokesman of the MB, 
implied that the story was fabricated in 
order to justify the extension of the emer-
gency laws, which were then being debated 
in Parliament, by pointing to alleged ter-
rorist threats in Egypt. No trial was ever 
held, and by September 13, 2006, all of the 
suspects, including the alleged leader of the 
group, were released.

Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya and 
Jama’at al-Jihad

Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya today is a da’wa 
group that emphasizes the fight against 
the takfiri ideologies through Shari’a and 
ideological tools. On its Web site, www.
egyptianislamicgroup.com, inaugurated in 
June 2006, it describes itself as a group 
of Muslims whose task is not to push 
people away from Islam by accusing them 
of apostasy but rather to bring people into 
Islam and guide them to Allah’s way. “We 
are people of da’wa, not judges [du’at, la 
qudhat],” it says—in reference to the well-
known book by that title written by Hasan 
al-Hudaibi (the second general guide of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, 1951–1973), which 
argues against the takfiri doctrine of Sayyid 
Qutb. “Our task is to guide people to serve 
God, not to rule or judge them,” says the 
group’s mission statement.

The metamorphosis of the Jama’a, which 
in the 1980s and 1990s was the largest and 
most lethal terrorist organization in Egypt, 
may have begun in the mid-1990s but it 
became known in 1997, when the organiza-
tion launched its “Initiative of Cessation 
of Violence” and its continuing process of 
ideological revision, which amounted to the 
construction of a systematic and detailed 
legal case against the doctrines of takfir and 
violent jihadism.

The Initiative of Cessation of Violence was 
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launched on July 5, 1997, when an imprisoned 
member of the leadership of al-Jama’a al-
Islamiyya read a statement while in court on 
behalf of the organization, calling for the ces-
sation of all violent acts in Egypt and abroad 
and for all incitement to violence to come to 
an end. After overcoming internal difficul-
ties, by March 1999 the decision to approve 
the initiative was signed by all the members 
of the Jama’a’s Consultative Council (maj-
lis al-shura). The organization’s spiritual 
leader, Shaykh Umar Abd al-Rahman, who 
is formally still its leader, supported the ini-
tiative from his jail cell in the United States 
and may have even been its initiator. The 
Jama’a’s de facto leader, Karam Zuhdi, is the 
head of its Consultative Council and also Abd 
al-Rahman’s son-in-law.

The November 1997 terror attack in 
Luxor, which killed 58 tourists and for 
which Rifa’i Taha, head of al-Jama’a’s mili-
tary wing, claimed responsibility, fueled 
doubts about the sincerity of the initiative. 
Evidence found by the authorities on the 
scene, however, indicated that the perpetra-
tors had been cut off from the leadership in 
prison and were thus unaware of its deci-
sion to stop all violence. The initiative’s 
credibility was also saved to some extent by 
the Jama’a leadership’s opposition to the 
founding statement of the World Islamic 
Front for Jihad Against Jews and Crusaders 
(set up by Osama bin Laden and Ayman 
al-Zawahiri in March 1998). In addition, 
its insistence that Rifa’i Taha, who initially 
joined the Front, should leave it—which he 
did—also helped the Jama’a’s image. The 
regime’s continued legal and security mea-
sures against Jama’a members, such as the 
execution of members condemned to death 
and the killing of others in police raids, did 
not weaken the Jama’a leadership’s resolve 
to maintain the initiative nor its ability to 
market it to its membership.

For about four years, the initiative was 
given little attention, and the Egyptian 
government did not adopt an official posi-
tion on it. This began to change after 
September 11, when in October 2001, the 
government allowed al-Jama’a’s imprisoned 
leaders to begin lecturing in various prisons 
in order to promote their initiative. In June 
2002, the government launched an intensive 
media campaign allowing the Jama’a lead-
ers to explain their views, as well as express-
ing its own endorsement of the initiative as 
a sincere and serious one. In September and 
October 2003, about 900 Jama’a members, 
including leading members, were released 
from prison. Following the release of 900 
additional members during April 2006, 
about 2,000 remained in prison.

The government’s decision to publicly 
and dramatically embrace the initiative five 
years after it had been launched triggered 
several theories. One of them connected the 
timing of the move with the pressure cam-
paign the government was conducting at 
the time against the Muslim Brotherhood, 
suggesting that the regime was seeking to 
make the Jama’a compete with the MB and 
thus weaken the latter’s predominance. The 
most likely explanation, however, seems to 
be that at that time, the U.S. administra-
tion had adopted a new concept, according 
to which al-Jama’a was part of al-Qa’ida’s 
network. That could again put Egypt on the 
spot as a focus of terror. Giving Jama’a lead-
ers the opportunity to demonstrate publicly 
the depth of their ideological transforma-
tion was the best way to refute that view.

It was also in 2002 that the organization 
was permitted to publish the first four in 
its series of revisionist books, entitled The 
Correction of Conceptions (Tashih al-Mafa-
him); two others came out in 2003 and 2004. 
The first four books were: The Initiative 
of Cessation of Violence: A Realistic Vision 



  e gy p t  2 4 5

and a Shar’i View (Mubadarat Waqf al-Unf: 
Ru’iyah Waqi’iyya wa-Nazra Shar’iya), The 
Prohibition of Excessiveness in Religion and 
of the Attribution of Apostasy to Muslims 
(Hurmat al-Ghulu fi al-Din wa-Takfir 
al-Muslimin), Illuminating the Mistakes 
Occurring in the Jihad (Taslit al-Adwaa 
ala ma Waqa’a fi al-Jihad min Akhtaa), 
and Advice and Clarification to Correct the 
Concepts of Those who Take Responsibility 
for Society (al-Nush wal-Tabyin fi Tashih 
Mafahim al-Muhtasibin). The fifth book, 
The Strategy of al-Qa’ida—Mistakes and 
Dangers (Istratijiyyat al-Qa’ida—Akhtaa 
wa-Akhtar), was published in August 2003, 
to be followed in June 2004 by Islam and 
the Challenges of the 21st Century (al-Islam 
wa-Tahaddiyyat al-Qarn al-Wahid wal-Ish-
rin). Each book was written by one or sev-
eral members of the leadership group and 
approved by the others. The group includes 
Karam Zuhdi, Najih Ibrahim, Usama Hafiz, 
Ali al-Sharif, Hamdi Abd al-Rahman, Asim 
Abd al-Majid, Isam al-Din Dirbala, and 
Fuad al-Dawalibi.

The last book, Islam and the Refinement 
of Wars (al-Islam wa-Tahdhib al-Hurub), 
came out in August 2006. It refutes, among 
other things, al-Qa’ida’s central argument 
that Saudi Arabia contravened Islamic law 
when it relied on military help from non-
Muslims (the United States and other non-
Muslim members of its coalition) against 
Saddam Hussein’s forces after the invasion 
of Kuwait in 1990 and allowed the presence 
of those non-Muslim forces on the soil of 
the Arabian Peninsula in order to defend 
against Iraqi attack on Saudi Arabia itself. 
The book maintains that al-Qa’ida’s strat-
egy has contributed to the unification of the 
entire world against what is perceived as the 
“Islamic danger” and has led to the destruc-
tion of Afghanistan. It further argues that 
Islam today is in a situation that requires a 

“defensive jihad” (jihad al-daf)—in defense 
against invasions by foreign forces—and not 
“offensive jihad” (jihad al-talab), seeking 
to expand the lands of Islam, which unifies 
its enemies against it. It refutes the legal 
foundations of the February 1998 fatwa 
issued by the World Islamic Front for Jihad 
Against Jews and Crusaders, which autho-
rized the killing of every American, includ-
ing civilians, anytime and anywhere.

The book also rejects the takfiri posi-
tion that Muslim society at large is in a 
state of apostasy because it fails to observe 
the Shari’a, arguing that many or most 
Muslims do observe the Shar’ia’s instruc-
tions. The book also criticizes the bombings 
and suicide attacks that were carried out 
in Muslim countries, refuting the jihadists’ 
argument that the Shari’a allows the killing 
of Muslims if they stand in the way or are 
used by the infidels as protective shields 
(tatarrus). It further states that hijacking 
an aircraft and holding its passengers hos-
tage is a violation of the Shari’a because 
it amounts to punishing the innocent, and 
that destruction of infrastructure and gov-
ernment facilities by Islamist groups leads 
to public resentment and animosity toward 
Islam. According to Islam’s laws of war, the 
book argues, wars should not be fought for 
revenge and should not seek to annihilate 
the enemy; the killing of noncombatant 
civilians is also forbidden. Each position 
and judgment is backed by ample evidence 
from the Koran and the hadith (the words 
and deeds of Muhammad), reflecting deep 
knowledge of fiqh in the four legal schools 
(madhahib).

Yet what is the actual significance of 
al-Jama’a and its revisionist project? To 
what extent does it influence the atti-
tudes of young Islamists, attracted by the 
appeal of the takfiris and Salafist-jihadists? 
Al-Jama’a’s detractors argue that it is a 
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spent force with no influence whatsoever 
because it has associated itself so tightly 
with the state security apparatuses that it 
appears actually to be handled by them. Yet 
the taped message of al-Qa’ida’s second-in-
command, Ayman al-Zawahiri (shown by 
al-Jazeera on August 12, 2006), in which 
he announced that “a great faction of the 
leaders of Egypt’s al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya,” 
including Umar Abd al-Rahman and Rifa’i 
Taha, had joined al-Qa’ida, demonstrates 
that al-Jama’a’s positions still count.

Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya and Jama’at al-
Jihad were formed in the 1970s, mainly by 
university students who viewed President 
Anwar Sadat’s policies as amounting to 
apostasy. Influenced by Sayyid Qutb’s doc-
trine, they held that Sadat’s regime had to 
be removed by force, and they condemned 
the Muslim Brotherhood for its strategy 
of coexistence with what they considered 
to be an apostate government. The two 
organizations were united between 1980 
and 1983, perhaps the most important 
years in their history. Al-Zawahiri, the for-
mer leader in al-Jihad’s organization, later 
sought to have al-Jama’a join the World 
Islamic Front for Jihad Against Jews and 
Crusaders when it was formed, but al-
Jama’a declined.

Najih Ibrahim, one of its leaders, firm-
ly denied al-Zawahiri’s August 12, 2006, 
statement and managed to prove that the 
personalities mentioned above, as well as 
others, had not joined al-Qa’ida. According 
to him, al-Zawahiri made that statement 
for two reasons: first, because he seeks to 
have followers in Egypt, which he does not, 
and Egyptians might be tempted to join 
him if they believed that al-Jama’a leaders 
have; and second, because al-Jama’a’s anti-
violence initiative led many mujahidin to 
recant, and al-Zawahiri seeks to undermine 
that initiative.

Still another explanation provided for 
al-Zawahiri’s move was that negotiations, 
which had been under way for some time, 
between the authorities and imprisoned 
al-Jihad leaders over a new cessation of vio-
lence initiative to be announced by al-Jihad, 
were nearing a critical stage, and al-Zawahiri 
had attempted to subvert them and block 
that initiative. It was reported that during 
the negotiations between the state and al-
Jihad—conducted on behalf of the latter by 
Muhammad al-Zawahiri (Ayman’s younger 
brother) and Mustafa Hamza (responsible 
for the June 1995 attempted assassination 
of President Mubarak) among others—the 
point had indeed been reached where all 
the incarcerated members of the organiza-
tion accepted the principle of cessation of 
violence as it was formulated by al-Jama’a 
al-Islamiyya.

A final agreement was delayed, however. 
This was because al-Jihad’s leader, Abud 
al-Zumur, had demanded that as part of the 
agreement, once out of prison, the group’s 
members would be free to enter political 
life and form political parties, yet the gov-
ernment rejected this request. Al-Zumur’s 
insistence on that demand has reportedly 
prevented the completion of the negotia-
tions and the launching of al-Jihad’s own 
antiviolence initiative. Whatever the final 
terms of that agreement, by late 2006 Jam’at 
al-Jihad had for all practical purposes been 
transformed, as was the case with al-Jama’a 
al-Islamiyyah.

BiBliography

Abd al-Mun’im Abu al-Futuh. Interviewed at 
Al-Araby.com 996, February 12, 2006, http://
al-araby.com/docs/article11667.html.

Adib, Munir. Interview with Muslim Brotherhood 
Deputy General Guide Muhammad Habib. 
Ikhwan Online.com, March 22, 2006, www 
.ikhwanonline.com.



  e gy p t  2 4 7

“Akif: La Farq bayna al-Madaniyin al-Sahayina 
wal-Askariyin” (Akif: There Is No Difference 
Between the Zionist Civilians and the 
Soldiers). Ikhwan Online.com, February 
9, 2005, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=10560&SecID=0.

Akif, Muhammad Mahdi. “Al-Adu al-Sahyuni 
Muhtal wa-La Nuqbilu Wujudihi” (The 
Zionist Enemy Is an Occupier and We Will 
Not Recognize Its Existence). Ikhwan Online.
com, December 29, 2005, www.ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=17003&SecID=0.

———. Communiqué. Ikhwan Online.com, July 
26, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. “The Initiative of the General Guide 
Concerning the General Principles of Reform 
in Egypt.” Ikhwan Online.com, March 3, 
2004, www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. Missive. Ikhwan Online.com, August 3, 
2006, www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. Missive. Ikhwan Online.com, April 13, 
2006, www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. Missive. Ikhwan Online.com, February 
16, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. Missive. Ikhwan Online.com, May 5, 
2005, www.ikhwanonline.com.

“Akif: al-Wilayat al-Muttahida La Turidu al-
Khair lil-Alam al-Islami” (Akif: The U.S. 
Does Not Want What Is Best for the Muslim 
World). Ikhwan Online.com, February 
12, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=17930&SecID=0.

“Akif Yaqudu Tayar al-Rafidhin wal-Shatir Yafdalu 
Aqd Safqa, wal-Nizam Yusa’idu Dughutihi” 
(Akif Leads Those Who Reject, Al-Shatir 
Prefers Signing a Deal, and the Regime 
Increases Its Pressures). Al-Mesryoon.
com, April 5, 2006, www. almesryoon.com/
ShowDetails.asp?NewID=15190.

“Analysts: Escalation Against MB Is a Warning 
Message.” Ikhwan Web.com, March 8, 
2006, www.ikhwanweb.com/Article.asp?ID 
=4660&SectionID=67.

Al-Aryan, Isam. Egypt Window.net, April 19, 
2006, www.egyptwindow.net.

———. “Hadith hawla al-Ikhwan al-
Muslimin” (Conversation About the 
Muslim Brothers). Ikhwan Online.
com, April 10, 2005, www. ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=11555&SecID=0.

———. Ikhwan Online.com, February 15, 2006, 
www.ikhwanonline.com.

———. “Tada’iyyat fawz Hamas” (The 
Consequences of Hamas’ Victory). 
Ikhwan Online.com, February 2, 
2006, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=17696&SecID=390.

“Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun wa-Amirika.” (The 
Muslim Brothers and America). Ikhwan 
Online.com, December 21, 2005, www 
.ikhwanonline.com/Article.asp?ArtID= 
16846&SecID=0.

“Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun wa-awdat al-sahwa 
al-Islamiyya” (The Muslim Brothers and 
the Islamic Awakening). Ikhwan Online.
com, July 10, 2005, www.ikhwanonline.com/
Article.asp?ArtID=13052&SecID=210.

“Al-Jihad wal-istishhad huma tariq al-izza 
wal-nasr” (Holy War and Death for the 
Sake of Allah Pave the Way Toward Glory 
and Victory). Ikhwan Online.com, April 
15, 2004, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.
asp?ArtID=6076&SecID=213.

Al-Qa’ud, Ahmad. “Isam al-Aryan yu’akkidu 
taraju al-Ikhwan an mutalabat al-Aqqbat 
bi-daf al-jaziyya” (Isam al-Aryan Asserts 
the Muslim Brothers’ Change of Heart 
Regarding the Demand That the Copts Pay 
Poll Tax). Al-Quds, December 22, 2005, 
www.alquds.co.uk.

Al-Wasat Party Web site. www.alwasatparty.com/
modules.php?name=News&file=article&sid
=1622.

Al-Zayyat, Muntasir. Al-Jama’at al-Islamiyya 
ru’iyah min al-dakhil (The Islamic Groups: 
An Insider’s View). Cairo: Dar Misr al-Mah-
rusha, 2005.

“Barnamij hizb al-Wasat al-jadid, al-mihwar al-
siyyasi” (The al-Wasat Party’s Platform—
the Political Realm). www.islamonline.net/
Arabic/doc/2004/05/article02a.shtml.

“Bayan min al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin hawla tafjirat 
Taba wa-Sinaa” (Proclamation from the 
Muslim Brothers Regarding the Bombings 
in Taba and Sinai). Ikhwan Online.com, 
October 9, 2004, www.ikhwanonline.com/
Article.asp?ArtID=8890&SecID=0.

Carnegie Endowment. Arab Reform Bulletin 3:10 
(December 2005). www.carnegieendowment 
.org/arb/?fa=show&article=21055&zoom_
highlight=wasat+party.

“Dimuqratiyat al-iqsa masiruha al-fanaa” 
(The Democracy of Alienation Will 
Vanish). Ikhwan Online.com, December 



2 4 8   n o r t h  A f r I C A  A n d  t h e  m I d d l e  e A s t  

22, 2005, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=16871&SecID=0.

Egyptian Islamic Group Web site. www.egyptian-
islamicgroup.com/about/1.shtml.

Elchoubaki, Amr. “The New Face of Terror.” 
Al-Ahram Weekly 794 (May 11–17, 2006). http://
weekly.ahram.org.eg/2006/794/op33.htm.

Habib, Muhammad. “Al-intikhabat al- riasiyya 
laysat ala jadwal a’amal al-Ikhwan” (The 
Presidential Elections Are Not on the 
Muslim Brothers’ Agenda). Ikhwan Online.
com, February 28, 2006, www.ikhwanon-
line.com/Article.asp?ArtID=18323&SecID= 
211.

———. “Madha lau wasala al-Ikhwan ila al-
hukm?” (What Will Happen If the Muslim 
Brothers Take Charge of the Government?). 
Ikhwan Online.com, February 6, 2006, 
www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.asp?ArtID= 
17810&SecID=0.

———. “What Will Happen If We Take Charge of  
the Government?” Ikhwan Online.com, Feb-
ru ary 8, 2006, http://www.muslim brotherhood 
.co.uk/Home.asp?ID=3846&Lang=E&P
ress=Show&System=PressR&zPage= 
Systems.

Habib, Rafiq. “Al-Ikhwan wal-tawrith” (The 
Muslim Brothers and the Inheritance). 
Ikhwan Online.com, April 11, 2006, www 
.ikhwanonline.com/Article.asp?ArtID=19450 
&SecID=0.

———. “Hamas wal-Ikhwan wa-istihqaqat al-
fawz” (Hamas, the Muslim Brothers and the 
Rights That Follow Victory). Ikhwan Online.
com, January 28, 2006, www.ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=17584&SecID=0.

———. “Hamas wal-i’tiraf bil-kiyan al-sahyuni” 
(Hamas and the Recognition in the Zionist 
Entity). Ikhwan Online.com, February 
14, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=17988&SecID=390.

Hasan, Sayyid. “Hal ba’a al-Ikhwan al-mu’arada?” 
(Did the Muslim Brothers Sell Out the 
Opposition?) Al-Araby.com, 970, July 31, 2005, 
www.al-araby.com/docs/article9886.htm.

“Hizb siyyasi jadid bi-qiyyadat abud al-
zumur.” Al-Araby.com, www.al-araby.com/
articles/1022/060820–1022-fct02.htm.

“Huquq al-insan fi asr al-tughyan” (Human 
Rights in the Age of Tyranny). Ikhwan Online.
com, March 16, 2006, www.ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=18771&SecID=0.

Islamic Group Egypt. www.egyig.com.
Isma’il, Faraj. Al-Wifaq.net, February 22, 2006, 

www.al-wifaq.net.
“Limadha al-Wasat?” (Why al-Wasat?). www 

.alwasatparty.com/modules.php?name= 
Content&pa=showpage&pid=2.

“Limadha tadhtahidu al-hukuma nuwwab al-Ikh-
wan?” (Why Does the Government Suppress 
Muslim Brotherhood MPs?). Ikhwan Online.
com, March 19, 2006, http://www.ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=18831&SecID=211.

“Mawqif Jama’at al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin min 
al-muqawama” (The Muslim Brotherhood’s 
Stance on the Resistance). Ikhwan Online.
com, July 29, 2006, http://news.ikhwanonline 
.com/Article.asp?ArtID=22285&SecID=212.

“Misr: Al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun la yumani’un fi 
hiyazat Iran silahan nawawiyyan” (Egypt: 
The Muslim Brothers Do Not Oppose Iran’s 
Right to Obtain a Nuclear Weapon). Al-Sharq 
al-Awsat, April 18, 2006, http://www.aawsat 
.com/details.asp?section=4&issueno=10002
&article=358667&feature=.

Muhammad, Abd al-Mu’izz. “Ya marhab bil-
tawari fi baladina” (The Emergency Law Is 
Welcomed in Our Country). Ikhwan Online.
com, April 17, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.net/
Article.asp?ArtID=19667&SecID=363.

“Nass hiwar al-murshid al-am lil-rad ala al-
iftira’at al-i’lamiyya” (Text of the General 
Guide’s Argument in Response to the Media 
Slanders). Ikhwan Online.com, April 16, 2006, 
www.ikhwanonline.com/Article.asp?ArtID 
=19619&SecID=104.

Nazif, Ahmad. Interview in Al-Masri al-Yawm 
717, May 31, 2006, www.almasry-alyoum 
.com/article2.aspx?ArticleID=18337&IssueI
D=286.

“Nubdha ta’rikhiyya” (A Piece of History). 
Al-Wasat Party Web Site, www.alwasatparty 
.com/modules.php?name=Content&pa=sho
wpage&pid=6.

“Qiyyadi Ikhwani: Al-dawla al-madaniyya asas 
al-muwatana” (A Muslim Brotherhood 
Leader: The Civil State Is the Foundation 
of Common Citizenship). Islam Online.net, 
July 9, 2004, www.islamonline.net/arabic/
news/2004-07/10/article02.shtml.

Salah, Muhammad. “Al-Tawhid wal-Jihad 
fi Sinaa” (Al-Tawhid wal-Jihad in Sinai). 
Al-Hayat (May 7, 2006).

———. “Al-Mallah udhuw al-Tawhid wal-Jihad” 



  e gy p t  2 4 9

(Al-Mallah Is the Enemy of al-Tawhid wal-
Jihad). Al-Hayat (April 28, 2006). 

———. “Al-Qahira tu’lin kashf jama’a takfiriyya” 
(Cairo Announces It Discovered a Heretic 
Group). Al-Hayat (April 20, 2006).

“Statement to the Press.” Al-Sharq al-Awsat 
(February 19, 2006).

“Tafasil al-hiwar al-sirri bayna al-Jihad wal-dakh-
iliyya” (Details of the Secret Dialog Between al-
Jihad and the Ministry of Interior). Al-Araby.

com, www.al-araby.com/articles/944/050130–
944-fct05.htm.

“Wahdat al-umma hiya al-sakhra allati tatahat-
tam alayha al-mu’amarat wal- Fitan” (The 
Unity of the Nation Is the Rock upon 
Which the Conspiracies and Civil Wars 
Shall Crash). Ikhwan Online.com, March 
2, 2006, www.ikhwanonline.com/Article 
.asp?ArtID=18378&SecID=213.





251

Modern Iran epitomizes the Islamist state. 
Its current constitution, drafted by a 
predominantly clerical body in 1979 and 
amended in 1989, enunciates the role of 
religion—specifically the Shi’a branch of 
Islam—in the country’s affairs. The con-
stitution, according to the first sentence 
of its preamble, “advances the cultural, 
social, political, and economic institutions of 
Iranian society based on Islamic principles 
and norms,” and according to the constitu-
tion’s first article, the form of government is 
an “Islamic Republic.”

The most powerful figure in the ruling 
apparatus is a cleric, referred to as the 
rahbar (supreme leader), who effectively 
has the right to veto measures called for by 
other state institutions. This figure leads the 
Islamic community, according to the consti-
tution, in place of the Hidden Imam, who 
went into occultation in 874 ce. A wholly 
clerical body called the Assembly of Experts 
supervises the supreme leader’s performance 
and is empowered to replace him. Moreover, 
the conformity of all legislation with Islamic 
law must be approved by the six clerical 
members of an unelected body called the 
Guardians Council. Candidates for national-
level elected office—the presidency, legisla-
ture, and Assembly of Experts—are vetted 

by the Guardians Council. Constitutionally, 
the second most powerful individual in the 
country is the president, and although he 
does not have to be a cleric, he must be 
a rejal-i mazhabi-siyasi (religious-political 
individual).

Regardless of these constitutional fac-
tors, scholars such as Ali Banuazizi and Ray 
Takeyh have argued that Islamism is no lon-
ger an important aspect of Iranian politics. 
Indeed, the election of a layman—Mahmud 
Ahmadinejad—as president in June 2005, 
and the falling number of clerics elected 
in parliamentary races, supports this con-
tention. Journalists have noted dwindling 
mosque attendance, and visitors to Iran 
describe growing skepticism about the role 
of religious figures in political, economic, 
and commercial affairs. The increasing pop-
ularity of Sufism and mysticism are other 
signs of disenchantment with state religion, 
and the regime’s crackdown on such groups 
reflects its recognition of their significance.

In light of the theocratic nature of the 
state and the apparent public dissatisfac-
tion with official Islam, it is counterintuitive 
to think that there is an Islamist trend in 
which some Iranians call for even greater 
moral conservatism and the implementa-
tion of religious values. Yet such a trend 
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exists, and this chapter will focus on the 
political aspects of Islamism in Iran by fol-
lowing the activities of three distinct yet 
connected groups. These groups have also 
had a great deal of influence on the regime, 
because a number of their leaders have held 
high office in the Islamic Republic.

Politically, Islamism in Iran can be traced 
to the early 1940s and the creation of the 
Fadaiyan-i Islam. Although members of this 
group managed to assassinate intellectual 
and political figures, they did not achieve 
much of immediate political significance. 
The Fadaiyan leader was executed in 1956, 
and the group’s activities essentially came 
to an end. Efforts to revive it after 1979 
enjoyed mild success, however, and in 2006 
its leader was considered as a legislative 
candidate.

In the early 1960s, surviving members 
and sympathizers of the Fadaiyan were 
involved with the creation of the Hayat-i 
Motalefeh-i Islami. This political orga-
nization worked closely with Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini before he was exiled 
in 1964, continued low-level activism until 
the mid-1970s, and played an important 
role in organizing the postrevolutionary 
state. Although it has ceded some of its 
political prominence to a younger genera-
tion of conservatives, the organization still 
exists, having declared itself to be a politi-
cal party in 2003–2004.

Another noteworthy example of the 
Islamist trend in Iranian politics is the 
Hojjatieh Society (formally known as 
the Anjoman-i Khayrieyeh-yi Hojjatieh 
Mahdavieh), established in the early 1950s 
and banned in 1983. Since at least the 
late 1990s, there have been accusations 
that members of the Hojjatieh Society were 
behind acts of political violence, and since 
2002 there have been claims of renewed 
activism by the society.

The Start of Shi’a Islamism—
Fadaiyan-i Islam

In May 1945 a 22-year-old religious student 
known as Navab Safavi (a name adopted 
by Seyyed Mujtaba Mirlohi, who claimed 
descent from the Safavid dynasty) bought 
a gun and made an unsuccessful attempt 
on the life of Iranian intellectual Ahmad 
Kasravi, whom he had previously debated. 
Kasravi’s book on the fundamentals of Islam 
and Shi’ism—Shariat-i Ahmadi—was high-
ly regarded, but his criticism of the Shi’a 
clergy and efforts to reform and rationalize 
Islam were unpopular with the religious 
community. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
criticized the failure to act against Kasravi 
in two books, published in 1942 and 1944, 
referring to Kasravi as “addlebrained.” 
Nevertheless, there is no known connection 
between Safavi and Khomeini, and it seems 
that Safavi spent little time as a theologian 
in Qom.

Safavi was arrested after the unsuccess-
ful assassination attempt and released two 
months later when a merchant posted his 
bond. Shortly afterward, Safavi announced 
the creation of the Fadaiyan-i Islam, an 
event viewed as the start of the Shi’a 
Islamist movement in Iran, according to 
scholars Ahmad Ashraf and Ali Banuazizi. 
Less than a year later, in March 1946, two 
of Safavi’s followers managed to kill Kasravi 
and his secretary.

This led to much greater publicity about 
the Fadaiyan, and the organization entered 
an alliance for the creation of an Islamic 
government with the influential Iranian 
cleric Ayatollah Seyyed Abol Qasem 
Kashani. Kashani had been involved with 
nationalist politics since he backed anti-
British activities in Iraq in about 1919–20, 
and when he was sentenced to death for 
this, he fled to Iran. Yann Richard explains 
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that the British arrested Kashani in 1943 
because of his connection with the Nazi-
created Iranian Nationalist Movement. 
Kashani was arrested again in 1946 and 
was exiled in 1949 after a gunman carry-
ing a press card from the Fadaiyan-i Islam 
magazine Parcham-i Islam tried to kill the 
shah.

The oil nationalization issue, which com-
menced in the late 1940s, led to deteriora-
tion in the relationship of Kashani and 
other nationalists with the Fadaiyan-i Islam. 
The group seemed to have a greater inter-
est in such issues as the closure of liquor 
stores and a dress code for women than it 
did in oil, and Prime Minister Muhammad 
Mussadiq’s secular perspective clashed with 
the religious views of the Fadaiyan. Kashani 
spoke dismissively of the Fadaiyan’s senti-
ments, and the Fadaiyan criticized Kashani 
for an insufficient emphasis on religion in 
his political activities.

In November 1949 Fadaiyan member 
Seyyed Husayn Imami assassinated Court 
Minister Abdul Husayn Hazhir, and in 
March 1951 Fadaiyan member Khalil 
Tahmasebi assassinated Prime Minister 
Hajj Ali Razmara. Ayatollah Kashani 
demanded Tahmasebi’s release from prison, 
as did Safavi, but their reasons for doing so 
differed. Kashani and other nationalists 
saw Razmara as a British agent, while 
Safavi declared the monarchy to be ille-
gitimate and made references to religious 
law and Islamic retribution. Tahmasebi 
himself became something of a hero, and 
he later declared, in February 1952, “If 
I have rendered a humble service, it was 
for the Almighty in order to deliver the 
deprived Moslem people of Iran from for-
eign serfdom. My only desire is to follow 
the doctrines of the Koran.”

Safavi’s sentiments appeared previous-
ly in Barnameh-yi Inqilabi-yi Fadaiyan-i 

Islam, the 1950 work in which he described 
the social system he had in mind. The most 
notable, and perhaps unexpected, aspect 
of his plan was that Iran would not be a 
theocracy. Safavi accepted a monarchy in 
which the benevolent king would be a father 
to the people and an exemplar of faith and 
virtue. The monarch must appoint pious 
Muslims to serve as trustees of the religious 
endowments, he must build big mosques, 
and the green flag of Islam must appear 
alongside that of Iran at all official venues. 
The Interior Ministry would ban European-
style hats and ties, and there would be a 
much greater emphasis on Islam in the edu-
cational system.

Safavi described his economic plans—
which were critical of capitalism and com-
munism—in 1951 in the weekly Manshur-i 
Baradari. He promoted a system in which 
charity, selflessness, and religious taxes 
would serve as economic levelers. Most 
people would be shopkeepers or artisans, 
and a few would be civil servants. The gov-
ernment would take care of unemployment. 
Curiously, Safavi did not address landown-
ership and agricultural matters.

The Fadaiyan-Kashani relationship con-
tinued to deteriorate, and Safavi said in May 
1951, “I invite Mussadiq, other members of 
the National Front, and Ayatollah Kashani 
to an ethical trial,” as cited by Sohrab 
Behdad. Prime Minister Mussadiq had Safavi 
arrested that June, and he was held until 
February 1953. It is not a complete surprise, 
therefore, that the Fadaiyan-i Islam wel-
comed the August 1953 coup d’état, seeing 
it as a measure that held back communism 
and the Soviet Union. Safavi declared that 
Islam saved Iran, and he emphasized that 
the monarch, prime minister, and cabinet 
members must believe in and promote Shi’a 
Islam. Safavi called for the elimination of 
intoxicants, provocative music, and immod-
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est female behavior. He also came to have 
a close relationship with the imperial court 
and with Prime Minister Fazlallah Zahedi’s 
government, which appreciated the legiti-
macy offered by the religious community’s 
support.

Within two years, however, Navab Safavi 
came to realize that the government was 
more intent on relations with the West 
than on pursuing an Islamist agenda. In 
November 1955 Fadaiyan-i Islam member 
Muzaffar Zolqadr tried to assassinate Prime 
Minister Husayn Ala. The attempt failed, but 
the government promptly arrested Safavi 
and other associates of the Fadaiyan-i Islam, 
as well as Ayatollah Kashani. Kashani was 
released following the intervention of the 
country’s leading clerics. Such assistance 
was not extended to the Fadaiyan, how-
ever, and Safavi, Zolqadr, Tahmasebi, and 
Seyyed Muhammad Vahedi were executed 
in January 1956.

After the 1978–79 Islamic revolu-
tion, several people tried to revive the 
Fadaiyan-i Islam. One such attempt was 
made by Abdallah Karbaschian and by 
Shaykh Sadeq Khalkhali, a notoriously 
bloodthirsty prosecutor in the revolution-
ary courts. Little came of their efforts, and 
Khalkhali died in November 2003. Shaykh 
Muhammad Mehdi Abd-i Khodai, who as 
a 14-year-old in 1952 had tried to assas-
sinate Mussadiq associate Husayn Fatemi, 
enjoyed greater success in reviving the 
Fadaiyan-i Islam. By 2003, though the 
organization was not a significant political 
actor, Abd-i Khodai had not lost his spirit, 
saying, as quoted by the Iranian Labor 
News Agency (ILNA), “I am extreme-
ly against America and in case America 
attacks Iran, I may carry out [a] martyr-
dom operation.” He was even mentioned 
as a possible candidate for parliament in 
May 2006 by the publication Iran.

From Opposition to 
Mainstream—Heyat-i 
Motalefeh-yi Islami

The executions of Safavi and other Fadaiyan 
leaders did not bring the organization’s 
activities to a complete standstill. Surviving 
members in Tehran formed three separate 
groups made up mostly of bazaar mer-
chants—one associated with the Shaykh Ali 
Mosque, another with the Aminoldowleh 
Mosque and led by Habibollah Asgaroladi, 
and a third with the Isfahaniha Mosque, as 
Baqer Moin explains in his book Khomeini: 
Life of the Ayatollah. They met with Ayatollah 
Khomeini in Qom in 1962 and accepted his 
view that in the absence of Muhammad, 
the clergy must lead in the promotion of 
virtue and prohibition of vice. Khomeini 
recognized and accepted that there would 
be a clash between the clergy and the state, 
and he also recognized the effect this would 
have on apolitical clerics. Nevertheless, 
the bazaar merchants’ financial support 
allowed Khomeini to wield significant influ-
ence among the clergy by providing money 
to theological institutions.

Among the people Khomeini selected for 
leadership positions in the three groups 
were Morteza Mottahari, Muhammad 
Husayn Beheshti, and Muhammad Javad 
Bahonar, all of whom would go on to have 
leadership positions in the Islamic Republic. 
These groups expanded Khomeini’s reach 
by linking up with bazaar members in 
Isfahan, Mashhad, and Tabriz, and they dis-
tributed copies of Khomeini’s statements. 
In 1963, about one year after Ayatollah 
Khomeini began his open opposition to the 
shah’s White Revolution, the dissident cler-
ic advised these three groups to merge and 
form one organization. The groups merged 
into the Islamic Coalition Association 
(Heyat-i Motalefeh-yi Islami), an entity that 
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now exists as a party, the Hezb-i Motalefeh-
yi Islami.

When Khomeini was arrested on June 
5, 1963, the Islamic Coalition Association 
immediately informed its supporters in the 
Tehran bazaar. They stormed a police sta-
tion and government buildings, and thou-
sands of people demonstrated across the 
city. Protests spread to other cities and 
continued for another day, while soldiers 
responded with lethal force. Khomeini was 
released, and in October 1964 he gave a 
speech in which he criticized legislation 
that would place American military per-
sonnel outside the jurisdiction of Iranian 
courts. He was arrested in November 1964, 
driven to the airport, and exiled to Turkey. 
In October 1965 he was sent to Iraq, where 
he would remain until shortly before his 
February 1979 return to Iran.

Moin provides a history of the Islamic 
Coalition Association and its activities. For 
the most part, it was not very politically 
active for the next 10 years. Shortly after 
Khomeini’s exile, however, an armed wing 
consisting of former Fadaiyan-i Islam mem-
bers was created. At the top of its list of 
assassination targets was Prime Minister 
Hasan Ali Mansur, who was shot by asso-
ciation member Muhammad Bokharai in 
January 1965. An edict from Ayatollah 
Hadi Milani of Mashhad authorized the 
killing. Bokharai was captured, and his 
confessions led to the arrest of numer-
ous Islamic Coalition Association members. 
Four were executed, and 12 others—includ-
ing Beheshti, Mottahari, and Ali Akbar 
Hashemi-Rafsanjani—were imprisoned.

The Islamic Coalition Association took 
several steps during this time to remain 
active. It created private Islamic schools for 
boys and girls. The schools used the state 
curricula but emphasized religion, while the 
government viewed them as a harmless way 

of channeling religious activity. The schools 
were very effective in countering regime 
propaganda. Moreover, clerics connected 
with the association rewrote textbooks for 
the Education Ministry as a means of reli-
gious indoctrination.

The concept of armed conflict and guer-
rilla warfare against the regime was gaining 
ground by the mid-1970s. Around this time 
there were discussions on how to unite cleri-
cal and lay Muslim activists. Mottahari was 
put in charge, and activists from the Islamic 
Coalition Association were among his lieu-
tenants. The clerics close to the Islamic 
Coalition Association and the association 
itself subsequently began preparations for 
Khomeini’s return to Iran—as Moin notes: 
“The Coalition was everywhere.”

After Khomeini’s February 1979 return to 
Iran, the Islamic Coalition Association orga-
nized the bazaar, Islamic guerrilla groups 
who had merged into the Mujahidin of the 
Islamic Revolution Organization, and the 
politically active clerics, thereby forming 
the Islamic Republican Party. The organiza-
tion also redesignated itself as the Islamic 
Coalition Society (Jamiyat-i Motalefeh-yi 
Islami).

Individuals connected with the Islamic 
Coalition Society enjoyed great political 
success in the ensuing years. Muhammad 
Ali Rajai, who had been active in the 
Islamic Coalition Association and then 
joined the Islamic Republican Party, 
became prime minister in 1980. When he 
became president in 1981, another mem-
ber of the association, Muhammad Javad 
Bahonar, succeeded him as prime minister. 
Both Rajai and Bahonar lost their lives in 
an August 1981 bombing of the Islamic 
Republican Party headquarters. Other 
members of this group have enjoyed prom-
inence—Morteza Nabavi (parliamentarian, 
Expediency Council member, and editor 
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of Resalat), Muhammad Reza Bahonar 
(par liamentarian), Hasan Ghafurifard 
(energy minist er, parliamentarian, and by 
2006 head of the Coordination Council 
of Revolutionary Forces electoral head-
quarters). Ali Larijani headed the Islamic 
Republic of Iran Broadcasting for many 
years, and in August 2005 he was selected 
as the secretary of the Supreme National 
Security Council and the country’s lead 
nuclear negotiator. Mohsen Rafiqdust 
headed the short-lived Islamic Revolution 
Guards Ministry, and he went on to head 
the powerful and wealthy Oppressed and 
Disabled Foundation.

The Islamic Coalition Society was the 
leading conservative nonclerical political 
organization in Iran until 2000–2001. It was 
at that point that some of the groups linked 
with the Islamic Coalition Society distanced 
themselves from it because, according to con-
servative commentator Taha Hashemi, cited 
in Doran-i Imruz in December 2000, “Over 
the last two or three years, the Coalition has 
not been able to change its way of think-
ing or cooperate with modernist currents.” 
Hashemi added, “Unfortunately, their per-
spective on various issues is still the same 
as it was 40 years ago.” There were also 
references by Hashemi in February 2001 
to the emergence of a conservative Third 
Current as a reaction to “some individuals 
[who] do not tolerate criticism at all and 
consider their performance to be exactly 
right and perfectly accurate. They consider 
themselves absolutely righteous, and their 
rivals in the enemy’s front.”

Regardless of the divisions within the 
Islamic Coalition Party, it continued to 
operate and to represent the older gen-
eration of conservatives. It was part of the 
Coordination Council of Islamic Revolution 
Forces that backed the unsuccessful Ali 
Larijani in the 2005 presidential contest.

Tolerated, Then Banned—
Anjoman-i Hojjatieh

The Fadaiyan-i Islam officially continues to 
function but has essentially disappeared, and 
the Islamic Coalition Association, although 
it has undergone many changes in its more 
than 40 years, continues to exist as a func-
tioning political party. A third Islamist enti-
ty that was created in the 1950s was banned 
in the 1980s, but rumors about its existence 
and continuing activism persist.

Mahmud Sadri explains that a Mashhad-
based cleric, Shaykh Mahmud Halabi, found-
ed the Hojjatieh Society in 1953 to counter 
the activities of Baha’i missionaries. The 
Baha’is argued that the Mahdi, the 12th 
Imam who went into occultation more than 
a thousand years ago and whose reemer-
gence Shi’a Muslims are awaiting, had 
already returned and had been superseded 
by Baha’i leader Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri 
(1817–92)—known as Bahaullah. Hojjatieh 
members believe that true Islamic govern-
ment must await the return of the Mahdi. 
Halabi recruited a group of volunteers who 
could debate the Baha’is.

Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi allowed 
the society to pursue its anti-Baha’i activi-
ties in exchange for its support. Society 
member Muhammad Taqi Falsafi’s anti-
Baha’i sermons were broadcast by state 
radio, for example, and Tehran’s military 
governor, Teimour Bakhtiar, took a pickax 
to the Baha’i temple in Tehran in May 1955. 
Around that time, Halabi persuaded Marja-
yi Taqlid Ayatollah Muhammad Husayn 
Tabatabai Borujerdi to issue a fatwa (reli-
gious edict) banning transactions with 
Baha’is. Falsafi would have later run-ins 
with the Pahlavi regime, but the society 
expanded its reach and its membership in 
the 1960s and 1970s.

The Hojjatieh Society also opposed 
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Khomeini’s theory of Islamic government 
and vilayat-e faqih (rule of the supreme 
jurisconsult). It favored collective leadership 
of the religious community and opposed reli-
gious involvement in political affairs. Halabi, 
however, feared a Communist takeover after 
the 1978–79 Islamic revolution, so he urged 
his followers to vote in favor of vilayat-e 
faqih in the December 1979 referendum on 
the country’s form of government. Hojjatieh 
Society members had strong religious cre-
dentials and were viewed as natural choices 
to fill administrative gaps left by revolution-
ary purges, as was particularly the case in 
the educational sector. Some cabinet mem-
bers allegedly had Hojjatieh links as well.

Prominent clerics of the revolutionary era 
who were Hojjatieh members or sympathiz-
ers included Ahmad Azari Qomi, Ali Akbar 
Parvaresh, Muhammad Reza Mahdavi Kani, 
Abolqasem Khazali, and Ali Akbar Nateq 
Nuri, according to Mehdi Moslem. None of 
them acknowledged their relationship with 
the society, however, maintaining more open 
ties with the Islamic Coalition Association 
and with the bazaar sector.

Concern arose about the society’s secre-
tiveness, as did resentment of its members’ 
success. An increasingly intolerant Khomeini 
attacked the society and its stances. He said 
in a July 1983 speech, cited by Moin, “Those 
who believe we should allow sins to increase 
until the 12th Imam reappears should mod-
ify and reconsider their position. . . . If you 
believe in your country [then] get rid of this 
factionalism and join the wave that is car-
rying the nation forward, otherwise it will 
break you.” Halabi announced dissolution 
of the Hojjatieh Society on the same day, 
and he withdrew to Mashhad.

The formal end of the Hojjatieh Society 
did not signify an end to its role in poli-
tics. Ali Akbar Nateq-Nuri, for example, 
became the speaker of the fifth parliament 

and went on to serve on the Expediency 
Council and as an adviser to Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamene’i. Ali-Akbar 
Parvaresh served as deputy speaker of par-
liament and education minister. Ayatollah 
Ahmad Azari Qomi Bigdeli served as public 
prosecutor, represented Khomeini during a 
parliamentary review of the constitution, 
represented Qom in the legislature, served 
on the Assembly of Experts, and headed the 
Resalat Foundation. (The regime eventually 
placed him under house arrest for ques-
tioning both the system of vilayat-e faqih 
and the qualifications of Supreme Leader 
Khamene’i; he died in 1999.)

making a Comeback?

In a political environment in which there 
is no transparency, conspiracy theories will 
always flourish. Therefore, there have been 
allegations of Hojjatieh involvement in sev-
eral incidents since the late 1990s.

After it was determined that Ministry of 
Intelligence and Security personnel were 
involved in the murders of dissident politi-
cians and intellectuals in 1998, some news-
papers criticized the slow pace of the inves-
tigation and the prosecutions and expressed 
concern about the actions of state security 
institutions. Several dailies (for example, 
Salam and Jahan-i Islam) claimed that men 
associated with the Hojjatieh Society were 
behind the failed attempt in January 1999 
to assassinate Tehran Justice Department 
chief Hojatoleslam Ali Razini. The unsuc-
cessful assassins believed that as long as 
those responsible to the Islamic Republic 
are in power, the Hidden Imam will not 
return. They had, therefore, drawn up a 
list of names for elimination. Several of the 
accused reportedly were members of the 
Islamic Revolution Guards Corps.

Three years later, allegations of Hojjatieh 
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activism were renewed, but the accounts 
varied depending on the side of the politi-
cal spectrum from which they originated. A 
reformist daily, Mardom Salari, referred to 
a Third Group created by leftists who were 
driven out of the government after 1988. All 
the interviewees agreed that the Third Group 
is not affiliated with the reformist Second of 
Khordad Front. The reformist Hojatoleslam 
Rasul Montajabnia said the Hojjatieh Society 
is part of this Third Group, and he said that 
it is very active within the government and 
has access to the public purse. Montajabnia 
attributed its growth to the development of 
reactionary thinking.

Kayhan, the newspaper affiliated with the 
supreme leader’s office, said just the opposite 
in a late 2002 editorial. It claimed that reports 
of Second of Khordad Front and Hojjatieh 
Society collaboration show the similarity in 
their views—both advocate the separation 
of politics and religion, the society opposes 
creation of an Islamic government, and the 
reformists are “trying to separate the Islamic 
from the republic and then gradually turn 
the Islamic system into a secular system of 
government.” Society members and reform-
ists enjoy luxury and wealth, according to 
the editorial, and they both oppose vilayat-e 
faqih. The editorial went on to claim that 
both groups accept all sorts of sin and social 
corruption. “The only difference is that asso-
ciation members say we should not fight vice 
so that it spreads and the Mahdi will emerge, 
while certain reformers say that the demo-
cratic principle demands that the people 
be left alone to do as they please, even if it 
means loose morals and social corruption.” 
Hojjatieh opposition to the formation of an 
Islamic government because it might delay 
the return of the Hidden Imam was similar to 
the intellectual and liberal reformers’ opposi-
tion to an Islamic government and prefer-
ence for a democratic republic. The Hojjatieh 

Society, mainly because it opposes Marxism, 
is pro-Western, according to the editorial, as 
is the Second of Khordad grouping.

In August 2002, furthermore, the minister 
of intelligence and security, Hojatoleslam 
Ali Yunesi, announced—as cited in Toseh 
in August 2002—the arrest in Qom of 
Hojjatieh members who were trying to 
exacerbate religious disputes. Rudsar and 
Amlash parliamentary representative 
Davud Hasanzadegan Rudsari warned that 
the society had “revived itself” and is “exac-
erbating Shi’a-Sunni conflict,” as cited in 
Aftab-i Yazd in September 2002. These 
efforts threaten the country, the legislator 
said, and he called on theological leaders to 
act against this tendency.

Allegations of Hojjatieh efforts to infil-
trate the government resurfaced in January 
2003. Government spokesman Abdallah 
Ramezanzadeh warned that any members 
of the Hojjatieh Society who infiltrate the 
government would be dealt with in the same 
way as other citizens, while a member of the 
Assembly of Experts, Hojatoleslam Hashem 
Hashemzadeh Harisi, said that the infiltra-
tion of the government by radicals from 
groups like the Hojjatieh Society under-
mines the search for national solidarity and 
threatens the Islamic system, as cited in 
Iran Daily in January 2003.

Some sources linked spring 2004 sectar-
ian conflicts with the Hojjatieh Society. 
Rasul Montajabnia, writing in Nasim-i 
Saba and Hambastegi in May 2004, claimed 
that members or supporters of the society 
have stopped their fight against the Baha’i 
faith and have turned their attention to 
creating divisions between Shi’a and Sunni 
Muslims. Another commentator, Husayn 
Shariatmadari, who is director of Kayhan 
newspaper and the supreme leader’s rep-
resentative at the Kayhan Institute, said, 
as cited by Aftab-i Yazd in May 2004, “The 
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Hojjatieh Society has always been active as 
a creeping current.” Turning to its renewed 
activism, he warned, “In these days all the 
currents that suggest a secular establish-
ment are the supporters of this society.”

Ahmadinejad, millennialism, 
and the Hojjatieh Society

President Mahmud Ahmadinejad’s refer-
ences to the 12th Imam in a September 2005 
speech at the United Nations brought his 
affinity for millennialist views to the world’s 
attention, and this has led to fears that he or 
members of his cabinet are connected with 
the Hojjatieh Society. Ahmadinejad’s later 
observation that he was surrounded by an 
aura during the speech, and that the spell-
bound audience in the General Assembly sat 
unblinking, contributed to concern about 
his unorthodox views. There are allegations, 
furthermore, that Ahmadinejad has ear-
marked millions of dollars in government 
funds for the Jamkaran Mosque, where the 
Hidden Imam will reappear. Finally, there 
has been a burgeoning of Iranian Web sites 
that focus on the Hidden Imam.

In a speech delivered just weeks after 
Ahmadinejad’s August 2005 inauguration, 
as reported by the Fars News Agency, for-
mer president Hojatoleslam Muhammad 
Khatami (1997–2005) warned of the emer-
gence of an extremist movement that is rais-
ing fears of corruption and of insufficiently 
Islamic universities. Khatami added that 
such groups aid foreigners who do not want 
to see the success of Islamic states.

Reformist commentators quickly picked 
up on this theme. One, Hashem Hedayati, 
a member of the left-wing Mujahidin of the 
Islamic Revolution Organization, cited in 
Etemad in August 2005, said that Khatami 
issued his warning because extremists are 
entering the government, and this phenom-

enon represents a strategic shift by the 
Hojjatieh Society, which previously avoid-
ed involvement in political affairs. Another 
prominent reformist, Hojatoleslam Ali Akbar 
Mohtashami Pur, a former interior minister 
and parliamentarian who is a member of 
the pro-reform Militant Clerics Association 
(Majma-yi Ruhaniyun-i Mobarez), was cited 
in Etemad in September 2005 as warning 
of a Hojjatieh revival, saying the society 
changed tactics after the revolution, and not 
only did it now seek political involvement 
but it also had a greater affinity for violence: 
“Today, unfortunately, this society is speak-
ing through various podiums brandishing a 
truncheon on a heretic witch-hunt, accus-
ing our youth.” A former vice president, 
Hojatoleslam Muhammad Ali Abtahi, who 
served as vice president for legal and parlia-
mentary affairs under President Khatami, 
was cited in the Financial Times in November 
2005 as noting that many grassroots religious 
groups backed Ahmadinejad’s presidential 
run, but what stood out was that these 
groups praised the 12th Imam, rather than 
speaking in political terms. Ahmadinejad has 
“more important goals than politics,” the 
former official was quoted as saying, adding, 
“He speaks with the confidence of someone 
who has received God’s word.”

Warnings of the Hojjatieh revival resur-
faced in spring 2006. A conservative legisla-
tor, Imad Afruq, was cited in Etemad-i Melli 
in February 2006 as saying that pseudocler-
ics who promote mysticism are distorting 
Islam and misleading the faithful, and the 
Hojjatieh Society will find it easy to oper-
ate under these conditions. Supreme Court 
judge Hojatoleslam Muhammad Sadeq Al-i 
Ishaq was cited in Etemad in February 2006 
as saying that the Hojjatieh Society still 
exists, and clerics should take this danger 
seriously. The Hojjatieh Society hid its true 
intentions so it could gain places in the 
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government, he was quoted as saying, and 
Ayatollah Khomeini regretted ever making 
use of the reactionary clerics.

Contributing to concern about a pos-
sible connection between Ahmadinejad and 
the Hojjatieh Society are allegations about 
the president’s religious mentor, Ayatollah 
Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, the intellec-
tual leader of the hard-line Haqqani School 
and a proponent of political violence. Bayan, 
a reformist newspaper, criticized the cleric 
on a number of points. For example, it cited 
him as saying in a January 2000 presermon 
lecture, “They imagine the spirit of Navab 
Safavi has become obsolete in the country, 
while this spirit exists in our young Basij.” 
(Basij is a low-level paramilitary group used 
by the regime to enforce its control, acting 
like an Islamist militia.) Neither Ayatollah 
Khomeini nor other senior clerics supported 
Safavi’s actions, the newspaper claimed. The 
newspaper also described Mesbah Yazdi’s 
failure to oppose the shah’s regime and to 
support the revolution. It cited a 1973 meet-
ing at his home in Qom, when he discour-
aged opposition to the regime, saying: “Any 
uprising by Muslims before the appearance 
of the eminent Mahdi [the Lord of the Age] 
is futile and doomed to defeat.” The article 
suggested there is a connection between 
Mesbah Yazdi’s views and “the reactionary 
and old thesis of the Hojjatieh Society.”

Accusations linking Mesbah Yazdi with 
the Hojjatieh Society—as well as commen-
tary on his controversial views—intensified 
as the December 2006 Assembly of Experts 
election approached because of fears that 
he had ambitions on a top position in the 
Assembly and eventual ascendance to the 
supreme leadership. Mesbah Yazdi respond-
ed, as cited by Hemayat on April 30, 2006:

I only knew a person called Hajj Mahmud 
Halabi and had heard that his ideol-

ogy was different from the principles of 
the revolution. Later Imam Khomeini, 
God’s benedictions upon him, ordered 
the disbanding of this group and that 
is it. I have no more information about 
this sect.

An Environment for  
Political Extremes

The groups listed above are not the only 
Islamist entities in Iran. Some of the more 
extreme ones include a group called the 
Furqan (a term that refers to the distinction 
between good and evil). Furqan members 
assassinated many regime figures in 1979, 
including Ayatollah Morteza Mottahari, as 
well as merchants and Marxists, and they 
tried to kill Ali-Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, 
who was then a prominent figure in the 
Revolutionary Council. The regime exe-
cuted many of the group’s leaders, and it 
was inactive by 1980. In the late 1990s, the 
so-called Mahdaviyat Group tried to assassi-
nate the Tehran judiciary chief. News about 
the group was obscured by official efforts 
to disassociate it from official institutions, 
including the Islamic Revolution Guards 
Corps, the alleged source of its weapons. 
Among the interesting accusations was that 
the Mahdaviyat was led by the grandson of 
Ayatollah Hadi Milani, the same person who 
authorized the 1965 assassination of Prime 
Minister Mansur by members of the Islamic 
Coalition Association.

The propensity for violence displayed by 
the groups discussed in this chapter is the 
most sensational aspect of their activities. 
The more significant commonality is their 
desire to create an Islamic state, although 
their interpretations of what such a state 
might be differ. The current constitution 
of Iran, while calling for an Islamic govern-
ment, in fact combines a number of contra-



  I r A n  2 6 1

dictory traditions—“the clashing, and not 
always congealing, elements of democratic 
values, Platonistic philosophy, and a vari-
ety of modernist intellectual movements 
including environmentalism and Marxist 
economics, that are all read within the 
framework of the Islamist interpretation of 
Islam itself,” according to Jeffrey Usman.

Therefore, neither the constitution nor 
the system as a whole is likely to fully comply 
with the objectives of any entity identified 
here, or any Islamist entity that will emerge 
in the future. Continuing activism and 
even resistance by Islamist organizations is 
certain to continue, as will resistance from 
proponents of secularism. The absence of 
a democratic and transparent government 
and a free media that can report openly 
on governmental affairs contributes to the 
existence of clandestine entities that pro-
mote opposing political views and can find 
themselves clashing with the state.
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263

After the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s 
Ba’thist regime in the 2003 Iraq War, the 
internal dynamics of Iraq’s politics dra-
matically changed. A whole new set of 
political groups was unleashed onto the 
domestic Iraqi political scene, most promi-
nently Islamist-oriented groups. There are 
numerous Islamist movements in Iraq, both 
Shi’a and Sunni, some not even Iraqi in 
origin, with often contradictory visions for a 
post-Ba’thist Iraq. While all Islamist groups 
stress that they envision a polity that guar-
antees a strong role for the faith in public 
life, factions differ on whether this state 
will be centralized or federal. On the other 
extreme, some Islamist groups have called 
for an Islamic state.

Iraq provides a unique case study of 
the relationship between Islamist groups 
and politics. While in most states Islamist 
groups tend to be the main organized politi-
cal opposition, in Iraq these movements 
not only entered the political process, they 
emerged as the dominant ruling elites. 
Another anomaly is that the strongest 
Islamist groups are Shi’a and managed to 
enter the political process through elec-
tions. Islamist groups in Iraq, mainly Shi’a 
but also Sunni, formed an Iraqi coalition 
government through a democratic process, 

taking part in electoral campaigning, work-
ing with secular forces, and even drafting a 
constitution. While the future of this gov-
ernment remains in question, it has set a 
precedent for Islamists in the Arab world by 
taking power through a democratic process 
and struggling to maintain the system that 
brought them to power.

At the same time, Islamist groups in 
Iraq have also set another bloody regional 
precedent: a relentless campaign of vio-
lence against foreign powers and the indis-
criminate use of terror against civilians, 
whether they are Shi’a, Sunni, Christian, 
Arab, Kurd, or Turkmen. The instability 
arises from intersectarian tensions related 
to a conflict for power between the factions 
of political Islam: Shi’a Islamist groups pit-
ted against Iraqi Sunni Islamist groups and 
al-Qa’ida-linked Islamists fighting Islamist 
groups working with the United States.

In addition, these groups can no longer 
be deemed organizations concerned with a 
purely ideological Islamist agenda but are 
evolving into sectarian nationalist move-
ments. Rather than enshrining the role 
of Islam in the Iraqi state, their immedi-
ate goals are protecting their constituents, 
whether they be Shi’a or Sunni, and guar-
anteeing their dominance in the political 

Iraq
Ibrahim Al-Marashi
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process. The future of Iraq will rest on the 
outcome of this conflict, whether it is man-
aged through sociopolitical consensus, a 
future Iraqi military force capable of check-
ing the powers of the insurgent groups, or a 
civil war.

Islamist Shi’a Groups and  
Their Goals

The emergence of Iraq’s Shi’a as dominant 
actors in postwar Iraq was first demon-
strated in April 2003, with their first pub-
lic Ashuraa processions (commemorating 
the death of Imam Hussein in 680). The 
four main Islamist actors that emerged 
among the Shi’a were the Da’wa Party, the 
Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution 
in Iraq (SCIRI), the followers of Ayatollah 
Ali al-Sistani, and the followers of Muqtada 
al-Sadr. In addition, there are numerous 
other Shi’a Islamist groups, as well as cler-
ics with significant followings. However, 
for the most part, these four groups and 
even minor Shi’a Islamist actors joined the 
United Iraqi Alliance (UIA, also known 
as the United Iraqi Coalition), a group-
ing of predominantly Shi’a religious fac-
tions, which managed to maintain relative 
cohesiveness during the December 2005 
elections and in the Iraqi government that 
followed.

The Da’wa Party (al-Hizb al-Da’wa al-
Islamiyya) was formed in the 1960s to 
provide a religious alternative for the Iraqi 
Shi’a, who were increasingly joining the 
ranks of secular parties such as the Iraqi 
Communists and the Ba’thists. The charis-
matic Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-Sadr 
emerged as the spiritual leader of the Da’wa 
Party. He was the author of numerous the-
ses on Islamic economics and on the struc-
ture of an Islamic state based on the rule of 
the clergy, wilayat al-faqih, which Ayatollah 

Ruhollah Khomeini replicated in Iran. Such 
a religiously oriented party, made up of 
predominantly Iraqi Shi’a, was seen as a 
threat to the secular, Arab Sunni minority–
based Ba’thist government. The Ba’thists 
feared that the Da’wa could undermine 
their regime and establish an Islamic state 
in Iraq akin to the Islamic Republic in 
neighboring Iran.

In the late 1970s, the Shi’a in the south of 
Iraq took part in riots, believed by the Ba’th 
leadership to be orchestrated by the Da’wa 
Party. At that time, Iraqi president Ahmad 
Hasan al-Bakr (term of office 1968–1979) 
adopted a relatively conciliatory approach 
to end Shi’a discontent, while then vice 
president Saddam Hussein favored strict 
repression of all political opposition groups, 
including the Da’wa. Upon assuming full 
power in 1979, Hussein had the opportunity 
to pursue this policy, which was intricately 
linked to the declaration of war on the 
Islamic Republic of Iran in September 1980. 
In March 1980 the Da’wa Party attacked 
various Ba’th Party headquarters in the 
south and a month later was complicit in an 
assassination attempt that failed to kill Tariq 
Aziz, then Iraqi deputy prime minister. In 
retaliation, the Iraqi president ordered the 
execution of Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-
Sadr and declared that membership in the 
Da’wa Party would incur the death penalty. 
The Da’wa Party went underground, while 
most of its leadership sought refuge in Iran, 
Syria, and England.

The Supreme Council for the Islamic 
Revolution in Iraq (also called the Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Resistance in Iraq, 
SCIRI, or the Supreme Assembly for the 
Islamic Revolution in Iraq, SAIRI) was 
formed in Iran in 1982 as a coalition of Iraqi 
Shi’a organizations opposed to the Ba’thist 
government. It was designed to serve as a 
government-in-exile in the event that the 



  I r A q  2 6 5

Iranians were successful in toppling the 
Hussein regime. The Da’wa Party initially 
joined this coalition but later withdrew 
because of its apprehensions about Iranian 
control over the organization and disagree-
ments with Islamic Republic’s notions of 
the role of Islam and the state.

To understand the power of Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani, or any other Shi’a cleric in Iraq 
for that matter, it is necessary to outline the 
notion of a marja or marja al-taqlid, other-
wise known as a “source of religious emu-
lation.” The marja al-taqlid is the highest 
title bestowed on a Shi’a cleric, otherwise 
referred to as a mujtahid, a scholar who 
has attained enough religious knowledge to 
practice ijtihad, the ability to interpret the 
Koran, sacred texts, and Islamic law and 
to issue guidance to the Shi’a community 
on religious matters. A marja’s authority is 
valid until his death, although various Shi’a, 
including Muqtada al-Sadr himself, argue 
that a marja’s teachings can be followed 
even after the death of the cleric.

Traditionally, political power in Shi’a 
Islam was decentralized; there was no one 
central authority in Shi’a Islam, and thus 
a practicing Shi’a Muslim has the option of 
choosing the religious guidance of a variety 
of scholars who have attained the rank of 
marja. Such a scholar is also known as a 
grand ayatollah (Ayatollah al-Uzma), and 
there are around five Shi’a scholars who 
have this rank. The rank of marja is usu-
ally bestowed by other grand ayatollahs, 
but the position and reputation of such a 
scholar is sustained by how many followers 
he can attract. Khomeini tried to central-
ize this structure, putting himself at the 
apex of Shi’a religious and political power, 
arousing discernment among various Shi’a, 
Shi’a Islamist groups, and prominent cler-
ics. Many of them were marjas themselves, 
believing that Shi’a authority should remain 

pluralist and objecting to the merging of 
clerical authority and political rule.

While Ayatollah al-Sistani’s last name 
indicates his origins in the Sistan Province 
of southeast Iran, al-Sistani himself was 
born in the Shi’a shrine city of Mashhad in 
northern Iran in 1930. His family included 
prominent Shi’a religious scholars, whose 
religious standing, like Muqtada al-Sadr’s, 
is augmented by their sayyid lineage—
their ability to trace direct descent from 
Muhammad’s family or descendents.

The most prominent Shi’a authority in Iraq 
following the death of Ayatollah Muhammad 
Bakr al-Sadr was Grand Ayatollah Abd al-
Qasim al-Khoei, another cleric of Iranian 
descent, who headed al-Hawza al-Ilmiyya, a 
prominent educational facility in the Iraqi 
town of Najaf. While both al-Sadr and al-
Khoei were held in great esteem by the 
Shi’a of Iraq, their approaches to the role of 
Islam in politics were quite different. Baqr 
al-Sadr advocated an activist agenda for the 
Shi’a in the political sphere, evidenced by 
his role in the Da’wa Party, while al-Khoei 
believed in a quietist approach, whereby 
the Shi’a religious authority should abstain 
from a direct role in political affairs. In 
1951, al-Sistani moved to Najaf, where he 
studied under al-Khoei and thus was indoc-
trinated in the quietist school. The title 
of marja was bestowed upon al-Sistani in 
1961, a remarkable feat, given that he was 
the first student of al-Khoei to ever receive 
this rank. Moreover, al-Sistani was only 31 
when he received this distinction, whereas 
most scholars usually receive this title in 
their fifties.

In 1992 al-Khoei passed away, having 
appointed al-Sistani as his successor, thus 
placing him in charge of the hawza. The 
Ba’thist authorities sought to curtail any 
political role for al-Sistani, forbade him from 
leading prayers and delivering Friday ser-
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mons in Najaf, and placed him under house 
arrest. Nevertheless, his religious authority 
remained, as he was able to deliver religious 
pronouncements (fatwas) via handwritten 
notes from his home, as he continued to do 
after the 2003 war.

However, Grand Ayatollah Muhammad 
Sadiq al-Sadr, al-Sistani’s contemporary, 
refused to assume al-Sistani’s quietist 
approach. In the vacuum that followed the 
death of al-Khoei in 1993, Sadiq al-Sadr fol-
lowed in the footsteps of his cousin, Bakr 
al-Sadr, and emerged as the political and 
spiritual leader of the young Shi’a in Iraq, 
especially those based in the east Baghdad 
district known as Saddam City. Sadiq al-
Sadr, like his cousin, advocated the rule 
of the clergy in a Khomeini-style Islamist 
state. Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr argued 
that the hawza was divided into al-hawza 
al-natiqa, or the “outspoken hawza,” which 
he advocated, and al-hawza al-samita, or 
the “silent hawza,” referring to al-Sistani, 
who had avoided confrontation with politi-
cal authorities. Muqtada al-Sadr—his son—
and his later followers supported al-hawza 
al-natiqa, as Nir Rosen explains in his book 
In the Belly of the Green Bird: Triumph 
of the Martyrs in Iraq. Sadiq al-Sadr was 
renowned for his Friday sermons preaching 
against Israel and challenging the authority 
of Saddam Hussein, which led to his death, 
and the death of two of his sons, in February 
1999, allegedly at the hands of Iraq’s securi-
ty forces. His surviving son, Muqtada, went 
into hiding and later emerged as a pivotal 
force in Iraqi Shi’a politics.

Muqtada al-Sadr inherited his father’s 
credentials as a respected Shi’a cleric who 
had opposed Saddam Hussein. After years 
in hiding, Muqtada reappeared in Najaf 
when the American military captured the 
town. Muqtada held a relatively junior rank 
among the clergy but managed to reap deep 

sympathy for his father and family. Initially, 
his followers emerged under the Group of 
the Second Sadr (Jama’at al-Sadr al-Thani), 
which would later assume the title of the 
Sadr Trend.

The primary goal of the Shi’a Islamist 
groups is to ensure that the Iraqi govern-
ment guarantee that a future state reflect 
the Shi’a’s majority status and demographic 
weight in Iraq. SCIRI, Da’wa, al-Sistani, 
and al-Sadr have also sought a role for Islam 
in the state, although they have differing 
interpretations of this role. Given that all 
four factions have connections to the Shi’a 
religious institutions, they aimed to ensure 
that the state recognized Iraq’s Islamic 
identity and character. However, SCIRI, 
Da’wa, and al-Sistani have stated that their 
aim is not to establish a wilayat al-faqih as 
in neighboring Iran, nor do they intend to 
use the democratic process to achieve this 
end. The Iranian system of government, 
although led by Shi’a clerics, is not accepted 
by all Shi’a clerics, especially not by Grand 
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, nor by clerics in 
SCIRI or Da’wa. Conversely, Sadr’s goal is 
that the Shi’a clerical establishment play 
a direct role in Iraq’s politics, but he has 
emphasized that he will not seek to repli-
cate Iran’s Islamic Republic. He has been 
ambiguous on this issue, however, and has 
not explicitly declared his notion of how an 
Iraqi Islamic Republic would be structured.

Both SCIRI and Da’wa have on occasion 
urged the necessity of an American with-
drawal from Iraq, but it seemed that the 
survival of their government after December 
2005 hinged on U.S. military force, a fact 
that many of its politicians would be loathe 
to admit publicly. On the other hand, al-
Sadr continued to call for a U.S. withdrawal, 
one of the few issues where he has held a 
consistent line.

SCIRI and Da’wa, as participants in the 
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United Iraqi Alliance, made one of their 
goals the right to form a federated state in 
the predominantly Shi’a south along the 
lines of a Kurdish federated entity in the 
north. Ayatollah al-Sistani has remained 
quiet on the issue of federalism, and con-
trary to rumors in the Iraqi media that he 
condemned a federal Iraq, he declared in an 
edict issued in August 2005 that he has nei-
ther condoned nor condemned a federal sys-
tem, as reported by al-Najaf News Network. 
Al-Sadr, on the other hand, has rejected 
federalism as a foreign scheme designed to 
divide Iraq.

Most of the Shi’a groups, even those in 
power, have militias, some of which are 
incorporated into the Iraqi military and 
police. These militias have been accused 
of sectarian violence, whether operating 
within the security forces or independently. 
The Islamic Republic in Iran helped SCIRI 
establish and train an armed wing known as 
the Badr Corps, which emerged as the larg-
est and most organized armed Iraqi Shi’a 
militia, whose numerical strength was esti-
mated at 20,000 prior to the 2003 Iraq War. 
During the Iran-Iraq War, the Badr Corps 
launched hit-and-run attacks against the 
Iraqi military in Iraq. The Badr Corps even-
tually played a major role in the post-2003 
violence in Iraq, was blamed for sectarian 
killings, and set off a scandal by maintain-
ing an underground prison that detained 
mostly Arab Sunni prisoners.

Muqtada’s followers after the 2003 war 
evolved into a highly organized, motivated 
force known as the Mahdi Army. While chaos 
prevailed in other parts of Iraq, Muqtada’s 
army was part of a shadow state created by 
him in areas where he enjoyed wide support, 
especially in the neighborhood of Baghdad 
known as Sadr City (the former Saddam 
City), named after Muqtada’s family. The 
Mahdi Army engaged in intense clashes 

with U.S. forces in April and August 2004, 
and played a role in the intrasectarian vio-
lence that erupted in Iraq after February 
2006.

Islamist Sunni Groups and  
Their Goals

After the collapse of the primarily Arab 
Sunni-dominated Ba’th government, the 
Arab Sunni segment of Iraq’s population 
fell into a political vacuum with no united 
leadership to its views. Some aligned them-
selves with tribal leaders and some with 
the Islamist parties that slowly began to 
emerge, while others depended on Sunni 
insurgents—most of whom formed into 
Islamist groups—to make their voices heard. 
After 2003, a number of parties, associa-
tions, and coalitions developed, competing 
to serve as the united voice of the Sunnis. 
The three most outspoken of them hap-
pen to be Islamist parties and include the 
Iraqi Islamic Party (IIP), the Association of 
Muslim Scholars (AMS), and the General 
Dialogue Conference (GDC). The latter 
two organizations were created after the 
war and opposed participating in a U.S.-
sponsored political process. The IIP fluctu-
ated between partaking in postwar politics 
while boycotting the process at times to 
protest American military actions, particu-
larly in Falluja.

The Iraqi Islamic Party developed from 
the Muslim Brotherhood in Iraq, but the 
secular Ba’th government cracked down on 
the organization, forcing it to seek exile in 
London. Two dominant personalities in the 
party are Muhsin Abd al-Hamid and Tariq 
al-Hashimi, the latter of whom became one 
of Iraq’s two vice presidents after 2005. The 
Association of Muslim Scholars has emerged 
as a prominent group representing the inter-
ests of the Arab Sunnis, led by Muthanna 
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and Harith al-Dari. Their goal is to barter 
the political participation of the Sunni sect 
in the Iraqi political process in return for 
greater consideration of the needs of their 
constituents. It has also been described 
as the “political wing” of the insurgency, 
although it is doubtful that it has influence 
over the al-Qa’ida-linked factions. Another 
organization is the General Conference of 
Iraqi Sunnis (al-Mu’tamar al-Awwali li-Ahl 
al-Sunna al-Iraq), led by Adnan al-Dulaymi. 
It was one of the first groups that adopted 
the term “Sunni” in its title. The group 
later changed its name to the more inclusive 
General Dialogue Conference (GDC). These 
factions formed al-Tawafuq (the Accord 
Front) before the December 2005 elections, 
uniting around a platform of advancing the 
interest of Iraq’s Arab Sunnis.

The Arab Sunni Islamists agree with Shi’a 
Islamists on a greater role for religion in the 
state, but some of these Sunni Islamists 
view the Shi’a as a sect deviant from proper 
Islam. However, the primary goal of Sunni 
Islamist parties is not directly related to 
the role of Islam in the state. Their most 
pressing concern is preventing the disin-
tegration of Iraq, which they believe could 
occur in a federalist structure. This debate 
has put them in direct conflict with the two 
Shi’a Islamist parties advocating federalism, 
SCIRI and Da’wa. The Sunni Islamists fear 
that a federal entity in the north and south 
could lead to the de facto dismembering of 
the nation, leaving their constituents in a 
landlocked rump state, with no access to the 
largesse accrued from oil resources.

Politics in the north of Iraq, where Kurdish 
identity is more important than Muslim 
community, is dominated by the Kurdish 
Democratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), both of which 
are secular in nature, stressing Kurdish 
nationalism as opposed to political Islam. 

Both parties have attempted to counter 
Shi’a attempts to Islamicize a future state. 
Nevertheless, there are also Kurdish Islamist 
parties, such as the Islamic Movement of 
Kurdistan and the Kurdistan Islamic Union. 
However, these tend to be minor players in 
the political dynamics of the north and are 
not prominent in Iraqi politics.

Sunni Islamist groups that emerged to 
fight the occupation after 2003 were by no 
means monolithic, but some of the strongest 
include the Islamic Army in Iraq (al-Jaysh 
al-Islami fil-Iraq), whose ideology is a mix of 
Iraqi nationalism and political Islam. Most 
of its fighters are recruited from Baghdad 
or towns such as Falluja, Ramadi, and 
Samarra in what has become referred to 
as the “Sunni Arab Triangle.” The Islamic 
Army has stated that its immediate goal is 
to end the U.S. occupation, but it has not 
articulated a vision of a future Islamic state 
in Iraq.

The Soldiers of Islam (Jund al-Islam) 
emerged in September 2001, made up of 
Kurdish Islamists who seized control of sev-
eral villages near the northern Iraqi town 
of Halabja in order to establish a ministate 
similar to the Taliban’s Afghanistan. The 
organization, which had ties to al-Qa’ida, 
accepted that group’s fighters, as they were 
forced to flee Afghanistan in October 2001. 
The Supporters of Islam (Ansar al-Islam) 
formed in December 2001 as a successor 
organization. After U.S. Special Forces and 
Kurdish militias destroyed their main base 
during the Iraq War, members of Ansar 
al-Islam scattered throughout Iraq. It is 
reported that in late 2003 Abu Abdallah 
al-Shafi’i, also known as Warba Holiri al-
Kurdi, took over leadership of Ansar al-
Islam and changed its name to the Army 
of the Supporters of the Sunna (Jaysh al-
Ansar al-Sunna), an organization that has 
a broader strategy of defending the Sunnis 
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and fighting the United States in Iraq. This 
contrasts with its prior agenda of establish-
ing an Islamist state in the north of Iraq. It 
is believed that the revamped organization 
cooperated closely with the late Abu Mus’ab 
al-Zarqawi.

Al-Zarqawi was a Jordanian national who 
had a long history of fighting for various 
jihadi movements. He opened his own ter-
rorist base in the Afghan city of Herat in 
2000, where it is believed that he forged con-
nections with al-Qa’ida but did not formally 
join them. After the war in Afghanistan in 
2001, he fled to Iraq, where he joined Jund 
al-Islam and is believed to have played a key 
role in directing that organization, although 
he was not declared its leader. Another 
group, the Unity and Jihad Group (Jama’at 
al-Tawhid wal-Jihad), is also believed to 
have been led by al-Zarqawi. The various 
names of these organizations are confusing, 
because they essentially refer to the same 
group but perhaps reveal a tactic designed to 
give the impression that the armed Islamist 
elements are more numerous than the other 
factions. To make matters even more con-
fusing, the group assumed a new name, the 
al-Qa’ida Organization for Holy War in the 
Land of the Two Rivers (Tandhim Qa’idat 
al-Jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn), indicating al-
Zarqawi’s allegiance to Osama bin Ladin’s 
organization.

The ideology of the al-Qa’ida Organization 
in Iraq is based on the portrayal of the 
United States as a “neo-Crusader” entity in 
the heart of the Islamic world, arguing that 
America’s goal is to “raise the Cross in the 
lands of Islam,” as reported in April 2004 
by the Open Source Center (OSC). For this 
faction, the United States did not invade 
Iraq simply to control its oil but rather to 
counter “the increasing Islamic expansion,” 

reported the OSC in April 2004. Al-Qa’ida’s 
list of Iraq’s enemies, according to the OSC 

in September 2004, includes the “tripar-
tite Satanic and infidel alliance” consist-
ing of the United States, or the “bearers 
of the Cross”; the Kurds who are “injected 
with the Jews”; and the Shi’a, derogato-
rily referred to as “rejectionists” of proper 
Islam. For example, the Shi’a SCIRI’s Badr 
Corps is referred to as the “Treason Corps,” 
and al-Qa’ida alleges that the corps “par-
ticipated in the killing of Muslims and the 
raping of Muslim women in Falluja,” says a 
December 2004 OSC article.

This branch of al-Qa’ida made it clear 
that it is fighting to establish a new caliph-
ate in Iraq, which will serve as the base for 
a future caliphate that will rule the entire 
Muslim world. The al-Qa’ida-linked groups 
have used the Web to appeal to constituents 
in the umma, calling on this “nation to wake 
up.” Their messages indicate that the West 
fears that the “Islamic giant” will wake up 
and reach the gates of “Rome, Washington, 
Paris, and London,” according to the April 
2004 OSC report. The organization states 
that it is using Iraq as a battleground in 
the process of establishing a greater Islamic 
umma, ruled by a caliph, as mentioned in 
one statement attributed to al-Zarqawi and 
cited in October 2004 by OSC:

Lastly, we make our vow to God and his 
messenger to cut with our swords the 
heads of apostates, traitors, and spies, 
and to keep our swords, highly drawn 
towards the sky, and to raise the ban-
ner of “God is Great,” and establish the 
Caliphate.

The Islamists Enter the  
Political Process

The first opportunity for the Islamist par-
ties to enter postwar politics in an institu-
tional capacity occurred with the forma-
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tion of the 25-member Governing Council 
(Majlis al-Hukm), which convened in July 
2003. The United States intended that the 
council represent Iraqis from all political, 
ethnic, and religious backgrounds. At the 
same time, it provided the first indication 
of which Iraqi Islamist political groups 
were willing to engage with the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA). Taking part in 
the council would serve as the first step for 
these groups to enter the political process, 
giving them experience in how to bargain 
with the CPA and facilitating their role in 
the provisional government and in the writ-
ing of a draft constitution (the Transitional 
Administrative Law).

Shi’a Islamists were represented on the 
council by Ibrahim al-Ja’fari and Abd al-Zah-
ra Muhammad of the Da’wa Party, with the 
former emerging as Iraqi interim prime min-
ister after the January 2005 elections. Abd 
al-Aziz al-Hakim, brother of the deceased 
leader of SCIRI, Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim, 
also sat on the council. Excluded from the 
body were any followers of Muqtada al-Sadr, 
perhaps an indication to him that he would 
have to pursue other means to be taken seri-
ously as an actor in the Iraqi political arena. 
Among the Sunni Islamists, only Muhsin 
Abd al-Hamid sat on the council on behalf of 
the Iraqi Islamic Party, an indication that the 
IIP would be one of the few voices represent-
ing Sunni Islamists in the nascent political 
process. For the most part, other Islamist 
groups developed as opposition movements 
outside of these political structures estab-
lished under the occupation authority. The 
Kurdish Islamists were represented by Salah 
al-Din Baha al-Din of the Kurdistan Islamic 
Union, but for the most part that party was 
overshadowed by the PUK and KDP.

In the months leading up to the Iraqi 
election on January 31, 2005, the nation 
witnessed the mobilization of Iraqi Shi’a 

and Sunni Islamist parties, providing one of 
the few cases (with perhaps the exception of 
Lebanon) of multiple Islamist groups taking 
part in campaigning in an election whose 
outcome was relatively undetermined. The 
Shi’a parties were the strongest advocates 
of elections, and al-Sistani intervened in the 
political process at this juncture to use his 
religious authority to bestow legitimacy on 
the Iraqi electoral process. His fatwas called 
on all Iraqis, not just the Shi’a, to vote, as 
well as calling for non-Muslims, such as the 
Iraqi Christians, to take an active part in 
the process. It was a direct endorsement 
from a grand ayatollah of the Iraqi politi-
cal process, including elections. For other 
Islamists, particularly al-Qa’ida members, 
al-Sistani’s endorsement was blasphemy. 
Al-Qa’ida does not recognize any process 
that accepts the sovereignty of the people 
over God’s sovereignty.

Before the elections, Falluja, a predomi-
nantly Sunni Arab city, was attacked by 
American forces in November 2004. The 
Association of Muslim Scholars had emerged 
as a prominent group representing the inter-
ests of the Arab Sunnis at that point and 
called for boycotting the elections in protest.

Neither Sunni nor Shi’a Islamist par-
ties ran on ideologically Islamist agendas 
during this campaign. At this stage, they 
began campaigning as sectarian national-
ist parties. The Shi’a parties exhorted their 
constituencies to vote in the elections to 
prevent the mistakes they had made in the 
1920s, when they had refused to take part in 
British-sponsored politics and were subse-
quently “locked out” of the political system 
for decades to follow. On the other hand, 
Sunni Islamist groups argued that their 
constituencies were being unfairly targeted 
by the United States and that they should 
boycott a process sponsored by an occupy-
ing power.
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After the January 2005 elections, the 
United Iraqi Alliance, the Shi’a Islamist 
coalition endorsed by al-Sistani, won a slim 
majority with 140 seats in the 275-member 
National Assembly. The Iraqi Kurds came 
in second, winning about 75 seats. The 
Shi’a Islamists had secured 51 percent of 
the seats, failing to capture the two-thirds 
majority necessary to create a government 
alone. In this scenario, the Shi’a Islamist 
party entered a coalition with the secular 
Kurds. The Shi’a Islamists secured the 
powerful prime minister’s post for Ibrahim 
al-Ja’fari of the Da’wa Party, who became 
the first such chief of a government in the 
Arab world.

The Shi’a Islamist and Kurdish coalition, 
with participation from other Arab Sunni 
Islamist parties, took part in drafting a con-
stitution. Both Islamist parties sought to 
draft a constitution enshrining the role of 
Islam in a future state, whereas secular par-
ties, including the Kurds, wanted Islamic 
law to serve only as a source of inspira-
tion and not as the sole source for legisla-
tion. Eventually a compromise was reached; 
however, the most contentious issue was 
not between Islamists and secularists but 
between the Shi’a and Sunni Islamist groups. 
A debate emerged over whether Iraq would 
be a federal state, which tended to make 
Islamist groups representatives of sectarian 
nationalist agendas, trying to advance the 
interests of their respective Arab Shi’a and 
Arab Sunni constituencies.

While the elections held in January 2005 
merely chose a temporary, transitional 
assembly whose primary task was drafting 
the constitution, the December 2005 elec-
tion decided the makeup of Iraq’s perma-
nent assembly for a four-year term. Those 
elections were held as a result of the consti-
tution that passed a general Iraqi referen-
dum on October 15, 2005. For the first time, 

Sunni Islamist groups that had avoided 
partaking in the January 2005 elections 
mobilized to participate in the December 
vote. Their decision served as an indica-
tion that some Sunni Arab Islamist factions 
were willing to acknowledge and take part 
in Iraq’s political process, a crucial step in 
co-opting those Sunni parties that had tac-
itly supported the insurgency. Muqtada al-
Sadr, who had rejected an American-backed 
political process in the past, made common 
cause with the Shi’a parties in the transi-
tional government and fielded candidates to 
join the greater Shi’a coalition.

While differences between ethnic and 
sectarian groups have been ever-present 
in Iraq, they are especially pronounced 
today and are emphasized through pub-
lic debate. For example, Islamist factions 
have established their own media empires. 
Shi’a Islamist factions have satellite chan-
nels to reach Iraqi audiences, the Arab 
world, and the Iraqi diaspora. In 2004 
SCIRI launched the al-Furat (Euphrates) 
channel, followed by the Da’wa Party’s 
al-Anwar (Lights). At the same time, they 
established radio stations and print media. 
Prominent newspapers include the Da’wa 
Party’s daily al-Da’wa (Call) and the 
weekly al-Bayan (Announcement). SCIRI 
has its own daily al-Adala (Justice) and 
weekly al-Wahda (Unity), while the Sadr 
movement publishes the daily Ishraqat 
al-Sadr (Dawn of Sadr) and the weekly al-
Hawza al-Natiqa (Active Hawza), the lat-
ter briefly ordered closed by the CPA for 
“inciting hatred.” Al-Bayyina (Evidence) 
is published by the Shi’a Hizballah move-
ment in Iraq.

Sunni Islamist factions followed by 
establishing their own media networks. 
The Baghdad Satellite Channel supports 
the Tawafuq Front, an alliance of Sunni 
Islamist groups. The Iraqi Islamic Party 
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publishes the weekly Dar al-Salam (House 
of Peace), the General Dialogue Conference 
publishes the daily al-Itisam (Guardian), 
and the Unified National Movement, led by 
Sunni cleric Ahmad al-Qubaysi (allied with 
the AMS), has its own weekly, al-Sa’a (The 
Hour). The Association of Muslim Scholars 
also issues the daily newspaper al-Basa’ir 
(Insights).

This survey highlights the dominance of 
Islamist groups in the Iraqi media. Following 
the bombing of the Shi’a Askariyya shrine 
in the city of Samarra in February 2006, the 
various sectarian media outlets escalated 
tensions but eventually called for restraint 
among Iraq’s communities. Each Islamist 
group used its media to demonstrate that 
its people were the victims in Iraq’s ongoing 
violence. While these media do not explicitly 
exhort violence against the other sectarian 
communities, the continued portrayal of 
their own respective victimization serves 
as a means of encouraging Shi’a Arabs and 
Sunnis to “defend” themselves in the ensu-
ing sectarian violence. Political Islam has 
entered Iraq’s media sphere as an additional 
means of encouraging separate sectarian 
identities.

Views of Islamist Parties on the 
Role of Islam, Democracy, and 
the State

Most of the Iraqi Islamist groups have 
issued manifestos and statements outlining 
their views on the role Islam should play 
in both private and public spheres. The fol-
lowing provides a sample of how the Iraqi 
Islamist parties use the media to dissemi-
nate these views to the Iraqi public as well 
as the region.

Representatives from the Shi’a parties, 
including Da’wa and SCIRI, have used vari-
ous media to articulate their views on Islam 

and the state. For example, on the state 
al-Iraqiyya television channel’s program 
Special Encounter, an interview was held 
with Iraqi prime minister Nuri al-Maliki in 
April 2006. The host of the program, Abd 
al-Karim Hammadi, asked al-Maliki if he 
sought to establish an Islamic state in Iraq 
given that he came from an Islamist party, 
Da’wa. Al-Maliki replied:

I believe that what will be in line with 
my ideology as a Muslim is to have a 
Muslim society, a society whose social 
values respect Islam and abide by it. 
This is what I aspire for. But if the 
Iraqi people, through the mechanisms of 
democracy and with their free will, opt 
for a regime they want, be it an Islamist 
regime or otherwise, I will respect the 
Iraqi people’s willpower.

When asked if he, as prime minister, 
would enact legislation based on Shari’a, he 
replied:

The constitution has taken care of all 
these matters. There are no provisions 
in our constitution that give the prime 
minister the right to bring pressure to 
bear for the issuance of laws that have 
to do with this issue. I will respect the 
constitution and I will abide by it as the 
highest authority. I will meticulously 
abide by the constitution and what the 
House of Representatives decides.

It is interesting to note how al-Maliki used 
the Iraqiyya channel, which is a publicly 
funded broadcaster dependent on state rev-
enues, to address the Iraqi public. Through 
this medium he seeks to disavow himself of 
his party’s Islamist roots, yet at the same 
time suggest that an Islamic state is possible 
if willed by the majority.
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SCIRI issued a manifesto about the move-
ment in the paper al-Istiqama in August 
2006 under the title “The Identity of the 
Supreme Council of the Islamic Revolution 
in Iraq.” SCIRI declared that its mission 
upon its creation in 1982 was to topple the 
“Saddam dictatorship,” and once that had 
been completed, it had no will to establish 
an Islamic state in Iraq. The manifesto 
declared, “Then we would leave matters 
after that to the Iraqi people to choose the 
political regime that suits them through 
free and direct elections.” After the 2003 
war, their statement highlighted the chang-
ing role of the party:

After toppling the buried regime, its 
military mission came to a close after 
having achieved its objectives. It trans-
formed itself into a civil organization to 
keep the peace, defend the achievements 
of the people, and develop them towards 
the ultimate goal of achieving freedom, 
justice, and independence for Iraq.

Al-Istiqama is the main newspaper of 
SCIRI. In this instance, a political organ used 
elements of its media empire to declare that 
SCIRI does not have an agenda to establish 
an Islamist state in Iraq. In essence, this is 
like al-Maliki, assuaging notions that both 
parties seek to emulate Iran in establishing 
an Islamic Republic.

Al-Sistani’s views on this topic—which 
can be found on his Web site—are important 
given the sway he holds over Iraq’s Shi’a, 
as well as the number of parliamentarians 
who represent his office. The ayatollah has 
stated that he prefers an Iraqi Islamic state, 
but not one modeled on a theocracy, as in 
Iran. He believes that Shari’a should be 
institutionalized in Iraq’s constitution while 
guaranteeing freedom of religion for Iraq’s 
non-Muslim minorities. Al-Sistani has stat-

ed that Iraq should not follow the Islamic 
Republic’s model of a wilayat al-faqih (rule 
of the Islamic jurist). He has called for a 
state based on the principles of Shari’a but 
for Shi’a clerics to avoid direct participation 
in the institutions of the state.

Khalid al-Khawaja penned an article in the 
Jordanian paper al-Ra’y, entitled “There Is a 
Plan to Destroy Iraq and Provoke Sectarian 
Sedition in It,” quoting a statement made 
in an interview with Adnan al-Dulaymi, 
the former head of the Sunni Religious 
Endowments Bureau in Iraq. Al-Dulaymi 
calls on his movement, identified as the 
First General Conference of Sunnis (al-
Mu’tamar al-Awwali li-Ahl al-Sunna), to 
engage in the political process, in both draft-
ing the 2005 constitution and participating 
in the December 2005 elections. Among 
al-Dulaymi’s objections to the constitution 
that was eventually adopted was its failure 
to acknowledge a greater role for Islam in 
the state:

However, there are general principles 
which the Constitution should contain, 
such as Iraq’s sovereignty, Iraq’s unity, 
shunning sectarianism, Iraq’s belonging 
to its true Arab-Islamic identity, that 
Iraq is part of the Arab homeland, that 
Islam is the official religion of Iraq, and 
that any article of the Constitution and 
the various laws shall not conflict with 
Islam’s foundations.

In this instance, al-Dulaymi used the 
media to reach an Arab audience, particu-
larly a Jordanian one. His message was that 
his party would continue to oppose the Iraqi 
political process because of its sectarian 
nature and its disregard for greater promi-
nence of religion in political affairs.

In March 2006 the Dar al-Salam paper, 
owned by the Iraqi Islamic Party, featured 
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an interview with Tariq al-Hashimi, the sec-
retary general of that party. Al-Hashimi out-
lined five of the party’s principles, indicative 
of its view of Islam and the state:

1. To base our deeds on good intentions, 
which are dedicated to God Almighty, 
maintaining connection with the 
Almighty and trying to be closer to Him 
through good deeds.

2. No decision can be made without going 
through the Shura [consultation] 
process.

3. To make all preparations and take the 
appropriate measure and then depend 
on God, in other words taking the 
causes and effects into consideration 
within the context of Shari’a.

4. Following the rule that says every 
person finds it easy if he is placed 
where he was intended to be when he 
was created, in other words putting the 
right person in the right place.

5. To adapt political action both in 
words and in deeds according to the 
regulations of Shari’a.

Both the Iraqi Islamic Party and the 
General Conference have failed to articulate a 
model of an Islamic state in their interviews, 
as both Shi’a parties have. The failure to do 
so suggests either that they do not have such 
a model or that their call for greater Islamic 
influence over secular Muslims is mere pan-
dering to their constituencies. Nevertheless, 
what unites all of the Islamist parties, both 
Shi’a and Sunni, is a call to take part in the 
processes of a democracy: the drafting of 
a constitution, competitive elections, par-
ticipation in a representative assembly, and 
accountability to constituents.

This call for taking part in a demo-
cratic political process is opposed by the 
salafi and al-Qa’ida-affiliated groups in 

Iraq, which have coalesced into their own 
parastate, known as the Islamic State in 
Iraq. Democratic structures are anathema 
to their view of how politics should be 
organized. Their views of democracy can 
be extrapolated from a sermon given by an 
ideologue, Shaykh Abu Hamza al-Baghdadi, 
in August 2005 entitled “The Constitution, 
Creed of the Infidels.” In this sermon, al-
Baghdadi states that elections are “a wick-
ed outgrowth of the many outgrowths of 
democracy, which is the greatest act of poly-
theism in this day and age.” Furthermore, 
he exhorts his followers “to not believe in it 
[democracy] or its constitution, which is a 
ritual of democracy and its system.”

The Formation of a  
Permanent Government

After the December 2005 elections, it took 
several months of bargaining among the 
parties, particularly the dominant Islamist 
groups, secularists, and Kurdish parties that 
fared well in the elections, to form an Iraqi 
government. An analysis of the cabinet indi-
cates the relative strength of the Islamist 
parties. The Shi’a alliance, the UIA, held the 
prime ministerial position in the person of 
Nuri al-Maliki of the Da’wa Party, replacing 
Ibrahim al-Ja’fari, the interim prime minis-
ter, also from that party. Al-Maliki has been 
a member of Da’wa since 1968 and fled to 
Iran after the Ba’thist crackdown. He moved 
to Syria after he refused to fight with SCIRI 
alongside the Iranian army against the Iraqi 
military, an indication of Da’wa’s disagree-
ments with the Islamic Republic during its 
exile. Another prominent member of Da’wa 
is Education Minister Khudayr al-Khuza’i, 
from a prominent Shi’a Iraqi tribe. He has 
PhDs in both Koranic studies and Islamic 
theology and was also a prominent drafter of 
the constitution. The trade minister is also 
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from the Da’wa Party, although some sources 
claim he is part of the Sadr Trend.

SCIRI, the other constituent party of the 
UIA, also held prominent portfolios, includ-
ing Finance Minister Baqir Sulagh Jabr al-
Zubaydi and Minister of State for National 
Dialogue Affairs Akram al-Hakim, a vocal 
supporter of the Shi’a being able to form 
a federal entity in the south of Iraq. Two 
other SCIRI members head the ministry of 
labor and the ministry of municipalities. The 
Sadr Trend of the UIA holds four portfolios, 
including health, transportation, tourism, 
and agriculture. The role the Sadr Trend 
plays in the government and as a member of 
the UIA makes al-Maliki’s task of demobiliz-
ing Sadr’s militia all the more difficult.

Other ministries are held by factions in 
the UIA outside of the Da’wa-SCIRI-Sadr 
triumvirate. One of the ministers of state 
is from the Iraqi Hizballah, and Youth 
Minister Jasim Muhammad Ja’far is from 
a Shi’a Turkmen party, the Islamic Union 
of Iraqi Turkmen. Independent candidates 
who ran on the UIA list also hold important 
posts, such as the former nuclear scientist 
Husayn al-Sharastani, who serves as the oil 
minister. Minister of State for the Council 
of Representatives Affairs Safa al-Safi is 
another independent who is considered part 
of al-Sistani’s inner circle.

The Sunni Islamists in the Tawafuq 
Front also hold several important posts. 
Deputy Prime Minister and Acting Defense 
Minister Salam al-Zawba’i is from a promi-
nent Sunni Arab tribe. Minister of State 
for Women’s Affairs Fatin Abd-al-Rahman 
Mahmud is also part of the Tawafuq Front. 
The Iraqi Islamic Party, a constituent of the 
Front, holds posts such as culture minister. 
Planning Minister Ali Baban is also in the 
IIP, but he is a Kurd in a predominantly 
Sunni Arab party.

Out of 37 posts, the Islamists hold 24 min-

isterial portfolios, with the UIA controlling 
17 and the Tawafuq Front holding seven. 
The Kurdish parties hold six, leaving the 
secularists, running under the Iraqi List 
Coalition, with seven. The post of president 
is held by Jalal Talabani of the PUK, but the 
two vice presidents are Islamists—Adil Abd 
al-Mahdi of SCIRI and Tariq al-Hashimi 
of the IIP. The process that these Islamists 
entered in 2003 was firmly in their control 
by 2006. However, while institutions of the 
state are controlled by the Islamists at this 
point, the internal violence, for which they 
have been partially responsible, has ulti-
mately proved the greatest challenge to the 
very state they dominate.

Islamist Violence in Iraq

Since the 2003 war, Iraq has witnessed 
Islamist violence from both Sunni and Shi’a 
groups, as well as incidents stemming from 
intra-Shi’a rivalries and intersectarianism.

Sunni Arab Violence

The rise of the insurgency is usually attrib-
uted to the events that transpired on April 
29, 2003, when as many as 13 Iraqis, pro-
testing the U.S. military presence in Falluja, 
were killed as elements of the U.S. Army 
fired on the crowd. The clashes between U.S. 
forces and Iraqis in Falluja sparked the vio-
lence within the Sunni tribal area that had 
traditionally supported Saddam Hussein. 
Elements emerged among the Iraqi Sunnis 
who had no desire to fight for the return 
of their former dictator, and their attacks 
against Coalition forces were specifically 
directed toward ending the American occu-
pation of Iraq. In this context, groups such 
as the Islamic Army in Iraq emerged and 
initially limited themselves to guerrilla-type 
tactics against Coalition forces. While the 
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Islamic Army can be considered a “local” 
organization that emerged in the chaos that 
ensued after the 2003 war, foreign fighters 
from around the Arab world also entered 
the porous borders of Iraq to take part in the 
struggle against an American occupation of 
a Muslim country. These volunteers swelled 
the ranks of groups inspired by, if not linked 
to, al-Qa’ida. Al-Zarqawi began to direct his 
own network of terrorist groups in Iraq and 
was the leading suspect in the suicide bomb-
ing of the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad 
on August 7, 2003, and the attack on the 
United Nations headquarters in Baghdad 
on August 19 of that year, one of the first 
incidences of suicide attacks in Iraq.

While the violent incidents attributed 
to the Islamic Army in Iraq and al-Qa’ida-
linked groups are numerous, what is more 
significant is how these groups justify their 
attacks as well as their chosen targets, as 
this reveals these factions’ ideologies and 
means of communication. Al-Qa’ida-linked 
organizations have attacked any people 
deemed “agents” of the United States in 
Iraq. Arab Shi’a, Sunnis, and Kurds have 
been targeted, regardless of whether they 
are civilians, militias, or part of the secu-
rity forces or the government. For example, 
the al-Qa’ida elements were most likely 
responsible for the attack against Kurdish 
KDP supporters in Irbil on February 1, 
2004, which killed up to 100 people. The 
Shi’a have been the primary target of 
al-Qa’ida-linked groups, as al-Zarqawi 
has sought to spark a civil war between 
Sunni and Shi’a in Iraq, thus undermining 
American attempts to bring stability to the 
country.

A spate of kidnappings in Iraq began after 
the 2003 Iraq War, but the primary victims 
were Iraqis abducted by criminals and ran-
somed for financial reasons. In April 2004, as 
U.S. forces conducted simultaneous attacks 

against insurgents in Falluja and Najaf, 
the Islamic Army in Iraq and al-Zarqawi-
linked groups began kidnapping foreigners 
in an attempt to prevent their countries of 
origin from sending troops or participating 
in Iraq’s reconstruction. These two organi-
zations were primarily responsible for the 
spectacle of kidnapped hostages pleading for 
their lives in front of a movie camera. These 
videos were designed for local Iraqi and 
international consumption, sending simul-
taneous messages and warnings to those 
considering aiding the U.S. occupation of 
Iraq. The threatening nature of the videos 
was intended to intimidate Iraqis from “col-
laborating” with the Iraqi authorities. The 
kidnappings succeeded in deterring interna-
tional businesses from investing in Iraq and 
aiding in its reconstruction. Such tactics 
have appealed to young Muslim audiences, 
many of whom volunteered to join the ranks 
to fight the United States in Iraq.

These Sunni Islamist insurgent groups 
use violence, usually promoted through var-
ious media, to terrorize their audiences into 
submission. Their acts reach the front page 
of almost every major newspaper and are 
on the Internet, giving them international 
attention. They have the ability to broad-
cast to a wider audience, even to the point 
where they can affect U.S. elections, induce 
sympathy with those in the region opposed 
to the U.S. presence in Iraq, and inspire 
young Muslims to join the jihad in Iraq.

Intra-Shi’a Rivalries

The problems between Shi’a Islamist fac-
tions existed before the fall of Baghdad and 
the collapse of the Ba’ath regime there. On 
April 4, 2003, a Shi’a cleric, Abd al-Majid al-
Khoei, was flown into Najaf with U.S. help. 
The United States hoped that the moder-
ate al-Khoei could emerge as the leader of 
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the Shi’a in Iraq, because he could capital-
ize on the reputation of his father, Grand 
Ayatollah Abd al-Qasim al-Khoei, who had 
died under house arrest by the Iraqi govern-
ment in 1992. However, on April 11 al-Khoei 
was hacked to death by a mob at the shrine 
of Imam Ali in Najaf along with Haydar 
al-Kalidar, a Saddam loyalist who was an 
official in the Ministry of Religion. During 
al-Khoei’s few days in Najaf, he had tried to 
mediate between the rival Shi’a groups and 
had called on the Shi’a to cooperate with the 
Americans.

Al-Khoei’s message was particularly dis-
turbing to Muqtada al-Sadr. Both al-Khoei 
and al-Sadr held relatively junior rank in the 
Iraqi Shi’a clergy, but both benefited from 
deep sympathy for their fathers. According 
to some residents in Najaf, al-Khoei posed 
an immediate threat to al-Sadr’s desire to 
emerge as the leader of the Iraqi Shi’a. After 
al-Khoei’s death, rumors began that a group 
linked to al-Sadr, called the Sadriyyun, 
were responsible for his death. Although 
it is unknown whether al-Sadr ordered al-
Khoei’s murder, an arrest warrant was later 
issued for him in connection with the death. 
And regardless of al-Sadr’s guilt, one of his 
rivals was eliminated.

Afterward, the Sadriyyun, the precursor to 
the Mahdi Army, began a coercive campaign 
to eliminate all opponents to al-Sadr as part 
of Muqtada’s bid to secure the leadership of 
the Iraqi Shi’a. On April 13, 2003, two days 
after al-Khoei’s death, the Sadriyyun sur-
rounded al-Sistani’s residence and issued an 
ultimatum demanding he leave Iraq. While 
al-Sistani enjoyed wide support by virtue of 
his religious seniority, Muqtada attempted 
to tap into anti-American sentiment among 
the Shi’a in order to challenge the grand 
ayatollah, aiming also to use al-Sistani’s 
Iranian origins against him. However, the 
Sadriyyun failed to dislodge al-Sistani from 

Najaf, as tribesmen loyal to the grand aya-
tollah came in to restore order in the town.

The other challenge to Muqtada ema-
nated from SCIRI. Its leader, Ayatollah 
Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim, had returned 
to Iraq from Iran after the fall of Baghdad to 
rally support for his group. Unlike Muqtada, 
al-Hakim was willing to cooperate with the 
U.S.-sponsored interim Iraqi authority. In 
August 2003 al-Hakim was killed by a mas-
sive car bomb after he delivered the Friday 
sermon in Najaf. It is believed that foreign 
jihadists assassinated him, but nonetheless, 
another rival to Muqtada’s leadership was 
eliminated.

Despite these intra-Shi’a rivalries, in the 
aftermath of the military phase of the 2003 
Iraq War, the Coalition administration in 
Iraq could rely on the relative stability of 
the Arab Shi’a in southern Iraq, in contrast 
to the Arab Sunni heartland, where guerril-
la attacks occurred on a nearly daily basis. 
While various Iraqi Shi’a held opinions criti-
cal of U.S. policy in Iraq, these criticisms 
did not manifest themselves violently. This 
status quo changed in October 2003, when 
al-Sadr called for the establishment of a 
rival government to challenge the Coalition-
sponsored Iraqi Governing Council. His dec-
laration was the first direct challenge from 
within a community that had for the most 
part acquiesced to the American presence 
in Iraq.

Shi’a Islamist Violence

After Muqtada called for the establishment 
of a rival government in October 2003, 
the pro-Sadr preachers in the mosques of 
Sadr City proclaimed their area to be an 
“American-free zone.” In addition to form-
ing a proxy government, the Mahdi Army 
began deploying in the southern cities of 
Najaf, Karbala, Nasiriyya, and Basra. On 
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October 17, 2003, the first clash between 
al-Sadr and the United States began in a 
relatively undocumented incident, wherein 
three American soldiers and seven Iraqis 
belonging to a Karbala faction of the Mahdi 
Army were killed in a skirmish after the lat-
ter refused an order to put down their unli-
censed arms. Al-Sadr’s faction in Karbala 
declared that the skirmish was instigated 
by U.S. troops and that this incident would 
be the beginning of a larger battle. The CPA 
failed to appreciate that declaration, and in 
April 2004 al-Sadr’s followers delivered on 
the aforementioned threat. 

The Coalition Provisional Authority, led by 
Paul Bremer, faced a dilemma over how to 
handle the growing power of al-Sadr. While 
the CPA believed that al-Sadr had little fol-
lowing among Iraq’s Shi’a, especially among 
secular-minded members of that community, 
his followers were nonetheless motivated and 
disciplined. The CPA had co-opted most of 
Iraq’s Shi’a parties, or at least had induced 
them not to oppose the U.S. presence. Al-Sadr’s 
group emerged as a focal point for discontent-
ed Shi’a opposed to the American occupation 
of Iraq. Bremer moved against al-Sadr in 
April 2004, when he ordered the closure of 
al-Sadr’s weekly newspaper Al-Hawza, as it 
allegedly carried articles that incited violence. 
Afterward, Coalition soldiers were ambushed 
by the Mahdi Army in the Shi’a holy cities 
of Najaf and Karbala and in Sadr City. More 
than a year after al-Khoei’s death, the CPA 
justified its actions against Muqtada, arguing 
that it was implementing an arrest warrant 
for al-Sadr in his alleged role in the death of 
al-Khoie in Najaf.

Intense fighting erupted in southern Iraq 
between U.S. forces and the Mahdi Army. 
In June 2004 the clashes ended after a 
deal that allowed the Mahdi militia to hide 
most of its weapons. However, the peace 
did not last, as fighting broke out again 

two months later, in August 2004. As al-
Sistani was in London undergoing medical 
treatment, Muqtada took advantage of the 
vacuum and his forces seized the shrine of 
Imam Ali in Najaf. Battles erupted again 
between the Mahdi Army and the United 
States for 22 days, destroying many parts of 
Najaf. Muqtada finally ceded control of the 
shrine after striking a deal with al-Sistani. 
Al-Sistani succeeded where the Iraqi mili-
tary and U.S. forces had failed, demonstrat-
ing that al-Sadr still refused the authority of 
the interim Iraqi government.

Al-Sistani had always argued that, as a 
cleric, he and others like him must distance 
themselves from politics. The events in 
Najaf demonstrated that he had to inter-
vene in Iraq’s politics whether he liked it 
or not. Nevertheless, the Mahdi Army did 
not disarm after August 2004, and Muqtada 
proved his power in the face of American 
military might. He finally carved himself a 
position in Iraq’s political scene, sending the 
message that he was a force to be reckoned 
with. His followers eventually entered poli-
tics with SCIRI and Da’wa, and his Mahdi 
Army reemerged with a vengeance after the 
events of February 2006.

Intersectarian Violence

The February 22, 2006, bombing of the 
Askari shrine in Samarra, allegedly con-
ducted by the al-Qa’ida Organization in 
Iraq, sparked an unprecedented level of 
sectarian violence. After previous attacks 
by this group against Shi’a civilians, par-
ticularly during their emotive Ashuraa com-
memorations, Iraq’s leaders had called for 
calm, and the Iraqi Shi’a had generally 
listened. However, the attack against the 
symbolic mosque housing Imam Ali al-Hadi 
was too much of a provocation for the Shi’a 
Islamist groups and their affiliated militias.
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Iraq suffered a spiral of retaliations after 
the attack. Sunni mosques were targeted 
and more Shi’a mosques were then attacked, 
prompting further attacks against other 
Sunni mosques as well as against civilians. 
Al-Sistani used his religious authority to 
call on Iraqis to march and to protest the 
bombing, but he specifically forbade attacks 
on Sunni mosques. However, Sunni leaders 
indirectly criticized al-Sistani, arguing that 
his call for Iraqis to march led to mob vio-
lence against their community.

Al-Sadr declared that his Mahdi Army was 
willing to defend the Shi’a, implying that he 
could offer protection when Iraq’s official 
security forces were incapable of doing so. 
The Iraqis, both Sunnis and Shi’a, would 
begin to look to the private militias for secu-
rity. Muqtada had developed a concept of 
Shi’a populism imbued with notions of Iraqi 
nationalism that called on Iraqi Shi’a and 
Sunnis to unite in the face of an occupation. 
Yet in reality, his romantic notions of Iraqi 
unity would appear to have been undone 
by his own militia. As of February 2006, a 
spiral of violence consumed the center of 
Iraq, including the capital, where sectarian 
killings became daily phenomena.

There were also indications that the 
Mahdi Army’s aims clashed with those of 
the Badr Corps, even though both the Sadr 
Trend and SCIRI are nominally part of the 
same Shi’a Islamist coalition. In October 
2006 elements of the Mahdi Army seized 
control of the southern Iraqi town of al-
Amara for a few days, after a melee with the 
local Iraqi security forces dominated by the 
Badr Corps. These incidents indicate that 
Muqtada himself may not be firmly in con-
trol of all factions of the Mahdi Army, and 
that it has essentially become the Mahdi 
Armies. Similar clashes between this army 
and the Badr Corps had occurred before, 
and the Mahdi Armies have branched out of 

Sadr City and firmly established themselves 
in the south—challenging forces already 
established there—raising the harrowing 
specter of violent intrasectarian Islamist 
conflicts in Iraq’s future.

The fighting after the Samarra bombing 
took on a life of its own, to the point that al-
Zarqawi’s and al-Qa’ida’s goal of sparking 
an intersectarian war had become a grim 
reality. Even al-Zarqawi’s death in July 
2006 after an American attack near the city 
of Baquba had no effect in ending the brutal 
intercommunal fighting, targeting civilians 
in suicide bombings and sectarian violence 
until its abatement in the summer of 2007.

The violence, mostly emanating from 
the central, predominantly Sunni Arab, 
regions of Iraq, was one of the incentives 
for the Shi’a Islamists in power to pursue 
the option of forming a federal entity in the 
south. In October 2006 the Iraqi National 
Assembly endorsed a draft law (the Regions 
Law) that established the mechanisms and 
procedures of forming separate regions in 
Iraq. The process of passing this law dem-
onstrates in detail the interaction between 
Shi’a and Sunni Islamist groups in the 
Iraqi legislature. The draft law was sub-
mitted to the assembly by the United Iraqi 
Alliance at the behest of the SCIRI and 
the Da’wa Party. The law would allow any 
number of Iraqi provinces to unite into a 
separate region, if accepted in provincial 
referenda.

The original bill was opposed by anti-
federation parties in Iraq, including the 
Tawafuq Front, the secular Iraqi national-
ists, the Iraq List, and even from within the 
UIA by the Sadr Trend. Their opposition to 
the draft law was from explicit fear that its 
enactment might constitute the first step 
toward dividing Iraq into three regions. 
However, the Shi’a supporters of the law 
argued that it would prevent Iraq’s regions 
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from ever again being dominated by a cen-
tral dictator such as Saddam, who punished 
the Shi’a south after the 1991 uprising 
there. The passage of this law further illus-
trates the Shi’a Islamist parties’ advocacy of 
sectarian nationalism, in essence attempt-
ing to carve out a Shi’a state in the south, 
while the Sunni Islamists fear that their 
sectarian constituencies would ultimately 
suffer from such a scenario.

During the Iraqi revolt of 1920, Shi’a and 
Sunni Islamists joined forces to establish an 
Islamic state and resist British rule. The sol-
idarity witnessed during that time seems to 
be a far cry from the situation in Iraq today, 
though it is still similar in many ways. The 
strongest Islamist groups in Iraq, such as 
the Shi’a SCIRI and Da’wa, and the Sunni 
Iraqi Islamic Party, were based outside Iraq 
for decades, yet they have managed not only 
to establish roots in the political process but 
also to essentially dominate it.

At the same time, Iraqi Islamist groups 
have also developed from within the state 
during the postwar chaos, evidenced by the 
Sadr Trend and the Association of Muslim 
Scholars. The emergence and rise of these 
Islamist groups demonstrate that in the 
aftermath of the collapse of the Ba’thist 
regime, politics have shifted from the power 
monopoly of Saddam’s tribal clan from 
Tikrit to a plurality of competing ethnic par-
ties and Islamists who are essentially sectar-
ian nationalists. Alternatives such as issue-
based parties that cut across ethnosectarian 
lines, for example, the Iraqi Communist 
Party, have had little influence in postwar 
politics. Secular communities among Iraq’s 
Shi’a and Sunni are not organized political-
ly, and they may very well look to the armed 
Islamist groups, which have the motivation 
and discipline to provide for their security in 
the face of growing violence.

There are other factors that indicate 

that the conflict between Iraq’s political 
Islamist movements will continue, whether 
in the political arena or on the streets. 
Sunni Islamist movements fear Iran’s grow-
ing influence in Iraq and a hidden Shi’a 
agenda to form a mini-Iraqi Islamic Republic 
based on the Iranian model. While Iran’s 
influence is a real factor in Iraq, the Shi’a 
Islamists may not necessarily follow the 
Islamic Republic’s model. The Iraqi Shi’a and 
their clergy, for that matter, share the same 
sectarian identity with neighboring Iran, 
but there have been numerous historical 
differences between the two. The Iraqi Shi’a 
have often expressed resentment of Iranian 
interference in their affairs. In fact, the Iraqi 
clerical establishment based in Najaf has 
demonstrated that it has become a rival to 
the Iranian clerical establishment based in 
Qom. Therefore, the rise of sectarian nation-
alism among the Iraqi Shi’a should not be 
interpreted as an indication of their wishes 
to emulate the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
Nevertheless, if the violence between Sunni 
and Shi’a Islamists were to escalate into a 
civil war, it would seem likely that Iraqi Shi’a 
would seek material aid from Iran, as Sunni 
Islamists would from Saudi Arabia.

The other problem affecting the conflict 
in Iraq is that some of these Islamist par-
ties, specifically the insurgent groups and 
the militias, are essentially led by warlords. 
Warlordism is a ruthless and extractive 
attitude toward society based on military 
force and violence. As warlordism is already 
established in Iraqi society, the conflict will 
be that much harder to control, as factions 
will lose their economic base if order is 
restored. Insurgency in Iraq has proven to 
be a profitable venture, as Islamist insur-
gent groups are beginning to evolve from 
“resistance groups” into parasitic enter-
prises. There are indications in Iraq that 
some insurgent groups were financed by 
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wealthy Iraqi businessmen to keep foreign 
competition from investing in the coun-
try. However, these insurgent groups and 
militias, both Shi’a and Sunni, have now 
become economically self-sufficient. Some 
of these Islamist insurgent groups and mili-
tias generate revenues through mafia-style 
“protection taxes,” while others conduct 
kidnappings to raise funds as well.

Thus, the conflict between Islamist 
groups in Iraq is hardly an ideological 
disagreement based on different interpre-
tations of the role of religion and state; 
rather, it has become a conflict based on 
promoting sectarian and financial inter-
ests. Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, upon 
assuming power in December 2005, real-
ized how the religious parties began losing 
popular legitimacy for pursuing their sec-
tarian interests. He thus began to assume 
an Iraqi nationalist platform, creating a 
gap between his Da’wa Party and SCIRI. 
The January 2009 provincial elections 
served as a barometer of how the populace 
viewed the ethnosectarian parties that now 
dominated Iraq’s politics. The success of 
secular parties running on a platform of 
providing better local governance proved 
the population’s resentment of the ethno-
sectarian parties, which have failed to 
deliver in the areas of providing basic ser-
vices, such as water and electricity, since 
assuming power. 
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During the 1948 war for Israel’s indepen-
dence, approximately half of the Muslims 
in Palestine under the British mandate 
left, some by force and some by their own 
initiative. Today, these people and their 
descendants constitute the majority of the 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, Syria, 
Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority. 
Those who remained in Israel were left 
with almost no social or political leadership 
or religious clergy.

The newly established Jewish state viewed 
the Muslim minority as a potential threat to 
its security because many of the borders 
between Israel and the neighboring, hos-
tile Arab states were mere lines on a map; 
terrorists (fida’iyyin) were thus able to 
infiltrate Israeli settlements and murder 
settlers during the first years of the state. 
Israel responded over the course of the next 
18 years—until 1966—by controlling almost 
all aspects of life for the Arab population 
through a military government.

The Israeli establishment looked with dis-
favor upon Islam as a religion and a way of 
life and did what it could to undermine the 
Islamic inclinations of the Arab minority: 
Islam was not included in school curricula in 
the Arab sector, and devout Muslims were not 
allowed to become schoolteachers or princi-

pals. Mosques received no financial support, 
Islamic clerics were not part of the civil ser-
vice, and assets of Islamic endowments (waqf) 
were confiscated by the state as “absentee 
property.” The state did not allow the open-
ing of Islamic institutions such as schools, 
bookshops, or newspapers. The only tolerated 
Islamic institution was the Shari’a court sys-
tem, which dealt only with cases of personal 
status, mainly marriage and divorce.

Jewish settlements were built on the land 
of Arab villages whose Muslim inhabitants 
had fled during the 1948 war, and many 
mosques and cemeteries that had formerly 
served those villages were later used for 
other purposes. Between 1948 and 1967, 
the Muslim community, politically weak and 
socially disorganized, used its communal 
energy to try to survive under the military 
administration and political marginalization 
and to build its cultural and social struc-
tures. Arab political leaders were recruited 
by the Jewish political parties as “vote 
contractors.” The “nakba generation”—the 
Arab population in Israel that survived 
the “catastrophe” of the 1948 war and the 
founding of the State of Israel—was too 
weak to establish any Islamic revivalist 
movement from within its community.

The defeat of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan by 

Israel
Mordechai Kedar
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Israel in the 1967 war was a major turning 
point in the Arab world. Arab nationalism 
as an ideological movement—led by Gamal 
Abdel Nasser—seemed to be a total failure, 
causing many Muslims to look for another 
focus on which to base their communal ide-
ology. Knowledge of the “Islamic solution” 
had existed since the late 1920s with the 
establishment of the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt. The Brotherhood aspired to free 
Muslim peoples from Western military occu-
pation and from the political and cultur-
al hegemony of other nations, especially 
Britain and France. It also sought to revive 
Islam as the only set of values and laws for 
the Islamic individual, family, society, and 
state. The Muslim Brotherhood, with its slo-
gan “Islam is the solution,” posed a threat 
to the stability of the modern Arab states, 
which tried to enhance their legitimacy by 
demonstrating adherence to Western ideas 
such as nationalism, patriotism, or social-
ism and by adopting Western institutions 
such as governmental ministries, parlia-
ments, political parties, and elections. The 
Brotherhood was therefore banned in all 
these states, and the people identified with 
it were harshly persecuted.

The 1967 war also erased the borders 
between Israel and the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip, allowing Israeli Arab citizens 
to renew their family ties with their kin 
in those areas. The freedom of movement 
between Israel and the newly annexed ter-
ritories enabled Israeli Muslims to study in 
Islamic colleges in the West Bank, to visit 
institutions that were banned in Israel, to 
buy Islamic books that the Israeli censor-
ship disallowed for import, and to listen to 
sermons of a nature that was forbidden in 
Israel. Islam in these territories could now 
be experienced more authentically com-
pared to how it could be experienced inside 
Israel before 1967.

The most famous of the Israeli Muslims 
who joined an Islamic college in Nablus 
(West Bank) as early as 1969 is Abdallah 
Nimr Darwish from Kafr Qasim, a village 
in which 49 villagers had been killed by the 
Israeli Border Guard in October 1956 for 
unintentional violation of a curfew order.

During the 1970s, after his return to Kafr 
Qasim, Darwish conducted courses in Islam 
for children and adults, teaching them what 
he had learned in Nablus. He also estab-
lished a terrorist group, Usrat al-Jihad 
(the Family of Jihad), whose purpose was 
to launch attacks on people in malls, bus 
stations, and streets. The group was uncov-
ered in 1979 before it carried out its first 
attack, and its members were sentenced to 
jail for years. While in prison, Darwish reas-
sessed his activity and concluded that jihad 
with a small group that operates without 
wide public support and deep ideological 
preparation is impossible. Therefore, jihad 
against the Jewish state should start with 
the re-Islamizing of the Muslim community 
by spreading Islamic knowledge, awareness, 
and the sense of being part of the greater 
Islamic nation. This goal could be achieved 
only through the reeducation of the Islamic 
community according to Islam, in order to 
recover its Islamic character.

Upon his release from prison, Darwish 
established the Muslim Youth Movement by 
attracting enthusiastic young people from 
his and other villages and arranging courses 
of study for them in Koran, hadith (oral 
tradition), fiqh (rulings), history, ethics, and 
commandments (such as prayer and fast-
ing). These courses were designed for men, 
women, and youths. The graduates of these 
courses and of Islamic colleges in the West 
Bank served as disseminators of Islam with-
in the Muslim sector. Under the banner of 
the Islamic Movement, they initiated a large 
variety of activities and institutions: sum-
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mer camps, welfare organizations, soccer 
teams, medical clinics, kindergartens, and 
scholarship funds. The movement helped 
to solve social problems such as unemploy-
ment, created Islamic courts for conflict 
resolution, supplied food to needy families 
during Ramadan, and took care of people 
addicted to drugs and alcohol.

The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran and 
the fall of the shah gave a great push for-
ward to the Islamic Movement in Israel, and 
its members took part in local Israeli elec-
tions. Since the 1984 elections, the move-
ment has successfully worked to increase 
Muslim representation on the local level. 
The most significant achievement was the 
election of Shaykh Ra’id Salah as the mayor 
of Umm al-Fahm in 1989. These achieve-
ments were attributed to the image of the 
movement as young and revivalist, rooted 
in the population’s original culture, and 
honest, with no suspicion of having rela-
tions with the Jewish establishment and the 
state authorities. By supporting the Islamic 
Movement and identifying with it, the peo-
ple renewed their Islamic identity and pride, 
achieving also a sense of a communal ability 
to challenge the Jewish character of the 
state. Thus, the Islamic Movement embod-
ied a cultural alternative to the state on the 
personal, familial, and communal levels.

Today, most of those who identify with 
the Islamic Movement were born after 1948 
and have lived in an open environment that 
allows political activity—even though it may 
be opposed to the very nature of the state—
as long as it is nonviolent. This set of rights 
has been upheld by the Israeli Supreme 
Court through a long series of verdicts.

The Islamic Movement

The basic ideology of the Islamic Movement in 
Israel is that the State of Israel is an illegiti-

mate entity since it was established by Jews 
on what Islam considers to be the holy Islamic 
soil (waqf) of Palestine. According to the move-
ment’s interpretation of Islam, the whole land 
encompassing Israel irreversibly belongs to 
Muslims. Jews as well as Christians may live 
there only under Islamic rule as al-dhimma 
(that is, people who live under Islamic protec-
tion). But on a practical level, as long as Israel 
exists, the Islamic Movement will use demo-
cratic means to achieve the goal of eliminating 
it. A priority in reaching this goal is to exert 
influence on the Muslim minority in Israel by 
strengthening its Islamic awareness, shifting 
its loyalty away from the state, and persuad-
ing it that it is a part of the Islamic nation and 
the Palestinian people. The Islamic Movement 
also supports fellow Palestinian Muslims in 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip in their cause 
against Israel.

The Islamic Movement emphasizes the 
role of women in preserving the Islamic 
character of the community. Women are 
seen both as a threat to the Islamic set of 
mores and values and as the key to preserv-
ing them. By wearing traditional Islamic 
clothing (hijab), which covers the woman 
from head to toe (except for her face and 
palms), by avoiding mingling with males, by 
preserving virginity until marriage, and by 
educating daughters to follow these mores, 
Muslim women can ensure the community’s 
continuation. If women abandon these val-
ues, the Islamic nature of the whole society 
will be threatened. Therefore, the Islamic 
Movement spares no effort in educating 
girls and women in the path of Islam. They 
attend special clubs that provide lectures, 
classes in cooking and art, and social activi-
ties. This education aims to give the devoted 
Islamic woman a social framework to sup-
port her commitment to Islam as a consis-
tent set of values and norms of behavior.

In schools and kindergartens established 
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by the movement, girls and boys learn in 
separate classes. The Islamic Movement 
sponsors special publications for women 
and organizes trips to the al-Aqsa Mosque in 
Jerusalem. There are groups for mutual aid, 
especially for young mothers who need help 
with child care. The movement seeks to per-
suade women to reject Western lifestyle and 
dress, to adopt Islamic mores and values, 
and to serve as role models for others.

The Split in the movement

During the first Palestinian intifada (1987–
1992), the Islamic Movement’s leadership 
was divided over the question of whom it 
should support in the Palestinian arena: the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) or 
Hamas, the Islamic Resistance Movement. 
This question became more acute after 
Israel and the PLO signed the Oslo accords 
in September 1993 and after the establish-
ment of the Palestinian Authority (PA) in 
mid-1994. Although the PA was led by the 
PLO, an organization lacking an Islamic 
agenda, some leaders supported the PA 
because it seemed—at that time—to be the 
embodiment of the Palestinians’ aspirations 
for an independent state. Other leaders 
backed Hamas because they believed the 
PA would become just another non-Islamic 
or anti-Islamic Arab regime. This dispute 
continued until 1996, when the movement 
split into two factions. The key issue was 
whether to participate in Israeli parliamen-
tary (Knesset) elections, which some argued 
granted recognition to Israel. The Northern 
faction refused; the Southern faction decid-
ed to run candidates.

The “Northern” Faction

The “Northern” faction is so named 
because its leaders live in the northern 

part of Israel, though it is active through-
out the state. It advocates avoiding par-
ticipation in state institutions and instead 
building an independent Muslim society 
(mujtama isami) that would rely only 
on its own social, cultural, and economic 
resources.

The Northern faction is more dogmatic 
and radical than the Southern faction. 
It is highly critical of Israel, the United 
States, Western lifestyles, and Muslims 
whose expressed opinions and behavior 
are not in keeping with the Islamic ideal. 
This faction has a strong popular base. 
Every September, tens of thousands of men 
and women attend its “al-Aqsa in Danger 
Rally” (see below). Its leaders have an 
image of being honest, and their followers 
make generous donations to the group. 
In ideology, this faction is close to other 
radical Islamic organizations and groups 
that try to undermine the political order 
in the Arab and Islamic world in order to 
establish Islamic states on the ruins of the 
existing states, which—in many cases—are 
viewed by those radical groups as acting 
against Islam.

As part of its program, the Northern 
faction has created a chain of hundreds 
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
that provide their services to the Muslim 
population in fields such as education, 
health, welfare, shopping, transportation, 
public services, sports, entertainment, and 
finance. The Northern faction implicitly 
opposes participation in the general elec-
tions for the Israeli parliament because 
that institution represents the Israeli state 
and participation in Israeli politics is tan-
tamount to recognition of the Jewish state. 
The leaders of this faction have always sup-
ported the Palestinian Hamas movement 
since its establishment and opposed the 
PLO-led PA.
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The “Southern” Faction

The “Southern” faction is so named because 
its leadership lives in the center of Israel, 
south of the Northern leadership. It is more 
pragmatic and cautious than the Northern 
faction and refrains from attacking the 
state as a whole because the faction is 
represented in the Israeli parliament. As a 
result, its leaders are sometimes depicted 
by their opponents as “collaborators with 
the Zionist establishment.” Therefore, to 
achieve popularity and legitimacy for their 
positions as Israeli parliament members, 
members of the Southern faction use the 
platform offered by the Israeli parliament 
to deliver fiery speeches against Israel’s 
leadership and policies, even though the 
speakers are part of the state’s governance. 
This faction has close ties with other Islamic 
movements and institutions, such as al-
Azhar in Egypt, leader of the Islamic forces 
that support coexistence within that coun-
try’s government. These movements try to 
maintain channels of communication with 
the branches of government in order to pro-
mote the Islamic commitment and character 
of those regimes rather than to undermine 
their stability.

During the first intifada and since the 
establishment of the PA, the Southern fac-
tion has usually supported the PLO rather 
than Hamas. This faction’s leadership calls 
upon the Muslim citizens of Israel to take 
part in the state’s political life, especially to 
vote for the faction’s representatives to the 
Israeli parliament. The Southern faction 
justifies participation in Israel’s politics by 
citing Islam’s universal presence:

Islam is relevant to all places, all 
times and all environments, even in 
the current negative Israeli situation. 
We—Muslims—should stick to our reli-

gion and tradition and use every means 
given to us in order to promote our 
cause. The Zionist state—though not 
our dream—is a given situation under 
which we have to survive as a Muslim 
community, and therefore we must take 
part in Israeli political life and make 
the best of it. Even if we are a small 
minority in the Knesset, and always in 
the opposition, we still have the right to 
protest and to prove that we are here, 
on our forefathers’ land, and we shall 
stay forever, even though many in the 
Jewish majority would like us to leave 
the country. Our representation in the 
Knesset is the proof that we—faithful 
Muslims—are, and will forever be, an 
integral part of this country.

The dispute over the Islamic legitimacy 
of these two factions is often harsh. The 
Northern faction accuses the Southern fac-
tion of “collaborating with the Zionists” and 
describes its Israeli parliament members’ 
salaries as mal haram (forbidden money), 
which—according to Islam—no Muslim 
is allowed to use. The Southern faction 
“reminds” the dogmatic one that Shaykh 
Ra’id Salah’s father was an officer in Israel’s 
police forces, as are two of his brothers, and 
that Shaykh Ra’id’s pension as an ex-mayor 
of Umm al-Fahm is paid from the Israeli 
government treasury; thus it is no less mal 
haram than the salaries of the Southern fac-
tion’s Israeli parliament members.

leadership

The leadership of the Northern faction 
includes Ra’id Salah, mayor of Umm al-
Fahm between 1989 and 2001. He serves 
as the head of the al-Aqsa Institution for 
the Renovation of the Islamic Holy Places, 
which is the central institution for the 
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movement’s activity. Salah was arrested in 
May 2003 and spent more than two years in 
jail with four other members of the move-
ment after they admitted taking money 
from Hamas during the intifada. Another 
leader, Shaykh Kamal Khatib, was born 
in the village of Uzayr in northern Israel 
and lives in Kafr Qana, near Nazareth. He 
serves as the deputy of Salah and represents 
the extreme of the Islamic Movement’s 
ideology. Tawfiq Muhammad Jabarin is the 
editor of the movement’s weekly, Sawt al-
Haqq wal-Hurriyya. Shaykh Hashim Abd 
al-Rahman became the mayor of Umm al-
Fahm in mid-2003. Formerly a spokesman 
of the Islamic Movement and considered 
its moderate voice, he tries to bridge differ-
ences with the Israeli establishment.

The Southern faction of the Islamic 
Movement also has several prominent 
members. Shaykh Abdallah Nimr Darwish 
is the movement’s founder. He lives in 
Kafr Qasim, in the central part of Israel. 
Shaykh Ibrahim Abdallah Sarsur holds a 
degree in English literature and linguistics 
from Bar-Ilan University. He served as the 
head of the local authority of Kafr Qasim, 
the village of his birth, between 1981 and 
1998. He has been the head of the Southern 
faction since 1998 and a member of the 
Israeli parliament since January 2006. He 
calls for accepting the State of Israel as a 
fait accompli and for using Israeli legal and 
political tools to promote the Islamic cause 
as much as possible.

Southern faction leader Shaykh Kamal 
Rayyan was head of the local authority 
of Kafr Bara between 1984 and 1996. He 
serves as vice president for the Arab sec-
tor of the Union of Local Authorities, the 
association of mayors and city councils, and 
as head of the al-Aqsa Organization for the 
Protection of the Islamic Endowments and 
Holy Sites, which competes with the paral-

lel organization of the Northern faction. He 
takes part in a discourse group of rabbis and 
shaykhs for mutual understanding between 
Jews and Muslims in Israel, and he repre-
sents Israel in the Muslim World League. 
Other leaders of the Southern faction are 
Abbas Zaqur, who has been a member of the 
Israeli parliament since 2006, and former 
Israeli parliament members Abd al-Malik 
Dahamsha and Tawfiq Khatib.

Activities

The principle of the Islamic Movement’s 
da’wa (call to Islam) activity is to perform 
functions required by the Arab population 
that are not adequately covered by the 
Jewish state. Muslims therefore rely on the 
movement for addressing their needs and 
resolving their problems. The movement 
acts through hundreds of local NGOs, each 
taking care of one kind of activity at its loca-
tion: kindergartens, charity funds, mosques, 
clubs, schools, endowments, clinics, grocery 
stores, bookstores, football teams, and so 
forth. The movement also arranges trips to 
Mecca for the hajj (the prescribed pilgrim-
age between the ninth and thirteenth days 
of the month Dhul-Hujja) and the umra 
(a pilgrimage at any other time), trips to 
mosques inside Israel, summer camps for 
youngsters, and scholarships for students; 
it also supports organizations that care for 
drug addicts and alcoholics. The movement 
collects food for the Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip, especially during 
Ramadan and holidays, and pays monthly 
salaries to imams and preachers in mosques 
inside Israel.

The Islamic Movement’s activities within 
the Bedouin population in the Israeli south-
ern Negev desert include the building of 
houses and paving of roads, in clear viola-
tion of the state’s Planning and Building 
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Law, thus challenging the state and the 
Israeli establishment.

Participation in Terror

Both factions of the Islamic Movement 
emphasize that they abide by Israeli law, 
which forbids any violence or support of 
violence. However, people identified with 
the movement, especially with the Northern 
faction, have actively participated in terror-
ist attacks.

On September 5, 1999, two booby-
trapped cars exploded in Haifa and Tiberias; 
their drivers—who lived in the villages 
of Dabburiya and Mashhad—were known 
as members of the Northern faction. On 
September 7, 2001, a man from the village 
of Abu Snan, who was active in the move-
ment, committed a suicide attack in the 
Nahariya railway station, killing three and 
injuring dozens.

During the 1990s, there were charges 
based on evidence that political murders 
were carried out in the Wadi Ara area 
by individuals who were influenced to act 
violently by the movement’s radical mes-
sage. In addition, during the second intifada 
(2001–2005), Umm al-Fahm, the center of 
the Northern faction, became a key infiltra-
tion point for West Bank terrorists com-
ing from Israel. Information indicated that 
they received help from the faction’s activ-
ists. Shaykh Ra’id Salah, the leader of the 
Northern faction, and four other members 
were convicted of transferring money to 
Hamas at a time when it was engaged in a 
terrorism campaign against Israel.

Institutions

A number of organizations function under 
the banner of the dogmatic Northern fac-
tion. For instance, the Fatwa Council issues 

binding religious rulings (fatwas) concern-
ing the special situation of the Muslim com-
munity in Israel. The al-Aqsa Institution 
for the Renovation of the Islamic Holy 
Places is the central institution for the 
activity of the movement. It functions to 
preserve mosques, graveyards, and Islamic 
holy sites. The Welfare Committee arranges 
for the collection of contributions of various 
kinds—money, food, clothes, and school-
books, for example—and uses them to sup-
port needy people, both inside Israel and in 
the Palestinian Authority.

Iqra (named after the first word of the 
Koran, referring to the “call” that descend-
ed upon Muhammad) is the organization 
that serves as the link between the Islamic 
Movement and Muslim students in Israeli 
universities. These students are of spe-
cial importance to the Muslim population 
because they are viewed as future leaders. 
In addition, many Muslim youngsters look 
to students—and later, to university gradu-
ates—as role models. If those students and 
graduates go astray and abandon the Islamic 
lifestyle, they will have a negative influence 
on other people, especially the youth. The 
faction’s biggest concern is about the influ-
ence that the freewheeling student lifestyle 
may have on female students from closed 
village societies who attend urban universi-
ties. Iqra publishes a magazine under the 
title Iqra, through which it tries to enhance 
the commitment of both male and female 
Muslim students to Islam and to its set of 
mores and norms of behavior, especially the 
wearing of traditional clothing for females.

The Modern Research Center is a center 
for social research dedicated to the sci-
entific exploration of trends in the Arab 
sector in Israel and to the publication of 
policy papers about ways to deal with social 
problems. This center conducts research 
about the relations between Israel and the 
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Arab world. The research center’s periodical 
Regional and International Issues and other 
publications discuss unemployment in the 
Arab sector (where 80 percent of the popula-
tion are Muslims), the “Roadmap” initiative 
of 2003, Jerusalem, the 1948 “catastrophe” 
(nakba), and more. The most important 
research area of the center concerns the 
level of observance of Islamic religious com-
mandments among young people.

The Northern faction’s political position 
is also revealed in the cultural organizations 
it operates. The Hira Institution aims to 
broaden study of the Koran and encourages 
young people to learn it by heart. This insti-
tution arranges activities and functions in 
honor of those who memorize the Koran and 
awards them prizes. Al-I’tisam, al-Nur, and 
al-Hilal are music groups that perform at ral-
lies, weddings, and other private events. The 
bands’ members are all men, since Islamic 
mores forbid women from performing in pub-
lic. They use only drums and sell their music 
on discs and tapes. These musicians are very 
popular in Islamic communities worldwide, 
and they travel abroad several times a year 
to give performances at which donations are 
collected for the Islamic Movement in Israel 
and its various activities. Finally, the Islamic 
Soccer League consists of a chain of soccer 
teams that do not participate in games with 
other soccer leagues. Their clothing is more 
modest (their shorts are especially long), and 
every game starts with a prayer.

The Southern faction also operates 
through hundreds of local NGOs; its main 
organizations are largely similar to those 
of the Northern faction. It has its own al-
Aqsa Organization for the Protection of 
the Islamic Endowments and Holy Sites 
(parallel to the al-Aqsa Institution for the 
Renovation of the Islamic Holy Places). 
Its Islamic Organization for the Welfare of 
Orphans and Needy People is parallel to 

the Welfare Committee; al-Qalam (The Pen) 
is parallel to Iqra; and the Islamic Soccer 
League is parallel to the organization in 
the Northern faction with the same name. 
Teams belonging to one Islamic league never 
play with teams from the other.

Special events

Since the mid-1990s, the Northern faction of 
the Islamic Movement has sponsored special 
events supporting Islam. For example, the 
movement sponsors rallies commemorating 
Muhammad’s birthday. It has also staged 
protests against the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, cartoons published in Europe perceived 
as mocking Muhammad, and laws banning 
the hijab in Europe. Every year since 1996, 
the movement has sponsored the al-Aqsa in 
Danger Rally in mid-September. This is a mass 
rally held in the Umm al-Fahm Stadium in 
commemoration of the attempt by a deranged 
Australian tourist to burn the al-Aqsa Mosque 
in September 1969. The rally, which lasts for 
hours, includes speeches, songs, short plays, 
and slogans, all condemning the State of Israel 
and its policies vis-à-vis Islam. The movement 
claims that the Jewish temple never stood on 
this site and that the Israeli government is 
planning to destroy the mosque and build a 
Jewish temple on its ruins.

During 1996 the Northern faction allocat-
ed much effort and invested large sums of 
money (mostly endowments from the Gulf 
Emirates) to turn part of the Temple Mount 
into a great mosque. The movement dug a 
wide, deep staircase into the lower level of 
the southern part of the Mount, destroying 
many antiquities from the Jewish, Roman, 
Byzantine, Persian, and Islamic eras.

Beginning in 2002, the Islamic Movement 
also launched rallies, lectures, camps, 
and workshops in a campaign titled “Our 
Children Are in Danger.” The danger 
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referred to is an attraction toward sexual 
permissiveness, the Internet, alcohol, drugs, 
Western clothing, and forbidden relation-
ships instead of prayer. Increasing numbers 
of Muslims in Israel have indeed changed 
their patterns of behavior since the estab-
lishment of the State of Israel, weakening in 
their adherence to traditional mores. In the 
face of these rapid changes, many Muslims 
in Israel fear that the traditional character 
of their society is in danger. Parents are con-
cerned that their sons and daughters crave 
too much permissiveness. The movement’s 
leaders also harshly condemn the connec-
tion between local and foreign women’s 
organizations as “cultural imperialism,” a 
Western attempt to efface Islam from the 
hearts of Muslim women. To counteract 
these Western influences, the Our Children 
Are in Danger campaign uses booklets, leaf-
lets, timely publications, and CD and tape 
music recordings to communicate its mes-
sage, warning that the young Muslim gen-
eration may not have a commitment to the 
Islamic way of life. A few Muslim leaders, 
especially Shaykh Kamal Khatib, conclude 
that Muslim societies are under Western 
cultural attack. The activities under the 
banner of this campaign are meant to defend 
Islam in this crisis.

A Dissident Movement: Jama’at 
al-Da’wa wal-Tabligh

Since the mid-1990s, a new kind of Islamic 
organization has been active in the cities 
of Lod and Ramla, in the center of Israel. 
Calling itself Jama’at al-Da’wa wal-Tabligh, 
it refuses to have any connection with the 
Islamic Movement, since it tries to stay 
away from politics on any level. Its aim is 
to promote the status of the mosque in the 
Muslim’s personal life, insisting that the 
mosque should provide all that the com-

munity needs: mutual aid, culture, and 
education, all of which were the purview 
of the mosque in the first period of Islam. 
The main activities of this group include 
different aspects of da’wa via active khuruj 
(outreach): lectures on Islamic values, com-
mandments such as prayer and fasting, his-
tory, teaching the Koran, encouraging peo-
ple to learn it by heart, and convincing girls 
and women to wear Islamic clothing. The 
group’s goal is to bring Muslims who neglect 
the fulfillment of the commandments to 
obey these Islamic obligations. Most of the 
members are of Bedouin origin and there-
fore tend to be socially marginalized by 
the other Muslims in Israel. Many of them 
are “born-again” Muslims who experienced 
periods of addiction to drugs and alcohol. 
They have close connections with Muslim 
groups in India, Malaysia, and Pakistan, 
sending da’wa and fund-raising delegations 
to these countries. Their ceremonies have 
some Sufi characteristics, but they refrain 
from identifying themselves as Sufis.

Sufi Islam

In certain places in Israel there are “circles” 
of Sufi groups that gather mainly for dhikr 
(remembrance of god) ceremonies. Their 
leader is Shaykh Abd al-Salam Mansara 
from Nazareth, and they operate the al-
Qasimi college in the village of Baqa al-
Gharbiyya. They usually avoid any connec-
tion with the Islamic Movement and tend to 
stay away from politics.
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The Islamist movement in Jordan has a 
history and heritage as old as that of the 
Hashemite regime itself. While Jordan’s 
main Islamist political party—the Islamic 
Action Front (Jabha al-Amal al-Islami)—was 
not legalized until the early 1990s, Jordan’s 
Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al-Mus-
limun) maintained a functional relationship 
with the Hashemite monarchy, especially 
throughout the reign of King Hussein (r. 
1953–99), who tolerated the Brotherhood 
as a loyal opposition. Indeed, the relation-
ship between the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Hashemite monarchy predates even the 
reign of King Hussein.

Most strikingly, Islamist activism in 
Jordanian politics has for more than 60 
years emphasized reform, moderation, and 
democratic participation, rather than revo-
lution, radicalism, and militancy. Yet in 
November 2005, militant Islamists affiliated 
with al-Qa’ida carried out a series of dead-
ly bombings in the capital, Amman. The 
bombers turned out to be Iraqis recruited 
by the Jordanian dissident and militant 
Islamist Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi. Within 
hours, Jordan’s own Islamist movement had 
organized anti-al-Qa’ida demonstrations, 
condemning al-Qa’ida and militant Islamist 
terrorism. In doing that, Jordan’s Muslim 

Brotherhood and other Islamists demon-
strated the sharp—but too often under-
emphasized—difference between reformist 
and revolutionary approaches to Islamist 
activism.

While many Jordanian political parties 
have either heavily Palestinian or East Bank 
Jordanian membership, Jordan’s Islamist 
organizations have been among the most 
ethnically inclusive political movements in 
the country. Still, many of the leaders of 
the Muslim Brotherhood and of the Islamic 
Action Front are ethnically Transjordanian, 
or from east of the Jordan River, while much 
of the rank-and-file membership of both 
the Brotherhood and the party remains 
Palestinian in origin.

The Muslim Brotherhood in 
Hashemite Jordan

The Muslim Brotherhood was founded in 
1928 in Egypt by the Islamist activist Hasan 
al-Banna. The organization quickly devel-
oped branches throughout the Arab world, 
calling for a reassertion of Islam into public 
life in both government and society. While 
the Muslim Brotherhood established a pres-
ence in almost every Arab country, the 
individual organizations remained mainly 

Jordan
Curtis R. Ryan
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autonomous, responding to local and nation-
al circumstances. In the case of Jordan, the 
Muslim Brotherhood was established offi-
cially in the kingdom in 1945. From the very 
beginning, the Brotherhood made clear that 
its agenda was Islamist but not militant, 
and this drew the recognition of the state 
itself. In 1946 King Abdallah I officially 
recognized the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
charitable society in Jordan, and the king 
even presided over the ceremony himself. As 
Quintan Wiktorowicz points out in his arti-
cle “Islamists, the State, and Cooperation 
in Jordan,” Abdallah included Muslim 
Brotherhood secretary Abd al-Hakim ad-
Din in his governing cabinet, making this 
early linkage between the Brotherhood and 
the Hashemites institutionally clear.

From the outset, the Muslim Brotherhood 
established a pattern of loyal opposition to the 
Hashemite regime. By emphasizing reform 
rather than revolution, the Brotherhood saw 
itself in partnership with the Jordanian state. 
As the regime consolidated its rule with-
in Jordan, its moderate political positions, 
pro-Western foreign policy, and conservative 
monarchical institutions immediately served 
as a target for emerging Cold War ideological 
rifts, as well as emerging regional national-
ist and revolutionary tensions. Thus, from 
the perspective of the ruling regime, this de 
facto—if not de jure—relationship between 
the monarchy and its Islamist loyal oppo-
sition was intended in part to provide a 
counter to left-leaning secular oppositional 
trends ranging from Ba’thism to Nasserism 
to communism. While the regime attempted 
to curb leftist, secular, and pan-Arabist politi-
cal tendencies, the monarchy simultaneously 
allowed its Islamist opposition to flourish. 
According to Marion Boubly, this allowed the 
Muslim Brotherhood to become by far the 
best-organized group in the Jordanian opposi-
tion. As, Wiktorowicz explains in “Islamists, 

the State, and Cooperation in Jordan,” the 
moderation of the Muslim Brotherhood also 
acted as a counter to more radical trends 
within Islamism, such as the Hizb al-Tahrir 
(Liberation Party), which had espoused a 
more revolutionary brand of Islamism, par-
ticularly in the 1960s and 1970s.

In an effort to enhance its own Islamic 
credentials, the Hashemite regime contin-
uously emphasized the direct lineage of 
the royal family from Muhammad. The 
Brotherhood too emphasized this level of 
Islamic legitimacy, in contrast to the many 
secular, leftist, and nationalist regimes that 
emerged in the Arab world in neighboring 
Egypt, Syria, and Iraq.

Beyond more direct political or gov-
ernmental activism, however, the Muslim 
Brotherhood has taken very seriously its 
role as a charitable organization. With 
regime approval, the Brotherhood estab-
lished the Islamic Center Charity Society 
in 1963 and was able to tap into funding 
generated from the oil economies of the 
wealthy and socially conservative Arab 
Gulf monarchies. For several decades now, 
the Brotherhood has presided over a range 
of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 
Indeed, the only organization that patron-
izes and sponsors more social and chari-
table organizations is the Hashemite royal 
family itself. The Brotherhood, meanwhile, 
established across the country an array 
of schools and health clinics. Perhaps the 
most well-known landmark of Islamist 
patronage in the kingdom is the Islamic 
Hospital in central Amman.

While it is clear that Hashemite relations 
with the Muslim Brotherhood are almost as 
old as the Jordanian state itself, this does 
not mean that the two sides have always 
agreed. The Muslim Brotherhood did indeed 
support the monarchy through its wars 
with Israel, its foiling of various nationalist 
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coup attempts, and even the Jordanian civil 
war between the Hashemite army and the 
guerrilla forces of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) in 1970–71. However, 
the Brotherhood walked a slightly finer 
line during the various political upheavals 
triggered by International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) economic austerity programs, such as 
the “bread riots” of 1989 and 1996.

Yet at other times, the Brotherhood has 
directly opposed Hashemite policies, even 
while maintaining its de facto status as 
loyal opposition. The Brotherhood ada-
mantly opposed Anwar Sadat’s separate 
peace treaty with Israel, for example, and 
viewed the Hashemite regime as too mild 
in its own opposition to Sadat’s move. 
When King Hussein resolutely stood by the 
shah of Iran in 1979 even as the Iranian 
Islamic Revolution swept the monarchy 
away, the Brotherhood again objected to 
the official Jordanian stance. This rift actu-
ally deepened following the 1980 Iraqi inva-
sion of Iran, as Jordan supported Saddam 
Hussein’s Ba’thist Iraq in its war with 
the Iranian revolutionary regime. For King 
Hussein, the prospect of an Islamist move-
ment successfully toppling a conservative 
pro-Western monarch was positively chill-
ing. Yet for the Brotherhood, opposing the 
only successful Islamist regime in the region 
was unconscionable.

In more contemporary politics, the major 
policy rift between the Islamist movement 
and the Hashemite state has centered on 
Jordan’s own peace treaty with Israel, 
signed in 1994. The Islamist movement 
adamantly opposed the treaty at the time, 
and in the years afterward its opposition 
only grew. The Brotherhood became a lead-
ing part of the broader “antinormalization” 
movement in Jordan: If the opposition could 
not prevent the treaty, it could and did 
manage largely to prevent normalization of 

society-to-society relations. Since Islamists 
had tended to win democratic elections for 
the leadership positions within most of 
Jordan’s professional associations (for doc-
tors, engineers, lawyers, and pharmacists, 
for example), the Islamist movement was 
institutionally positioned to maintain its 
self-declared ban on working with Israeli 
counterparts. According to Paul L. Scham 
and Russell E. Lucas, opposition to the 
treaty and to normalization of social and 
economic relations thereafter remains a key 
component of Islamist policy.

The Islamist Movement, 
Liberalization, and Elections

Jordan’s program of political liberaliza-
tion began in earnest in 1989 as a direct 
response to widespread political unrest in 
the kingdom. An IMF economic austerity 
program, imposed in an attempt to improve 
the kingdom’s declining economy, had trig-
gered rioting throughout the country. The 
depth and breadth of the political upheaval 
had clearly shaken the regime itself, which 
responded with what Glenn Robinson refers 
to as “defensive democratization.” King 
Hussein fired the unpopular prime min-
ister, Zayd al-Rifa’i, shuffled the govern-
ing cabinet, and announced the return of 
elections for parliament for the first time 
since martial law had been declared in the 
wake of the 1967 war with Israel. Jordan’s 
political liberalization thereafter included 
several rounds of democratic parliamentary 
elections (1989, 1993, 1997, 2003), the lift-
ing of martial law (1991), legalization of 
political parties (1992), and several rounds 
of revisions regarding government control 
of media, press, and publications.

Given its long-standing relationship with 
the regime, and its status as virtually the 
only officially tolerated form of opposi-
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tion, the Muslim Brotherhood was per-
fectly positioned to benefit from the new 
atmosphere of openness. As parliamentary 
and electoral life returned to the kingdom, 
the Brotherhood was able to capitalize on 
decades’ worth of organization.

Yet beyond the Brotherhood, Jordan also 
has a long tradition of independent Islamist 
activism in addition to that of organized 
groups such as the Brotherhood, or their 
contemporary political party, the Islamic 
Action Front. Independent Islamists have 
tended to resist joining organizations like 
the Muslim Brotherhood, or parties like 
the Islamic Action Front, which they often 
accuse of being co-opted by the regime. 
Among the most well-known independent 
Islamist activists is the outspoken Layth 
Shubaylat, who was among those indepen-
dents serving in the 1989–93 parliament. As 
Wiktorowicz notes, Shubaylat has argued 
that institutional Islamism is effectively a 
tool of the regime, which thereby has man-
aged to “tame” the Muslim Brotherhood.

Shubaylat’s strident criticism of the 
regime, its policies, and the limits of liber-
alization led to his arrest in 1992. In what 
amounts to a familiar pattern of curb-
ing dissent in the Hashemite kingdom, 
Shubaylat was then tried, convicted, and 
soon thereafter pardoned by the king. While 
this is nowhere near the level of ruthless-
ness one finds in other regional regimes, the 
message and latent threat to the opposition 
more generally is nonetheless clear. Having 
a criminal conviction also bars an individual 
from running for office in the future, and 
the regime therefore managed to remove 
Shubaylat from parliamentary opposition 
permanently.

Unlike Shubaylat and other critics, the 
Muslim Brotherhood intended not only to 
compete in the elections, but hoped ulti-
mately to gain positions in government 

and reform state policy as well. In the 1989 
elections, to the surprise of many in the 
Hashemite regime, the Muslim Brotherhood 
secured 22 parliamentary seats (out of a 
total of 80), while independent Islamists 
won an additional 12 seats. With a bloc of 34 
seats in parliament, the Jordanian Islamist 
movement elected one of its most influen-
tial leaders, Dr. Abd al-Latif Arabiyyat, to 
be speaker of the house. Prime Minister 
Mudar Badran, responding to the Islamist 
electoral victories, invited several Islamists 
into his government. This, however, led to a 
rift within the movement regarding a very 
important proposition: Should Islamists 
serve in the government at all?

Hard-line members of the Islamist move-
ment argued that this amounted to a kind of 
capitulation to the state, and in effect to a 
contamination of the movement itself. Many 
left the Brotherhood over this issue, becom-
ing part of Jordan’s long-standing tradi-
tion of independent Islamist thought and 
activism. However, the more mainstream 
members of the Brotherhood saw serving 
as cabinet ministers as a well-deserved 
reward for years of organizational effort. As 
Wiktorowicz writes in The Management of 
Islamic Activism, among this latter group 
were Abdallah Akayla (minister of edu-
cation), Yusuf al-Azm (minister of social 
development), Majid al-Khalifa (minister of 
justice), Zayd al-Kaylani (minister of awqaf 
and religious affairs), and Adnan al-Jaljuli 
(minister of health).

With five cabinet portfolios and leading a 
bloc of 34 parliamentary seats, the Muslim 
Brotherhood had accomplished an astound-
ing political victory. This was tempered 
rather quickly, however, when public opin-
ion turned against many of the measures 
that the Islamist ministers imposed. The 
most notorious of these included a failed 
attempt to ban alcohol in the kingdom, 



  J o r d A n  2 9 7

sexual segregation in some governmental 
office buildings, and a ban (later rescinded) 
on fathers watching their daughters in com-
petitive sports. It is important to note here 
that this too was part of the state’s strategy. 
While the Hashemite regime had no way 
of knowing what specific policies would be 
implemented, regime officials were certain 
that the Islamist ministers—if given room 
to maneuver—would, in fact, rile public 
opinion against their various measures. 
The idea, in short—as explained to me in a 
March 1993 interview with Islamist activ-
ists and Jordanian government officials in 
Amman, Jordan—was to ease tensions by 
including the opposition in government, but 
also to allow them to fall flat in the face of a 
backlash in public opinion.

In any event, the government itself was 
dissolved merely six months later and 
replaced with an equally short-lived cabinet 
led by new prime minister Tahir al-Masri, 
a more liberal and progressive politician. 
This time, the Brotherhood rejected the 
few token ministries it was offered and 
instead worked to oust the Masri govern-
ment in a no-confidence vote. While the vote 
never carried, Masri’s position had become 
quickly unworkable, and once again the 
government was replaced, as Masri himself 
explained in March 2, 1993, and July 14, 
2001, interviews with me.

The regime clearly remained alarmed at 
the level of Islamist influence and electoral 
success, however, and government efforts 
thereafter turned on limiting Islamist suc-
cesses in future elections. The regime there-
fore responded to the Islamist victories 
with a sweeping change of the electoral 
system: changing to a one-person, one-vote 
structure with modified electoral districts. 
While the earlier system, which allowed 
Jordanians to vote for multiple members 
of parliament (depending on how many 

would represent the given district), had 
perhaps exaggerated Islamist strength, the 
new system was designed to do precise-
ly the reverse. As the al-Urdun al-Jadid 
Research Center’s Guide to Party Life in 
Jordan (1993) notes, in the 1993 elec-
tions, which followed the legalization of 
political parties in the kingdom, the Muslim 
Brotherhood did not directly participate, 
returning instead to its traditional role as a 
political, social, and charitable movement. 
Instead, many Brotherhood members, and 
even Islamists outside the Brotherhood, 
formed and joined the Islamic Action Front 
(Jabha a-Amal al-Islami, IAF). The IAF over 
time became, in effect, the political party 
wing of the Muslim Brotherhood. As such, 
the IAF participated in the 1993 elections 
but secured only 16 parliamentary seats, 
while independent Islamists dropped to a 
mere six seats. According to Abla Amawi, 
this dropoff in representation was more the 
result of changed electoral law than a back-
lash against Islamist government policies.

Following the drop in electoral strength 
in the 1993 elections, the Islamist move-
ment demanded a repeal of the newer elec-
toral system. They correctly argued that 
the districts themselves were unbalanced, 
overrepresenting more conservative, pro-
regime rural areas and underrepresenting 
more urban—and more Palestinian—areas 
that had provided key bases of support for 
Jordanian Islamism. When the government 
refused to comply with Islamist demands to 
change the electoral system, the IAF led a 
broad-based opposition coalition (including 
leftist and pan-Arab nationalist parties) in 
an 11-party boycott of the 1997 elections.

The resulting parliament naturally proved 
to be overwhelmingly conservative, nation-
alist, and pro-Hashemite. With only six 
independent Islamists in the new parlia-
ment, and none whatsoever from the IAF, 
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Islamist strength and strategy shifted from 
parties and parliament, toward the pro-
fessional associations instead. As Jillian 
Schwedler points out in Faith in Moderation, 
Islamist candidates won the leadership posts 
of almost every professional association 
in the kingdom (engineers, pharmacists, 
medical doctors), thereby creating a basis 
for Islamist political activism outside the 
halls of parliament, but very much within 
Jordanian civil society.

King Abdallah, the Islamist 
Movement, and Liberalization

In 1999 King Hussein of Jordan died after 
a long battle with cancer. He was succeeded 
by his eldest son, Abdallah, who became 
King Abdallah II. While the succession itself 
went smoothly and peacefully, the same 
could not be said for regional politics and 
hence Jordan’s immediate political environ-
ment. With the emergence of the second 
Palestinian uprising, or intifada, in 2000 and 
preparations looming for a second U.S. war 
on Iraq, the new Jordanian regime decided 
to put off part of the political liberalization 
process by postponing parliamentary elec-
tions scheduled for November 2001.

Yet in 2003, after two years of postpone-
ments, Jordan held its fourth round of 
parliamentary elections since the start of 
the liberalization process in 1989. The 2003 
elections were the first under King Abdallah 
II and marked the return of the opposition 
to electoral politics. The Islamists and other 
opposition parties had boycotted the 1997 
polls. The new elections took place in the 
context of a new electoral law, increasing 
the size of parliament to 110 members, 
including a new minimum quota of six seats 
for women. The Islamist movement had 
originally opposed the idea of a women’s 
quota, but it later turned out to benefit from 

it. Seventeen IAF members gained parlia-
mentary seats overall. Interestingly, the 
IAF parliamentary deputies included Hayat 
al-Musani, the first woman elected to parlia-
ment under the quota system. In addition 
to the IAF bloc, five independent Islamists 
were also elected to parliament.

While the IAF remained focused on its 
own Islamist political agenda, most legisla-
tion continued to emerge from the govern-
ment itself, with the parliament serving 
as a debating forum that usually provided 
a legislative stamp of approval for govern-
ment initiatives. The IAF had no success in 
achieving its broadest policy goals. These 
unfulfilled goals included the implementa-
tion of Shari’a (Islamic Law), preventing 
normalization of ties with Israel, and ulti-
mately abrogating the peace treaty entirely.

Still, the IAF did align itself with more 
secular conservative forces to block repeat-
ed government attempts to change Jordan’s 
laws regarding “honor crimes,” that is, 
crimes purportedly linked to family honor 
in which men kill female relatives who 
are believed to have in some way shamed 
the family. Jordan’s monarchy itself has 
endorsed attempts to change the kingdom’s 
otherwise lenient pattern of sentencing for 
these crimes. However, the Islamist move-
ment, in temporary alliances with other 
social conservatives in parliament, has con-
sistently and successfully thwarted attempts 
to change the legal system regarding crimes 
of honor.

Salafists, Jihadists, and 
“Jordan’s 9/11”

While the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
IAF are the best-organized, most recogniz-
able faces of Islamism in Jordan, there also 
remain more subtle and even underground 
forms. Jordan’s Salafiyya movement, for 
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example, has grown steadily since the 1980s. 
Salafism today usually refers to a more hard-
line, puritanical approach to Islamic revival-
ism. Some versions of Salafism (although 
not all) have turned toward militancy, ter-
rorism, and jihadist activism.

In the Jordanian case, as in many other 
countries, the rise in Salafi activity coin-
cided with the end of the Afghani mujahi-
din war against the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan. This is, in short, a much more 
recent phenomenon than the rise of the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Many credit the rise 
of a Salafi alternative (to both the Jordanian 
state and its more established Islamist oppo-
sition) to the arrival in Jordan of the influ-
ential Salafist Shaykh Muhammad Nasir 
ad-Din al-Bani. Shaykh al-Bani fled to the 
kingdom from Syria in 1979, as the Ba’thist 
state was deepening its crackdown on Sunni 
Islamists in Syria. As Wiktorowicz writes 
in “The Salafi Movement in Jordan,” the 
arrival of al-Bani “precipitated an explo-
sion of Salafi activism,” as al-Bani essen-
tially served as a “focal point” for Islamists 
seeking a return to what they viewed as a 
more authentic and traditional approach to 
Islam.

Still, while the Salafi alternative has 
increased in strength in Jordan over time, 
it also remains of at least two minds. Some 
Salafists believe that radical change is need-
ed in Jordan, but they do not necessar-
ily believe that jihad is either viable or 
appropriate. For others, jihad is the only 
alternative. Not surprisingly, these latter 
Salafists include many returned veterans 
of the Afghan wars. The jihadist tendency 
within the Jordanian Salafi movement sees 
itself as takfiri, that is, made up of those 
who declare the Hashemite state as kafir—
unbelievers against whom jihad is no less 
than a duty. These Salafist-jihadists are 
influenced not only by Shaykh al-Bani, but 

also by the earlier writings of thirteenth-
century Islamist Ibn Taymiyya and twenti-
eth-century Egyptian Islamist Sayyid Qutb, 
as Wiktorowicz points out in “The Salafi 
Movement in Jordan.”

Wiktorowicz has argued that while the 
Muslim Brotherhood and Islamic Action 
Front rely on formal organization and par-
ticipation in political parties, professional 
associations, and charities, the Salafi move-
ment has instead relied on informal net-
works for recruitment and activism. He 
further argues that many of Jordan’s reli-
gious scholars, the ulama (Islamic clergy), 
are themselves Salafists. The informal net-
works, meanwhile, allow Salafists to at least 
attempt to continue their activism under the 
radar of state surveillance. Still, despite the 
rise in Salafiyya ideas and activity, most of 
Jordan’s Islamist movement remains more 
mainstream, reformist, and democratic, 
while the major terrorist threats have come 
largely from foreign al-Qa’ida militants.

The worst terrorist attack in Jordan 
occurred in November 2005, as noted at 
the outset of this chapter, as al-Qa’ida sui-
cide bombers struck three luxury hotels in 
central Amman, killing 60 people—mostly 
Jordanians—and injuring more than 100. 
The IAF and the Muslim Brotherhood were 
among the first to respond to the tragedy by 
organizing anti-al-Qa’ida demonstrations in 
the capital. This very fact underscores a key 
feature of modern Islamist politics: that is, 
that there is a marked difference between 
moderate mainstream pro-democratic forms 
of Islamism (such as Jordan’s Muslim 
Brotherhood and Islamic Action Front) 
and militant global jihadist organizations 
(such as al-Qa’ida). The terrorists struck on 
November 9, 2005—hence, it was literally 
“Jordan’s 9/11”—and all were ethnic Iraqis 
sent to Jordan merely days earlier on the 
orders of Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi. Zarqawi, 
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formerly a Jordanian national, had become 
the self-styled leader of al-Qa’ida in Iraq. 
According to a November 2005 International 
Crisis Group report, the attack, it seems, 
was meant to punish Jordan for its closeness 
to the United States, among other griev-
ances against the Hashemites.

Jordanian intelligence services had 
claimed to have previously foiled no fewer 
than 150 other plots to public safety and 
security from militant Islamists affiliated 
with al-Qa’ida. Yet all earlier plots had 
involved Jordanian nationals, while the 
November 2005 bombings were carried out 
by Iraqi suicide bombers. Al-Qa’ida mili-
tants had, however, earlier struck on a more 
limited scale, including firing Katyusha 
rockets in Jordan’s port city of Aqaba in 
March 2006, killing one Jordanian soldier.

The scale and barbarity of the Amman 
bombings, each of which targeted a wed-
ding party taking place in a major (Western) 
hotel chain in central Amman, seemed to 
transform Jordanian public opinion regard-
ing Islamist militancy and terrorism. In a 
poll conducted by the University of Jordan’s 
Center for Strategic Studies, responses to 
the same questions varied greatly between 
2004 and December 2005—one month after 
the attacks. In the 2004 survey, 68 percent 
of Jordanians polled viewed al-Qa’ida as 
a “legitimate resistance organization.” In 
2005 that number had declined to 20 per-
cent. Similarly, in 2004 only 10.6 percent 
labeled al-Qa’ida as a terrorist organization, 
while in 2005 that number had increased to 
48.9 percent. As indicated by Fares Braizat 
in Post-Amman Attacks, when the pollsters 
added a distinction and asked specifically 
about the Zarqawi-led organization within 
al-Qa’ida, 72.2 percent of Jordanians saw 
it as a terrorist organization rather than a 
legitimate resistance organization.

Despite the hostility of most Jordanians, 

including Islamists, to the terrorist 
attacks, the Islamist movement in parlia-
ment nonetheless soon found itself squar-
ing off with the government following a 
major cabinet reshuffle. The new govern-
ment made clear that the monarchy had 
shifted entirely to security mode. King 
Abdallah dismissed the more liberal prime 
minister Adnan Badran and replaced 
him with Ma’ruf Bakhit, Jordan’s for-
mer ambassador to Israel and very much 
a security hawk. Conservative royalists 
retained the speakership posts in both 
the lower house of parliament (under Abd 
al-Hadi al-Majali) and the upper house or 
senate (under former prime minister Zayd 
al-Rifa’i). Neither man was known for his 
sympathies toward Islamists, or toward 
Palestinians for that matter.

Aware that security concerns had pro-
vided the pretext for a host of earlier delib-
eralization moves over the years, Islamist 
members of parliament urged the regime 
not to use the tragedy of the bombings as an 
excuse to issue new martial laws. The gov-
ernment, for its part, declared that counter-
terrorism would be a key policy focus and 
it called for “preemptive war” specifically 
on militant forms of Islamism. Although 
the Muslim Brotherhood and IAF were not 
in any way involved in violent activities, 
they nonetheless feared that new security 
measures might be used against them. In 
January 2006, seemingly on cue, the gov-
ernment issued charges against one of the 
IAF’s leaders, Jamil Abu Bakr, for “harm-
ing the dignity of the state.” The charges 
stemmed from articles on the IAF Web site 
that criticized the government tendency 
to appoint officials based mainly on con-
nections (wasta) rather than expertise or 
parliamentary consultations. As I wrote 
in “Jordan: Islamic Action Front Presses 
for Role in Governing,” the charges were 
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dropped the following month, but the sense 
of harassment remained.

The regime meanwhile moved still fur-
ther in its efforts to rein in more mili-
tant Islamism, including issuing a new 
law restricting preaching in mosques and 
the issuing of fatwas only to government-
approved ulama. Finally, perhaps the most 
ominous sign was the new and decidedly 
elastic antiterrorism law that seemed to 
greatly expand the roles, powers, and influ-
ence of the intelligence and police services 
in daily life.

The Hamas Factor in  
Jordanian Politics

With the sweeping victory of Hamas in 
Palestinian legislative elections in January 
2006, a “Hamas factor” appeared to have 
reinvigorated Jordan’s already well-orga-
nized and well-established Islamist move-
ment. With its emphasis on anticorrup-
tion in its political campaign, as well as 
its maintenance of charities, clinics, and 
schools, Hamas was in many ways adopting 
the strategies and tactics of Jordan’s IAF 
and Muslim Brotherhood. However, unlike 
Hamas, the IAF and Muslim Brotherhood do 
not have an armed wing, and instead focus 
on civilian party and interest-group organi-
zation and remain very much a part of the 
pro-democratization movement in the king-
dom. Hamas representatives were expelled 
from Jordan in 1999, when the kingdom 
severed ties and closed their offices.

Now, however, with their victory in the 
Palestinian elections, the IAF called on the 
Jordanian government to restore ties and rec-
ognize their achievement. Jordan’s Islamists 
were also inspired by the relative success of 
Muslim Brotherhood candidates (running 
as independents) in Egyptian parliamentary 
elections, as well as the rise of Islamist activ-

ists to power in neighboring Iraq. Jordanian 
Islamists, like their counterparts elsewhere, 
campaigned on platforms of clean govern-
ment and inclusion, and their credibility 
in this area benefited from their already 
established reputation for civic mindedness, 
based on the extensive Muslim Brotherhood 
network of charitable organizations.

In the midst of this Islamist eupho-
ria over the inspiring electoral successes 
of others, however, the IAF and Muslim 
Brotherhood did nothing to endear them-
selves to an already suspicious Hashemite 
regime when Islamist activists chose to 
attend the Arab political parties’ conference 
held in Damascus in March 2006. Syrian 
president Bashar al-Asad hosted the confer-
ence on behalf of Syria’s Ba’thist regime. 
Thus Jordanian Islamists attended an event 
hosted by the party that banned Islamists 
from Syria itself. The point was not lost on 
Syria’s exiled Muslim Brotherhood, which 
lambasted the IAF for its lack of solidarity 
and questionable judgment.

The IAF meanwhile also found itself 
attacked by the Jordanian government, when 
Syrian President Asad mockingly referred 
to the Hashemite regime’s “Jordan First” 
policy. Asad coupled “Jordan First” with 
Lebanon’s recently unveiled “Lebanon First” 
agenda, suggesting that such narrow visions 
meant that surely the United States or Israel 
lurked as a close second. While the Jordanian 
press castigated the Syrian regime for arro-
gance and a long list of other things, the 
Hashemite regime remained angered that 
the Jordanians present at the speech had 
either failed to refute Asad’s comments, or 
worse, had actually applauded them. This 
amounted to a minor tiff, however, both 
between Jordan and Syria and between the 
monarchy and the IAF, as the larger impli-
cations of the Hamas victory continued to 
influence Jordanian politics profoundly.



3 0 2   n o r t h  A f r I C A  A n d  t h e  m I d d l e  e A s t  

For many Islamists, the Hamas victory 
was inspiring, but it was also a reminder 
of their comparative limitations. Hamas’s 
electoral win translated immediately into 
a new Hamas-led government and cabinet. 
Within Jordan, in contrast, although 17 
years of Islamist electoral strategies had 
indeed translated to some success, there 
was no chance whatsoever of forming an 
IAF government.

After the Hamas victory, however, a new 
boldness entered the rhetoric of some IAF 
leaders, who now announced their new 
political program. Some aspects remain cor-
nerstones of earlier programs: fully imple-
menting Shari’a, abandoning the peace 
treaty with Israel, and ending normalization 
of relations with the Jewish state. Yet oth-
ers included demands to stop attempting to 
“downsize” the Islamist movement through 
electoral laws designed to minimize Islamist 
representation. As reported by al-Hayat, 
Azzam al-Hunaydi, the leader of the IAF 
bloc within parliament, minced no words 
when he stated flatly, “That which faces the 
Islamic movement—in terms of attempts at 
marginalization and exclusion, tailoring of 
laws and the policy of ceilings—will not last 
indefinitely.” He may have caught the atten-
tion of Jordan’s security-focused regime 
when he added even more starkly that “the 
time of downsizing, marginalization, show-
ing scorn for people and being captive to 
foreigners will end soon.”

In the view of Hunaydi and many other 
Islamist activists, Jordan remained commit-
ted to the wrong paths in both domestic and 
foreign policy. The IAF therefore presented 
itself as an alternative approach, and one 
that was ready to govern. The “Hamas 
effect,” in short, had provided the Jordanian 
Islamist movement with a renewed opti-
mism, as Thanassis Cambanis wrote in the 
Boston Globe.

IAF deputies charged that in freer and 
fairer elections, they might win 40 to 50 
percent of the vote. With Islamists rising 
to prominence and power through nearby 
elections—Hizballah in Lebanon, various 
Islamist Shi’a parties in Iraq, and Hamas 
in the Palestinian territories—Jordanian 
Islamists argued that they might now be 
poised to win an outright majority in par-
liament. Given Jordan’s heavily gerryman-
dered electoral districts, which favor rural 
over urban districts (and hence underrepre-
sent predominantly Palestinian and Islamist 
areas of the kingdom), the IAF optimism 
may be unfounded. Even aside from ger-
rymandered districts, the party has never 
received close to half the overall votes. Yet, 
under a new and more even-handed electoral 
law, they would nonetheless be likely to do 
very well. Indeed, according to the Jordan 
Times, IAF and Muslim Brotherhood offi-
cials made very clear their overall view of 
the current system when they repeatedly 
called on the regime to issue a new “demo-
cratic elections law” (emphasis added).

In addition to concerns about the elec-
toral system, Jordanian Islamists insisted 
that governments should be drawn from 
parliament in a truer model of a parliamen-
tary system, rather than royally appointed 
pending only the formality of parliamentary 
approval. IAF deputies remained certain that 
their “street” support greatly exceeded their 
actual parliamentary power. In the wran-
gling within Jordanian politics over the next 
and “final” law on parties and elections, the 
IAF insisted that hinted bans on religiously 
based parties remain off the table. At the 
same time, a more truly democratic election 
law remains very much an IAF interest, 
so that the alleged Islamist street majority 
might one day become a governing coalition.

This issue of linking elections to actual gov-
ernance was a key sticking point in the strug-
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gle between the government and its opposi-
tion when they bargained over the ground 
rules for the next rounds of parliamentary 
elections. Yet in effect, the government and 
its opponents were also debating the future 
nature of the Jordanian state itself.

The Future of Islamism and the 
Jordanian State

For more than 60 years, the Hashemite 
monarchy and its mainstream Islamist 
movement have maintained a cooperative 
relationship. Under the King Abdallah II 
regime, however, a series of deliberalization 
measures, and possibly hopes by the move-
ment itself for greater success, threatened 
to erode that long pattern of Islamist loyal 
opposition to the monarchy and the state. 
The monarchy saw these measures as nec-
essary, given its extreme and even violent 
regional circumstances. Jordan remained 
wedged between violence in neighboring 
states: that is, between a Palestinian upris-
ing and Israeli military responses to the 
west, while to the east, Iraq was mired in 
war, occupation, insurgency, and civil strife.

After the 2005 al-Qa’ida bombings in the 
Jordanian capital itself, the regime’s already 
established security emphasis was strength-
ened. The danger, however, remained that 
the regime’s security concerns were effec-
tively undermining Jordan’s once herald-
ed process of political liberalization and 
democratization. The regime’s tolerance for 
Islamist dissent, for example, was limited 
indeed. When several IAF members of par-
liament paid a condolence call to the fam-
ily of the late Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, they 
were soon arrested and tried for crimes 
against the state. The arrested members of 
parliament included Ali Abu Sukkar, Ja’far 
Hurani, and Muhammad Abu Faris. As 
reported by the Jordan Times, Abu Faris 

angered the regime still further (and indeed 
infuriated Jordanian public opinion as well) 
when, in an interview with the satellite 
television station al-Arabiyya, he stated that 
Zarqawi was a martyr, but the victims of 
the Amman bombings were not. The three 
deputies were convicted of inciting terror-
ism, but in a very familiar and traditional 
Jordanian pattern of reining in dissent, they 
were later pardoned and released.

Many Islamists read this episode as merely 
a small part of an overall campaign against 
them. Moreover, while Abu Faris is indeed 
more radical than most Islamists active in 
Jordanian public life, the regime’s actions 
seem to be directed at more than individuals 
and perhaps against the IAF and the Muslim 
Brotherhood more broadly. While the regime 
would reject this interpretation, many in 
Jordan’s mainstream Islamist movement 
would not. The latter group, therefore, at 
times wonders if the long-standing coop-
eration between reformist Islamism and the 
monarchy is in decline.
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Sunni Muslims in the Persian Gulf states 
(Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, or 
UAE) have greatly facilitated the expansion 
of Islamism beyond the Persian Gulf in two 
ways. First, they have provided significant 
financial support to Islamist groups and 
nongovernmental organizations promot-
ing Islamist values and public objectives. 
Second, Gulf states have granted asylum to 
Islamists and allegedly permitted Islamists—
including those accused of committing ter-
rorist attacks—to transit their territories 
and use their financial institutions.

For example, the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
leading ideologist, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, and 
other leading Islamist figures have lived 
and taught in this region for years. Gulf 
nationals have played important roles in 
Islamist causes: the wars in Afghanistan 
and Chechnya, the insurgency in Iraq, 
and al-Qa’ida terrorist attacks. Two of the 
September 11 hijackers were UAE nation-
als, and even members of the Bahraini 
royal family have been detained at the 
U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
for allegedly fighting alongside Taliban 
fighters in Afghanistan. There have also 
been a few terrorist attacks in Qatar and 
the UAE. Islamist conspiracies have been 

uncovered in Oman, the UAE, Qatar, and 
Bahrain.

In addition, Islamists participate in the 
cultural life of the Gulf states and regularly 
run candidates in elections. Qaradawi is a 
household name in the Gulf and the wider 
Arab world because of his weekly phone-in 
program, Shar’ia wal-Hayyat (Islamic Law 
and Life), on the Qatar-based al-Jazeera 
satellite network.

While the five smaller Gulf states—Bah-
rain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the UAE—
share conservative Sunni Muslim and trib-
al cultural norms, have large expatriate 
populations, and benefit from hydrocarbon 
exports, they also host a variety of peo-
ples, cultural traditions, and socioeconomic 
structures. Four factors in particular have 
shaped the emergence of Islamists in these 
states: the diversity of the Muslim popu-
lation, the influence of Wahhabi-Hanbali 
ideas and those of the Saudis in general, 
consultative political institutions, and the 
relative historical power of governments 
vis-à-vis their peoples.

Often, Islamist groups have benefited from 
the implicit support of government offi-
cials, who wished to balance out the influ-
ence of merchants, leftists, Shi’a, secularists, 
Nasserists, and Arab nationalist groups. The 

Kuwait, Qatar, the UAE,  
Bahrain, and Oman

Sean Foley
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presence of these groups is testimony to the 
fact that these states were not immune to the 
many shockwaves emanating from events 
elsewhere in the region. Finally, it is impor-
tant to remember that Gulf Islamists are 
part of a tradition of Islamic-inspired political 
activism in the area that goes back decades 
and is linked to the Muslim Brotherhood, an 
organization that became active in Kuwait 
and in other Gulf states in the 1950s.

Kuwait

Situated at the intersection of Iraq, Iran, 
and Saudi Arabia, Kuwait has long served 
as a crossroads of various peoples and tradi-
tions. The peoples living in what is today 
Kuwait were among the earliest converts 
to Islam in the seventh century, and it is 
estimated that 85 percent of the population 
today is Muslim. Seventy percent of Kuwaiti 
Muslims are Sunni and adhere to the Maliki 
school of Sunni Islamic jurisprudence; the 
rest are Shi’a Muslims. The modern state of 
Kuwait traces its origins to the eighteenth 
century and was nominally tied to the 
Ottoman Empire until the late nineteenth 
century. From that time until independence 
in 1961, Kuwait was a protectorate of Great 
Britain.

A key turning point in Kuwaiti history 
occurred in 1938, when petroleum was 
discovered there. Not only did proceeds 
from the export of oil fabulously enrich a 
previously destitute society, but they also 
empowered Kuwait’s monarchy, historically 
an extremely weak political institution. For 
decades, Kuwaiti rulers had relied on the 
financial and political support of Kuwaiti 
merchants to govern and maintain power. 
With the advent of massive proceeds from 
oil, the rulers of Kuwait freed themselves of 
their financial and political dependence on 
Kuwait’s merchants.

At the same time, Kuwait’s rulers sought 
to co-opt the merchants and win  supporters 
—Bedouins, Shi’a, poor Kuwaitis, and pro-
gressives—through government largesse 
and by forging alliances in Kuwait’s National 
Assembly. These measures were also meant 
to contain Arab nationalism, popular among 
the large expatriate population, from spread-
ing to Kuwaitis. While the Kuwaiti govern-
ment succeeded in this effort, it discovered 
that its new supporters, once politicized, 
were difficult to control. By 1976 there was 
vocal opposition in the parliament that chal-
lenged government positions on a wide vari-
ety of sensitive domestic and foreign policy 
issues. Particularly unnerving was the fact 
that the assembly was tied to opposition 
groups outside of Kuwait, including leftist 
groups participating in Lebanon’s civil war. 
Given Kuwait’s large expatriate Palestinian 
population, government leaders feared that 
an alliance between leftist Palestinians and 
Kuwait’s opposition might threaten the 
monarchy’s hold on power. In response, 
the Kuwaiti government officially dissolved 
the parliament in 1976 and sought to assist 
groups that did not oppose the decision.

One segment of Kuwaiti society that ben-
efited greatly from the government’s new 
policy constituted the then passive and 
largely apolitical Islamic societies of Kuwait. 
Since the emergence of Arab nationalism 
and Nasserism in the 1950s, Islamic institu-
tions had been marginalized politically and 
socially. Few Kuwaiti women wore the hijab 
(headscarf) in the 1970s, restrictions on the 
mixing of sexes were rarely enforced, and 
limitations on women’s employment and 
other public activities were receding. Female 
students studied alongside their male col-
leagues at Kuwait University. However, as 
Shafeeq Ghabra writes, after the govern-
ment appointed the head of the Islam or 
Social Reform Society (al-Islam al-Ijtama’i), 
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Yusuf al-Hajj, to be minister of pious endow-
ments, Islamist groups in Kuwait worked to 
Islamicize their society and gain power.

As Islamists embarked on their political 
program, they benefited from the surge in 
religious fervor in Kuwait and throughout 
the Arab world following Israel’s victory 
over secular Arab regimes in the 1967 Arab-
Israeli War. They also benefited from the 
events of the 1979 Islamic Revolution in 
Iran, where the shah’s secular government 
could not check a mass popular move-
ment headed by a Muslim cleric, Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini. In the eyes of Kuwait’s 
Islamists, the Iranian Revolution revealed 
Islam’s relevance to the modern world 
and further reinforced Arab doubts about 
the promise of secular ideologies. Equally 
important, Islamists received informal sup-
port from the Kuwaiti government, which 
hoped to capitalize on Kuwaitis’ renewed 
interest in Islam.

Within this new milieu, Islamists swept 
elections to lead teacher, student, and other 
nongovernmental organizations in Kuwait 
in the late 1970s. They infiltrated various 
levels of the government bureaucracy, espe-
cially the Ministry of Education. Islamists 
also forged close ties with the Bedouins. 
Bedouin demands for social justice and 
equality, along with their conservative val-
ues, dovetailed well with Islamist goals. 
Furthermore, several leading Islamists have 
emerged from Kuwait’s Bedouin commu-
nity. Islamists also created extensive social-
economic networks that reached into every 
neighborhood and mosque. Those networks 
included the second-largest bank in the 
country, Bayt al-Tamwil, and a host of other 
large businesses. By 1980 Islamists were the 
only mass-based political force in the coun-
try, and they defeated secular candidates 
in the 1981 parliamentary elections, the 
first that had been held since 1976. They 

have polled well in subsequent elections, 
including the parliamentary elections in 
July 2006, the first in which Kuwaiti women 
participated.

At the same time, it is important to 
bear in mind that the Islamist movement 
has been far from uniform or limited 
to Sunni Muslims. Most Sunni Islamists 
are part of the Muslim Brotherhood, a 
mainstream organization tied to the Social 
Reform Society. Kuwaiti Salafists, who 
wish Muslims to return to the values of 
the first generation of Muslims, associated 
instead with the Heritage Group, a far 
more marginal organization. The ideas of 
its members in many ways correspond to 
Hanbali-Wahhabism, the dominant school 
of Islamic theology in Saudi Arabia. Shi’a 
Islamists also have their own organization, 
the Cultural Society. It fights to promote 
the interests of Kuwait’s Shi’a population 
and seeks to emulate the example of the 
1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran.

Using their base in the parliament and 
the government bureaucracy, Kuwait’s 
Islamists sought to Islamize Kuwaiti society 
gradually. Starting in 1981, school curricula, 
television programs, and poetry increas-
ingly promoted a narrow interpretation 
of Islam and a worldview consistent with 
Islamist ideals. Kuwaiti government offi-
cials either censored or blocked the dis-
tribution of works critical of the Islamist 
interpretation of Islam. Islamists also suc-
cessfully segregated Kuwait University in 
1996 and intimidated professors there who 
did not share their views. In addition, they 
convinced Kuwaitis to be more religiously 
observant and to support generously the 
Islamic resistance to the Soviet occupation 
in Afghanistan and other Muslim causes 
worldwide. Finally, Islamists framed Iraq’s 
invasion and occupation of Kuwait in 1990 
to fit their agenda. They contended that the 
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events signaled God’s displeasure with the 
Kuwaitis’ lavish lifestyle. Only by returning 
to Islam, they argued, could Kuwaitis guard 
against further divine retribution.

Islamists, however, discovered over time 
that their influence had significant limits, 
especially when secular and liberal deputies 
of the parliament or the government opposed 
Islamist proposals. While Islamists and lib-
eral and secular groups often found com-
mon ground to oppose repeated government 
efforts to check parliamentary power, the 
two groups parted ways on other social and 
political issues. The Kuwaiti government, 
seeking to divide the opposition, forged an 
alliance with secularists at some times and 
at other times reaffirmed the old alliances 
with Islamists. This process was clearly 
taking place in 1986 when Islamists sought 
to establish a public authority to enforce 
Islamic law; in the 1990s, when several uni-
versity professors were accused of blasphe-
my; and in the next decade, when Islamists 
opposed proposals to permit Kuwaiti women 
to vote. In all three cases, the government 
indirectly hindered—or simply ignored—the 
views of Islamists, even dissolving a cabinet 
rather than face the prying questions of 
Islamist members of parliament.

That said, Islamists remain a powerful 
political force in Kuwait and have proven 
able to adapt to changing circumstances. 
While Islamists actively opposed extending 
the franchise to women, Islamist candidates 
courted female voters during the July 2006 
Kuwaiti elections. They provided materials 
geared especially toward women, including 
cassette tapes of candidates’ speeches for 
women unwilling to travel to public rallies 
or other campaign events. These materi-
als and strategies were critical, given that 
more than 50 percent of eligible voters were 
women. The fact that Islamists polled well 
in the 2006 elections and won the firm sup-

port of many Kuwaiti women bodes well for 
their continued political success in future 
years.

Qatar, Exiles, and  
Satellite Television

In contrast, Islamists in Qatar have not had 
the broad political success or wide influence 
that their colleagues have had in Kuwait. 
The lack of success reflects the differing 
religious traditions, political structures, and 
demographics of the two states. Though 
both states fell under the influence of the 
Ottoman Empire and later Great Britain, 
Kuwait and Qatar adhere to different tradi-
tions of Islamic jurisprudence (Maliki and 
Hanbali-Wahhabism, respectively). Their 
demographics are also different. There is 
a sizable Shi’a population in Kuwait, but 
the population of Qatar is overwhelmingly 
Sunni Muslim (93 percent), with Christians 
(5 percent) composing the next largest reli-
gious community. The population is highly 
conservative—much more so than their 
fellow Sunni Arabs in Bahrain, the UAE, or 
Kuwait. In addition, Qatar had no institu-
tion of representative government similar 
to that of Kuwait’s parliament until the late 
1990s. Since the nineteenth century, the 
al-Thani family has ruled Qatar and ben-
efited from the steadfast support of Saudi 
Arabia, the only country in the world other 
than Qatar where Hanbali-Wahhabism is 
the official state religion. The al-Thanis’ 
position was further strengthened after the 
discovery of large oil deposits in Qatar in 
the 1940s, since proceeds from oil sales went 
directly to the government, as they still do.

While there have been few Qatari Islamists 
akin to those in Kuwait, there are scores 
of individuals in Qatar’s bureaucracy and 
royal family sympathetic to the goals and 
ideas of Islamists. Among the most promi-
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nent Islamist supporters are the interior 
minister, Shaykh Abdallah bin Khalifa al-
Thani, as well as Shaykh Fahd bin Hamad 
al-Thani, the second-eldest son of the Qatari 
emir. Shaykh Fahd surrounds himself with 
a number of former mujahidin (resistance 
fighters) from Afghanistan, while Shaykh 
Abdallah has permitted expatriate Islamists 
to remain in Qatar for extended periods. 
Shaykh Abdallah has also appointed a num-
ber of these Islamists to leading positions 
in Qatar.

Among those who found refuge in Qatar 
is Shaykh Abdallah bin Zayd al-Mahmud, 
a Hanbali-Wahhabi scholar from central 
Saudi Arabia. He and several other radical 
Muslim clerics were exiled from Saudi Arabia 
after the seizure of Mecca’s Grand Mosque 
in 1979. Shaykh Abdallah now serves as 
Qatar’s most senior Muslim scholar. The 
Chechen leader Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev, 
who was killed in Doha in 2004, also found 
refuge for several years in Qatar. Leading al-
Qa’ida figures Khalid Shaykh Muhammad 
and Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi are believed to 
have traveled through Qatar in the 1990s. 
Qatar’s role in providing a safe haven for 
Islamist groups may explain why there 
have been only two reported incidents of 
anti-Western terrorism on Qatari soil since 
2000.

In November 2001 two U.S. contractors 
were shot at the al-Udeid airbase, and in 
March 2005 a longtime expatriate Egyptian 
blew himself up outside of a theater in 
Doha. While the latter attack was the first 
suicide bombing in Qatar, it is worth not-
ing there were few casualties and that no 
Qatari group accepted responsibility for 
the blast. The little-known Jund al-Sham 
(the Organization of Soldiers of the Levant) 
subsequently claimed to have carried out 
the attack. Qatari officials, however, believe 
that al-Qa’ida may have been involved.

The morality of suicide bombing is a key 
issue for the most important expatriate 
Islamist scholar in Qatar, Shaykh Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi. His weekly call-in program 
on the Qatar-based al-Jazeera satellite net-
work has made the Egyptian-born Sunni 
Muslim cleric well known throughout the 
Arab world. He carries strong scholarly 
and political credentials as an Islamist. He 
has authored several influential books on 
Islam as well as attended al-Azhar, the most 
important Sunni seminary in the world. 
During his youth, Qaradawi joined the 
Muslim Brotherhood and was imprisoned 
several times after writing The Scholar and 
the Tyrant and other works that promoted 
the Brotherhood’s ideals. Today, video and 
cassette tapes of Qaradawi can be found 
in Muslim communities from Morocco to 
Indonesia. His fatwas (religious edicts) guide 
the lives of millions of Muslims around the 
globe, many of whom frequently visit his 
Web site, IslamOnline.com. In addition, 
Qaradawi is a noted poet.

Qaradawi’s popularity reflects his abil-
ity to stake out an intermediate position 
within the broader debate among Muslims 
about their place in the modern world. 
While Qaradawi supports suicide bomb-
ings against Israel and U.S. forces in Iraq, 
he was one of the earliest senior Muslim 
figures to publicly condemn the September 
11 terrorist attacks. He has also supported 
free elections, because he believes Islamists 
are likely to win them. According to Barbara 
Stowasser, Qaradawi is very conscious of 
women’s education—his daughters hold 
doctorates in the natural sciences—and of 
Muslims who live in predominantly non-
Muslim societies. In 2002 he issued a fatwa 
laying out guidelines for American Muslims 
participating in U.S. military operations in 
Afghanistan.

A great deal of criticism has been directed 
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at Qaradawi from secular and moderate voic-
es for his statements on terrorism and other 
issues, such as offering legitimacy to extrem-
ist acts. Conservative scholars, by contrast, 
reject his interpretation of Islamic practices, 
labeling it as lax and too far removed from 
traditional Islam. Saudi scholars have been 
among his harshest critics and have offered 
rebuttals to his positions on issues as diverse 
as Islamic views of women’s political rights, 
the lawfulness of music, and supporting the 
Shi’a Hizballah in Lebanon. Qaradawi’s 
books have been banned in Saudi Arabia for 
years. Nonetheless, he is one of the leading 
Islamist figures in the Muslim world.

The United Arab Emirates

The UAE-based Shaykh Ahmad al-Qubaysi 
has come to rival Qaradawi on Arabic satel-
lite television. Qubaysi appears regularly 
on Dubai Satellite Television, one of al-
Jazeera’s chief competitors in the Arab 
world. Much like Qaradawi, Qubaysi is 
an expatriate—he is an Arab Sunni Iraqi. 
While well known for his passionate defense 
of the Sunni insurgency in Iraq, he is also 
known for his progressive interpretation 
of Islamic teachings, especially concerning 
family status and personal affairs. At times, 
his views straddle a middle ground and have 
drawn criticism from conservative and lib-
eral voices in UAE society. A good example 
was the reaction to his role in drafting 
a new UAE personal status law in 2005. 
Conservatives charged that he sought to use 
the law to change traditional ways of inter-
preting Islam and encourage a new school of 
Islamic thought. By contrast, liberal groups 
faulted him for seeking to use the law to 
impose a universal norm of justice rather 
than defending the rights of individuals to 
define themselves socially.

The diverse responses to Qubaysi’s pro-

posals reflect the fact that, while the UAE 
maintains a conservative Sunni social sys-
tem, the federation’s political structures 
and population are more diverse than those 
of Qatar. Most important, the UAE is a 
federation comprising seven emirates, each 
with its own royal family and government. 
During Great Britain’s presence in the 
region from the 1820s until the 1970s, each 
emirate had a separate political relationship 
with the British government. While the UAE 
is rich in petroleum, only three emirates—
Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Sharjah—have sig-
nificant petroleum reserves. Shi’as compose 
16 percent of the UAE population, and 
Ibadism, a sect that dates back to the very 
early Islamic period and that predates the 
Sunni-Shi’a split, retains influence. What’s 
more, the Sunni population is divided. The 
emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai adhere 
to the Maliki school of Sunni Islamic juris-
prudence, while Fujairah adheres to the 
Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence and 
the other emirates recognize the Hanbali 
school of Islamic jurisprudence. Hanbali 
Sunni Muslims in the UAE are generally 
less austere than their fellow Hanbalis in 
Saudi Arabia. The divisions between Maliki 
and Hanbali Emiratis more often than not 
reflected differences between two tribal 
confederations, the Hinawi and Ghfiri. In 
addition, the emirate of Dubai maintains 
a highly tolerant sociocultural climate that 
welcomes thousands of non-Muslim expatri-
ate workers.

Despite the diversity and relatively toler-
ant milieu of the UAE, the federation has 
been far from immune to domestic and 
foreign Islamists. As early as the 1970s, a 
group of Emirati intellectuals formed the 
Jam’iyat al-Islah (the Reform Association). 
The organization was an Islamic party in all 
but name, but it pretended to be apolitical. 
Though it represented no threat as yet to 
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the UAE government, government officials 
banned the organization soon after they 
began to fear it might eventually be a focal 
point for religious opposition to the govern-
ment’s policies. Far more successful have 
been Islamist groups that have targeted the 
country’s large student population. In the 
mid-1980s, these groups took over the UAE 
National Student Union and its branch in 
the UAE University. 

Islamists have also targeted institutions 
and businesses they believe are not suf-
ficiently Islamic. A bomb allegedly planted 
by Emirati Islamists killed two people in 
1981 at a Hyatt Regency Hotel. Reportedly, 
the Islamists placed the bomb because they 
were unhappy with the hotel’s sale of liquor 
to locals dressed in traditional clothes, 
thereby violating a local “unwritten” rule. 
Subsequently, explosives were discovered in 
Dubai City Center, a popular upscale shop-
ping center. In 2006 Islamists threatened 
in a series of Internet postings to attack 
the UAE if the federation continued to 
cooperate with the United States and other 
Western governments in the war on terror-
ism. Other postings threatened unspecified 
consequences if foreigners were not expelled 
in 10 days. The group claimed to have infil-
trated the UAE’s “security, censorship and 
monetary agencies, along with other agen-
cies,” as quoted by the Associated Press.

In general, the UAE government has been 
able to check these threats and the spread 
of Islamist ideas among UAE nationals 
through an intense and self-conscious asser-
tion of Islamic values. The UAE’s longtime 
ruler, Shaykh Zayd, displayed his piety 
openly and won a reputation for upholding 
Islamic values. He also surrounded himself 
with officials equally committed to govern-
ment policies that uphold Islamic principles. 
These policies have included funding Islamic 
causes around the world and constructing 

hundreds of mosques in a country the size 
of the U.S. state of Maine. Consequently, the 
federation has among the highest rates of 
mosques per capita in the world. The UAE 
has also hosted international conferences 
of Islamic scholars designed to counter the 
arguments of radical Islamic thinkers. Far 
less clear has been the effect of these poli-
cies on the UAE’s large expatriate popula-
tion, many of whom are Sunni Muslims 
from South Asia. From time to time there 
have been expatriate protests. While many 
of these protests involved economic issues, 
expatriate Muslims led anti-American dem-
onstrations in Dubai during the U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003.

Even more important have been the 
alleged long-term ties between the UAE 
and al-Qaida. These ties stretch back many 
years. The mastermind of the bombing of 
the USS Cole in Yemen, Abd al-Nashri, 
reportedly resided in the UAE and was 
arrested in Abu Dhabi in December 2002. 
Nashri headed al-Qa’ida’s operations in 
the Gulf and was thought to have been 
preparing to unleash a series of devastating 
terrorist attacks in the UAE when he was 
arrested. Two of the September 11 hijack-
ers were UAE nationals, and a number of 
the conspirators received funding for flight 
training, airplane tickets, and other logistics 
in that country. Muhammad Atta, the lead-
ing figure in the conspiracy, had $100,000 
placed in his bank account via moneychang-
ers in the emirate of Sharjah. In addition, 
there have been repeated allegations of links 
between prominent Emiratis, the royal fam-
ily of one of the UAE emirates, and Osama 
bin Ladin. Reportedly, the U.S. military 
chose to forgo an opportunity to assassinate 
bin Ladin in 1999 out of fear that it would 
also kill members of this UAE royal family 
who were present at the same location in 
Afghanistan at the time.
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Although the UAE government has imple-
mented a number of measures since 2001 to 
clamp down on Islamist terrorists and their 
financial transactions in the federation, it is 
still widely believed that Islamists continue 
to use the UAE as a logistical and financial 
hub. Dubai has received the most intense 
criticism for its seemingly laissez-faire atti-
tude toward Islamic terrorists. In spring 
2006 these allegations were sufficiently 
credible that the U.S. Congress overwhelm-
ingly refused to provide a company owned 
by the government of Dubai permission to 
manage several large U.S. ports—despite 
the fact that Dubai serves as the largest port 
of call for the U.S. Navy in the world.

Bahrain

Although Bahrain has few known contacts 
with Islamist terrorist organizations, it 
can nearly match Dubai’s commercial and 
financial linkages to the United States. 
The island kingdom has maintained a long 
relationship with the U.S. Navy. Thousands 
of U.S. personnel reside in Bahrain, which 
houses the headquarters of the Fifth Fleet. 
At the same time, Bahrain’s socioeconomic 
balances are drastically different from those 
of the other Gulf states. While there are 
Shafi’i and Maliki Sunni Arab populations, 
about 70 percent of Bahrainis are Shi’a, 
many of whom have ethnic and cultural ties 
to Iran. Since the 1780s the Khalifas and 
their descendants, Sunni Arabs from the 
Arabian Peninsula, have ruled Bahrain and 
maintained close ties to the rulers of Saudi 
Arabia.

From the 1860s until the early 1970s, 
Bahrain was a protectorate of Great 
Britain, which administered its foreign 
affairs. Companies chartered in the British 
Empire developed Bahrain’s oil industry, 
and Bahrain was among the first in the 

region to export petroleum in large quan-
tities. Although Bahrain and the Khalifas 
benefited greatly from the proceeds of the 
early oil exports, the island is also the first 
Gulf state to face the possibility of running 
out of oil. To guarantee the ongoing stabil-
ity of the Sunni royal family, Saudi Arabia 
and several other Sunni Gulf states have 
provided the Khalifas with financial and 
energy subsidies for many years. They have 
also allowed their Sunni Arab populations 
with tribal ties to Bahrain to adopt Bahraini 
nationality to alter the island’s demographic 
balances in favor of Sunni Arab Muslims.

Despite Bahrain’s relationship to socially 
conservative Saudi Arabia and the other 
Gulf states, it upholds a firm tradition of cul-
tural tolerance and openness. Unlike Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain permits the sale of alcohol 
and has legalized a host of Western social and 
cultural institutions such as movie theaters 
and labor unions. Bahrain’s political tradi-
tion also differs from its neighbors’ in two 
ways. When Bahrain formally became inde-
pendent in 1971, it adopted a constitution 
(the second in the region after Kuwait) and 
held elections for a new national assembly, 
which included elected and appointed mem-
bers. Though the Bahraini emir dissolved 
the assembly in 1975, the constitutional 
experience provided a firm foundation for 
representative governance in Bahrain when 
the Khalifas revived the national assembly 
in 2002. An important factor motivating 
the ruling family’s decision was the intense 
political crisis in Bahrain after 1994. The 
crisis included street riots, terrorist attacks, 
and other forms of civil strife unknown in 
the other states in the region until the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in 2003.

While Bahrain’s crisis had a clear sectar-
ian tone (that is, the Shi’a majority versus 
the Sunni minority), an important part 
of the crisis revolved around Sunni and 
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Shi’a economic, social, and constitutional 
demands. Not only were both secular and 
Islamist opposition groups calling for the 
restoration of parliamentary governance, but 
they were also demanding the improvement 
of economic conditions in Shi’a and rural 
regions of the country. Islamists thrived 
in these conditions and found a social base 
among the impoverished masses neglected 
by the Sunni central government. Mirroring 
the actions of the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt and Hizballah in Lebanon, Bahraini 
Islamists provided health care, education, 
and other basic services through charities 
and civic organizations to disadvantaged 
Sunni and Shi’a Bahrainis.

Among the Shi’a Islamist organizations, 
al-Wifaq is the most important. It claims to 
have at least 65,000 members and has largely 
replaced the Bahraini Freedom Movement, 
the chief opposition group in Bahrain dur-
ing the 1990s. The organization includes 
several other political groups as well, such 
as Bahraini supporters of Hizb al-Da’wa, 
an important Shi’a Iraqi political party. 
Hizb al-Da’wa’s presence in Bahrain points 
to a larger socioreligious reality on the 
island: There are no senior mujtahids (Shi’a 
scholars qualified to give independent legal 
judgments) in Bahrain, nor marjas. Marjas 
are Shi’a clerics deemed worthy of emula-
tion and qualified to issue interpretations 
of Islamic law and jurisprudence. Within 
al-Wifaq, one finds adherents to five marjas 
from Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. This diversity 
of views explains the limited authority of al-
Wifaq’s elected leader, Shaykh Ali Salman, 
who studied in the 1990s in Qom, the center 
of Iranian Shi’a religious studies. He report-
edly opposed al-Wifaq’s decision to boycott 
the 2002 Bahraini elections to protest the 
government’s decision to draw electoral dis-
tricts favoring Sunni Arab Muslims.

Al-Wifaq’s decision to boycott those 

elections provided a strategic opening for 
Bahrain’s Sunni Islamists to enter the gov-
ernment. During the elections, in which a 
little over 50 percent of eligible Bahraini 
voters took part, Sunni Islamists won 19 of 
40 elected seats. Bahrain’s emir appoints 40 
seats in the Bahraini bicameral legislature. 
Islamists also did well in local council elec-
tions, winning two-thirds of the 30 seats 
contested in the first round, and half of the 
20 seats contested in the second round of 
voting. These victories gave Sunni Islamists 
a powerful position in the assembly and 
in society in general. Importantly, Islamist 
electoral gains reflected a sense of dis-
entitlement among Sunni merchants and 
among both traditionalist and Salafi cur-
rents of Bahraini Sunnis. A.A. Mohamoud 
explains that these currents extend to the 
highest echelons of the Bahraini royal fam-
ily: Shaykh Khalifa, the prime minister and 
uncle of the emir, believes that Islamists 
are crucial allies in the government’s battle 
against Shi’a Islamist political parties. In 
his eyes, the threat from Shi’a and their 
allies overseas to the Bahraini government 
outweighs the threat from Islamists.

Upon taking power, Bahrain’s Sunni 
Islamists portrayed themselves as moder-
ates. They argued that they believe that 
Shari’a applies to family law and person-
al status issues. Other issues—economic 
development, trade, and international rela-
tions—fell under the purview of secular 
law and should be determined by Bahrain’s 
national legislature. However, their record 
since taking office has been anything but 
moderate. Under the leadership of Shaykh 
Adil al-Muawda, the second deputy speaker 
of the Bahraini parliament and one of seven 
Salafists in the chamber, Islamists have 
sought to transform Bahraini society and to 
reverse decades-old traditions of social and 
religious toleration.
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This process began as early as October 
2003. At that time, Muawda sought to pre-
vent Lebanese singer Nancy Ajram from per-
forming in Bahrain. When the parliament 
and government officials refused to back the 
resolution, Islamists staged a violent riot at 
Ajram’s show. In subsequent years, Islamist 
lawmakers repeatedly proposed legislation 
prohibiting the import and sale of alcohol. 
When these proposals failed to become law, 
hundreds of Islamists brandishing knives 
raided Bahraini restaurants that served 
alcohol. They also threw Molotov cock-
tails at the cars parked outside of the res-
taurants. Furthermore, Bahraini Islamists 
sought to block a proposed loan to build a 
Formula One automobile racetrack, labeling 
both the loan and the track as un-Islamic. In 
addition, Islamist legislators refused to par-
ticipate in a nighttime vigil commemorating 
those killed in a major boating accident; 
they argued that the tradition was based on 
Western norms and was forbidden in Islam. 
In April 2006 Muawda labeled as similarly 
“un-Islamic” the concept that there is a 
separation of church and state.

Islamist initiatives and statements took 
on greater significance in July 2004, follow-
ing the arrest of seven terrorist suspects 
accused of planning a series of attacks 
on economic and political targets in the 
kingdom. All those arrested were Sunni 
Arabs and Salafists who had received train-
ing in Saudi Arabia. Though there have 
been no known Islamist terrorist attacks 
on Bahraini soil or ties between the island’s 
Sunnis and Islamist terrorist groups, sev-
eral Bahraini Sunnis, including members of 
the royal family, were imprisoned at the U.S. 
naval base at Guantanamo Bay for allegedly 
fighting alongside the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan.

Still, it is important not to overempha-
size the power or influence of Islamists 

in Bahrain. Their 2002 electoral triumph 
reflected the decision of al-Wifaq and other 
Shi’a groups to boycott the polls. In the 
November 2006 elections, Sunni and Shi’a 
Islamists, including al-Wifaq, won a major-
ity. Yet there are also many people in 
Bahrain along with the U.S-educated emir, 
Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa, who wish to 
block the Islamists from gaining power, 
transforming the country’s society, and 
expelling the U.S. presence.

Oman

The Sultanate of Oman and its longtime 
ruler, Sultan Qabus, have sought to main-
tain a vigorous relationship with Western 
nations and a commitment to social and reli-
gious tolerance. Oman derives much of its 
income from petroleum exports and became 
independent in 1971 after a long period as 
a British protectorate. The Omani govern-
ment does not collect religious census data 
on Oman’s population, but the population 
is thought to be overwhelmingly Muslim. 
While there are significant Sunni and Shi’a 
populations, the largest single religious 
group is composed of Ibadi Muslims. Ibadis, 
whose dogma is similar to that of the Maliki 
theological school of Sunni Islam, emerged 
as a separate sect of Islam in the seventh 
century. Ibadis assert that the leadership of 
the Muslim world community should go to 
an imam who is both capable and elected by 
the people.

Since many Muslims view Ibadism as 
unorthodox, and Oman is the only country 
where Ibadism prevails, Omanis have sought 
to play down differences, have sanctioned 
marriage between Ibadis and non-Ibadis, 
and have allowed Muslims to pray in any 
mosque in the country. Oman’s Ministry of 
Religious Affairs (there is no specific min-
istry of Islamic affairs) publishes a journal 
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entitled Tasamuh (Tolerance). The journal 
discusses theology as well as sensitive issues 
such as the role of Christians in the Arab 
world, Muslim-Christian exchanges, and the 
larger dialogue of civilizations.

No Omanis are thought to have fought 
in Afghanistan or are being held at the 
U.S. naval base in Guantanamo Bay. It is 
believed that a handful of Omanis may 
have participated in some al-Qa’ida meet-
ings and that Islamist terrorists periodically 
sojourned in the sultanate. Still, there is no 
evidence of al-Qa’ida cells in Oman, and the 
country’s authorities have arrested individ-
uals, including those just traveling through 
the country, who were believed to have ties 
to the organization.

The dearth of clear ties to Islamic terror-
ists and al-Qa’ida, however, does not mean 
that the sultanate, even in the highest lev-
els of government, is free of Islamists who 
would seek to challenge those in power. In 
May 1994 the government raided the homes 
of Islamists, interrogated 430 individuals, 
and won convictions against 200 of them 
in Omani courts for belonging to a secret, 
violent group. Sentences ranged from the 
death penalty to jail sentences. Included in 
the alleged group of conspirators were a des-
ignated ambassador to the United States, an 
undersecretary at the Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry, businessmen, members of 
the Omani Chamber of Commerce, school 
principals, and engineers. The group’s one 
pamphlet did not call for the overthrow 
of Qabus’s regime. Instead, it aimed to 
mobilize public opinion to address rampant 
corruption, abuses of power, and foreign 
policies inconsistent with the views of most 
Arab governments. In particular, Omani 
Islamists criticized Qabus’s relations with 
Israel, arguing that this was proof that the 
sultanate’s foreign policy was determined by 
Great Britain or the United States.

Why Omani Islamists chose to challenge 
Qabus’s government in 1994 is not fully 
clear. However, there is some evidence 
that they may have misunderstood govern-
ment proposals for political liberalization 
and increased participation following the 
Gulf War in 1991. In particular, they may 
have misunderstood Qabus’s pronounce-
ments that Omanis should shoulder greater 
accountability and participate more fully in 
the politics of the sultanate. There is also 
some evidence that Omani Islamists may 
have been inspired by Islamists in Saudi 
Arabia and that Saudis provided direct 
funding for Islamists in Oman.

Qabus reacted to the Islamist challenge 
with fury. He publicly rejected the forma-
tion of political parties and argued that 
the Islamists represented a political group 
akin to a large opposition party dedicated to 
overthrowing governments. Though Qabus 
pardoned most Islamists involved in the 
1994 plot, he launched a three-part strategy 
to address Islamists and their challenge to 
his power. First, Omani officials carefully 
monitored the Omani intelligentsia for any 
signs of further Islamic tendencies. Second, 
the government initiated a process of secu-
larization in various parts of Omani society. 
As part of this process, the government 
sought to include Omanis in the new politi-
cal structures as well as to isolate, retire, 
and give harmless executive jobs to poten-
tial Islamist figures. Omani tribal leaders 
were also invited to participate in govern-
ment councils and to pledge allegiance to 
Qabus again.

At the same time—and this was the 
third part of his strategy—Qabus sought 
to placate public opinion (including among 
the Islamists) by building new mosques 
and by opening a school of religious juris-
prudence and law in Muscat. In 2003 he 
inaugurated the enormous Qabus Mosque 
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in Muscat, a project that took six years to 
build. Following a series of protests against 
the United States, including one in 2000 
during a celebration of the 30-year anniver-
sary of his accession to the throne, Qabus 
brought Omani foreign policy in line with 
that of other Arab states. Contacts with 
Israel were gradually limited and plans for 
direct relations shelved.

Despite this multifaceted response to the 
Islamist challenge, Qabus and his govern-
ment could not eradicate Islamists from 
Oman. Largely driven underground and 
marginalized, Omani Islamists have recent-
ly turned to much more radical forms of 
protest than their predecessors. In late 2004 
Omani officials discovered a large cache of 
arms in a truck involved in an accident and, 
subsequently, a new network of Islamists. 
Reportedly, the group included anywhere 
between 31 and 600 people. There were 
people of stature in this group: university 
lecturers, employees in the ministries of 
Health and Education, petroleum engineers, 
consultants to the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs, officials at the royal court, and 
military officers. A number of them publicly 
admitted guilt and pleaded for forgiveness. 
The government won quick convictions 
against the 30 who were charged—accusing 
them of seeking to replace the government 
with a religious state and plotting terrorist 
attacks. The government also charged that 
they conducted military training, armed 
members, and held recruitment meetings 
in Oman.

Yet a few months after they were convict-
ed, Qabus commuted the sentences against 
the 30 Islamists following a demonstration 
by a few hundred Omanis demanding that 
the state release them. Qabus reportedly 
feared that imprisoning the men, especially 
after they had shown remorse, would be per-
ceived as making them martyrs and political 

prisoners. He also recognized that the indi-
viduals involved in the plot were too few to 
pose a real threat. Qabus then traveled to 
the region where the defendants were from 
and held a series of meetings with ordinary 
Omanis and community leaders.

Qabus’s confidence and magnanimity fol-
lowing the 2005–2005 events is indicative 
of the place of Islamists in Oman, Qatar, 
Kuwait, Bahrain, and the United Arab 
Emirates. While Islamists have gained enor-
mous socioeconomic and cultural influence 
since the mid-1970s, they are in no position 
to seize power or impose their program on 
the rest of society. Despite impressive per-
formances in national and local elections, 
Islamists have failed to check the authority 
of Gulf monarchies or to build viable, lasting 
coalitions with secular opposition groups. 
Time after time, Islamist legislatures find 
that their governments ignore, reject, or 
undermine Islamist initiatives on issues 
such as extending the franchise to women 
or banning alcohol sales. Even in states 
where there is a long history of cooperation 
between Islamists and local royal families 
and common anti-Shi’a objectives, Islamists 
have not forced governments to alter their 
foreign or domestic policies very much. 
More often, it has been Islamists who have 
been forced to adopt new positions to meet 
government needs. Though some Islamists 
have adapted well to these circumstances, 
others have responded to government pres-
sure with increasingly extreme positions 
and public acts.

Nor has violence proven to be any more 
of an effective strategy for the achieve-
ment of Islamists’ domestic ends. There 
have been few terrorist attacks in Oman, 
Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and the United 
Arab Emirates, even though those states 
have highly porous borders and close rela-
tions with the United States and have 
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been visited by leading Islamist terrorists. 
Remarkably, the authorities in Dubai, a 
country that hosts thousands of U.S. sailors 
and employs thousands of Western nation-
als, were able to ignore Islamist groups that 
had threatened to attack the emirate if it 
did not expel foreigners. The attacks that 
have occurred have been minor.

Still, the seemingly limited political and 
military power of Islamists by no means 
undercuts their influence either at home 
or abroad. Islamist groups provide signifi-
cant funds to Muslim causes globally, and 
Qaradawi and other Islamist intellectu-
als in the Gulf states are among the most 
influential figures in the Muslim world. 
Domestically, Islamists retain important 
supporters in every level of business, aca-
demia, the military, and government min-
istries, including senior members of royal 
families. Not only are they in a position 
to win national elections, but they are 
also fully capable of generating violent 
demonstrations and other forms of social 
protest. They have been especially effec-
tive when their demands dovetail with 
wider criticisms of government policy. In 
Kuwait, for example, Islamists have suc-
cessfully altered the school curriculum, 
Islamized daily life, and segregated Kuwait 
University by gender. It is in this sociocul-
tural power that the long-term future of 
Islamists may reside as much or more than 
in direct politics.
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The growth of Islamist movements in 
Lebanon can be traced to the 1960s and 
1970s, when, in response to events in the 
region, including the perceived failure of 
Arab nationalist regimes both at home and 
abroad, Islamists asserted that “Islam is the 
solution.” Lebanon’s confessional system 
and quasi-democracy offered the Islamists 
freedom to maneuver and to attempt to 
influence the country’s culture and poli-
tics. However, the same system favored one 
sect over another, thereby partly creating 
a socioeconomic and political imbalance 
among the country’s communities.

Fighting Israel became both a vehicle 
through which Lebanon’s Shi’a tried to 
redress their sociopolitical marginalization 
and a central tenet in a new movement. 
Against this backdrop, Hizballah, unlike any 
other Islamist movement, has emerged as a 
powerful force asserting its Islamist ambi-
tions by shrewdly engaging in Lebanon’s lab-
yrinthine politics, offering social welfare and 
programs, and using violence to strengthen 
itself and intimidate its opponents.

Al-Jama’a al-islamiyya

Founded in 1964 in Tripoli, al-Jama’a al-
Islamiyya (Islamic Association), an offshoot 

of the Muslim Brotherhood, had its ori-
gins in the Association of the Worshippers 
of the Compassionate (Jama’at Ubad al-
Rahman), founded in 1948 in Beirut in 
response to the Arab defeat in the 1948 war. 
Al-Jama’a embraces the radical doctrines of 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s ideologues, espe-
cially that of Sayyid Qutb. Its main ideo-
logue and cofounder is Shaykh Fathi Yakan, 
a votary of Qutb. Following the Arab defeat 
in 1967, al-Jama’a and other Islamist move-
ments gathered momentum. In fact, Yakan, 
along with Sa’id Hawwa of Syria’s Muslim 
Brotherhood, advocated a holy war against 
the Western and Israeli “crusaders,” as 
cited by Nizar Hamzeh in the Middle East 
Quarterly. He was also key in establishing 
al-Jama’a’s militia, al-Mujahidin.

During Lebanon’s civil war, al-Mujahi-
din fought alongside the pan-Arab, leftist 
National Movement against the Maronite 
Christians, as well as supporting Hizballah 
against Israel. Al-Jama’a rejects Hizballah’s 
doctrine of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s 
vilayat–e faqih (guardianship of the juris-
consult; or rule by the just jurist) as a basis 
for an Islamic state. As Hamzeh observes, it 
supports an Islamic order based on Shari’a 
law through jihad of the heart (spiritual 
struggle), jihad by word (education and 

lebanon
robert G. rabil
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propaganda), and jihad by hand (economic, 
political, and military action). Al-Jama’a 
offers social services, too. Yet it has neither 
the structure nor the human and financial 
capital that other Islamist organizations, 
particularly Hizballah, have. It recruits 
the young through the Muslim Students 
Association in mainly predominant Sunni 
cities and areas such as Tripoli, Beirut, 
Sidon, and Akkar.

Al-Jama’a has had uneasy relations with 
other Islamist parties, such as al-Ahbash 
and the Islamic Unity Movement; the tra-
ditional Sunni religious establishment as 
represented by the Juridical Office (Dar al-
Iftaa); and the community’s political leader-
ship. Yet, following the end of the country’s 
civil war in 1990, al-Jama’a has not opposed 
Lebanon’s amended system and has par-
ticipated in municipal and parliamentary 
elections. Generally speaking, al-Jama’a has 
pursued a pragmatist and/or opportunistic 
electoral policy by cooperating with lead-
ers and/or parties that could enhance its 
chances for winning. For example, in the 
1998 municipal elections, al-Jama’a formed 
party electoral lists composed only of its 
members in Tripoli and al-Qalamun, where 
it felt sufficiently strong, and entered coali-
tion electoral lists partnering with Rafiq 
Hariri’s Future Current in Sidon and with 
Hizballah, Amal, and the Phalange in Beirut, 
as explained by Hamzeh in the Third World 
Quarterly.

In the 1996 parliamentary elections for 
the region of North Lebanon, it joined the 
Development and Change list, as explained 
in Farid El-Khazen’s “Political Parties in 
Post-war Lebanon.” It did not win any 
seats in the 2000 parliamentary elections 
and boycotted the 2005 elections on the 
grounds, according to its statement, cited 
by al-Safir, that “foreign interference 
has increased and the financial role has 

become a significant factor in the electoral 
process.”

However, this statement masked the 
state of disarray gripping al-Jama’a. Days 
before the election on June 14, 2005, Islamic 
Association former deputy Zubayr al-Abidi 
paid a visit to a Christian leader, Michel 
Aoun, praising him as “rescuer of Lebanon 
in his moderation and desire to build the 
state of socialist justice,” as cited by al-Safir. 
This was interpreted as an endorsement 
of Aoun. The Islamic Association, whose 
Free Current ran against Hariri’s Future 
Current, denied this through the head of its 
politburo, former deputy As’ad Harmouch, 
and the secretary general, Shaykh Faysal 
Mawlawi.

During and following the eruption of hos-
tilities between Israel and Hizballah in the 
summer of 2006, the Islamic Association 
supported Hizballah’s right to keep its arms. 
In response to efforts by Fuad Siniora’s 
government—which enjoys the backing of 
the anti-Syrian March 14 forces, includ-
ing Hariri’s Future Current—to disarm 
Hizballah, a September 2006 report in al-
Safir states that Secretary General Mawlawi 
stressed that:

All Lebanese should be proud of the 
weapons of resistance which forced the 
Zionist enemy to retreat. . . . We need for 
the meaning of resistance to depart from 
Palestine and Lebanon and reach the 
Golan, Jordan, Egypt, and all Arab and 
Muslim countries because resistance is 
the umma’s [Muslim community’s] only 
choice, and not humiliating peace.

Yet, the Islamic Association has not burned 
its bridges with Hariri’s Future Current. 
Inasmuch as the Islamic Association sup-
ports Hizballah, it does not back its effort 
to remove Siniora, recognizing that many 
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in the Sunni community, including its 
religious establishment, have backed the 
Siniora government.

Conversely, Fathi Yakan, a founder of the 
Islamic Association who split from the party 
and established a rival loose association of 
small Islamist movements by the name of 
the Islamic Action Forces, has unequivo-
cally sided with Hizballah, brushing aside 
concerns within the Sunni community.

harakat al-tawhid al-islami

Harakat al-Tawhid al-Islami (the Islamic 
Unity Movement) was created in Tripoli 
in 1982 by Shaykh Sa’id Sha’ban, a former 
leader of the Islamic Association. As Marius 
Deeb observes, the movement aligned itself 
with the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO) in the early and mid-1980s and 
between 1983 and 1984 controlled large sec-
tions of Tripoli. In 1985 factionalism among 
the leadership of the movement led some 
leaders, such as Khalil Akkawi and Kana’an 
Naji, to secede and establish their own asso-
ciations. In September of the same year, the 
movement became involved in a bloody war 
with the Arab Democratic Party, the Syrian 
Social Nationalist Party, and other pro-
 Syrian militias for control of the city. 

Consequently, the Syrian army entered 
Tripoli in November 1985 and dealt the 
movement a severe blow. As it was forcing 
the movement to disarm, the Syrian army 
tried to co-opt Sha’ban by maintaining his 
leadership of the movement. Key command-
ers of the movement frowned upon Sha’ban’s 
budding close contacts with the Syrians. On 
December 19, 1986, fighters loyal to some of 
these commanders, including a prominent 
commander, Hashim Minqara, who con-
trolled the port area of the city, launched 
a series of attacks on Syrian checkpoints 
throughout the city, killing 15 Syrian sol-

diers, explains the September 2000 Middle 
East Intelligence Bulletin.

In response, Syrian forces sealed off parts 
of the city, including the al-Tabbani district 
where the movement was headquartered, 
and at dawn the next day they launched an 
all-out attack on the movement’s guerrillas. 
Scores of the movement’s members were 
arrested, including Minqara, and over 200 
were killed, some of whom, according to 
Amnesty International, were deliberately 
murdered. Minqara was released in August 
2000, after being held in Syrian prisons 
for 15 years. According to some analysts, 
his release by the Syrians was designed to 
bolster local support for Najib Miqati, a 
pro-Syrian politician, and his allies in the 
August 2000 parliamentary elections.

Though the movement was defeated in 
Tripoli, it managed to reemerge in predomi-
nantly Sunni cities such as Sidon and West 
Beirut. In 1988 it joined Hizballah in fight-
ing the South Lebanese Army and the Israel 
Defense Forces in Israel’s security zone. 
Sha’ban, in addition to forging close politi-
cal ties with Iran, accepted the validity of 
Khomeini’s revolution in Iran. Yet he did not 
call for the creation of an Iranian-like theoc-
racy in Lebanon, because such a Shi’a orienta-
tion may have alienated Sunni followers. Nizar 
Hamzeh perceptibly observes that Sha’ban 
rejects nationalism, sectarianism, and demo-
cratic pluralism in favor of an Islamic rule that 
“absorbs and dissolves all social differences 
and unites them in one crucible.”

Shaykh Bilal Sha’ban assumed the lead-
ership of the Islamic Tawhid Movement 
following the death of his father. However, 
despite its reemergence, including in Tripoli, 
the movement’s leadership has been under-
mined anew by rivalry and factionalism. In 
February 2001 some members decided to 
elect a new rival leadership. In fact, the new 
breakaway movement, known as Islamic 
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Tawhid, was led by none other than Minqara 
and some of his allies such as Omar Arnaout 
and Shaykh Ibrahim Salih, as reported 
by February 2001 articles in the Daily 
Star. Shaykh Bilal Sha’ban has supported 
the “insurgency” in Iraq and Hizballah’s 
“struggle” against the Zionists. He cited 
what he called the successes of Islamic activ-
ists like himself in Egypt, the Palestinian 
territories, and now Somalia, as cited by 
a June 2006 Washington Post report: “In 
every place, why does the Islamic current 
reach its goals? . . . Because it expresses the 
people’s sentiments against the Americans. 
It’s a reaction to American policy. They are 
planting the seed of hatred that is going to 
last generations.”

Al-Ahbash

Al-Jam’iyyat al-Mashari al-Khayriyya al-
Islamiyya (the Association of Islamic 
Philanthropic Projects), commonly known 
as al-Ahbash, is one interesting and con-
troversial grassroots Islamist organization 
that does not fit the mold of conventional 
Islamist movements. It is a Sufi (spiri-
tualist) movement that devoutly follows 
the teachings of its founder and ideologue 
Shaykh Abdallah Ibn Muhammad Ibn Yusuf 
al-Hirari al-Shi’bi al-Abdari, also known 
as Abdallah al-Habashi, an appellation 
signifying his Ethiopian origins. Habashi 
was born in 1920 in al-Hirara, Ethiopia, 
where he studied Shafi’i jurisprudence and 
became a mufti. In 1947 the shaykh left for 
Hijaz, after being expelled from Ethiopia 
by Emperor Haile Selassie. A year later, he 
went to Jerusalem and then to Damascus to 
study with the Rafa’iyya and Qadiriyya Sufi 
orders. In 1950 he made Beirut his home 
and was licensed as a shaykh by al-Azhar 
University’s branch in Lebanon, according 
to Nizar Hamzeh and Hrair Dekmejian.

As explained on al-Ahbash’s own Web site, 
his system mixes elements of Sunni and 
Shi’a theological doctrines with Sufi spiri-
tualism. Some of their tenets, as publicized 
on their site and in their journal, Manar al-
Huda, emphasize Islam’s pluralist character 
and oppose the use of violence against the 
ruling authorities; accept the legitimacy of 
Imam Ali (the Shi’a doctrine of legitimacy), 
and of his sons Hasan and Husayn, as well 
as uphold the teachings of Husayn’s son, 
Zayn al-Abidin (in this, al-Ahbash set them-
selves apart from all other Sunni jurists 
and are closer to Shi’a Islam); defend many 
Sufi beliefs and practices condemned by 
Islamists as heresies; reject the ideology and 
intolerance of Islamist thinkers beginning 
with Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Abd al-Wah-
hab and their contemporary disciples Qutb, 
Mawdudi, and Yakan; reject the doctrine 
of takfir (the practice of declaring a fellow 
Muslim an apostate) or being an unbeliever, 
on Muslims; and oppose the creation of an 
Islamic order in Lebanon, endorsing the 
current communal-based political system.

During Lebanon’s civil war, al-Ahbash, 
unlike other parties, refrained from creating 
its own militia; nor did they participate in 
fighting Israel. Espousing a stance of mod-
eration, they have focused on proselytizing 
and recruitment. In 1983 the shaykh’s fol-
lowers took control of the Society of Islamic 
Philanthropic Projects, which was originally 
formed by Shaykh Ahmad al-Ajuz in 1930. 
Though al-Ahbash experienced significant 
growth in the 1980s and 1990s by offering 
an alternative to radical Islamist move-
ments, it was not able to translate its grow-
ing popularity into gains in the country’s 
parliamentary elections. Competing against 
the Islamic Association for Sunni votes, 
it won only one seat in Beirut in 1992, as 
El-Khazen writes.

The Syrian regime has cultivated a strong 
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relationship with al-Ahbash. On the one 
hand, the Alawi-dominated Syrian regime 
has tried to check the power of Sunni 
Islamist organizations by bolstering al-
Ahbash as a mainstream moderate Sunni 
movement. On the other hand, al-Ahbash’s 
outlook as an Islamist movement coexten-
sive with Lebanonism and Arab national-
ism made the movement receptive to Syrian 
overtures. The depth of the relationship 
was fairly gauged when Syrian hegemony 
over Lebanon began to be questioned by 
prominent Sunni political figures in the 
wake of Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon 
in summer 2000. Daniel Nassif reports that 
al-Ahbash organized a series of demonstra-
tions in Beirut in April 2001 in which they 
chanted pro-Syrian slogans while brandish-
ing clubs and knives.

As Lebanese opposition to Syrian occupa-
tion grew following the assassination of for-
mer prime minister Rafiq Hariri in February 
2005, al-Ahbash, along with other pro-
 Syrian parties, took to the streets in support 
of Syria, report Lebanese dailies al-Nahar 
and al-Safir. This created an ongoing ten-
sion between al-Ahbash and Hariri support-
ers. Notwithstanding that there have been 
attempts to wrest control of some mosques 
from al-Ahbash in West Beirut, there have 
been almost nightly tensions in Sunni areas 
of West Beirut between the armed men of 
Hariri and the armed men of al-Ahbash.

No less significant is the ongoing deep 
tension between al-Ahbash and Sunni 
Islamist organizations. In fact, Shaykh 
Nizar Halabi, the late leader of al-Ahbash, 
was assassinated in 1995 by a group of 
Sunni extremists (see below). Since then, 
Husam al-Din Qaraqira has assumed lead-
ership of the movement.

A senior al-Ahbash official, Mahmud Abd 
al-Al, was arrested by the Lebanese authori-
ties in late October 2005 and, according to 

Laila Hatoum of the Daily Star, charged with 
“participating and planning the assassina-
tion of former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri.” 
His arrest came following the release of a 
report by the UN commission investigating 
the murder of Hariri.

Released on October 19, 2005, the UN 
report featured the names of three broth-
ers, Ahmad Abd al-Al, an active mem-
ber of al-Ahbash; Walid, a member of the 
Presidential Guard; and Mahmud, also a 
member of al-Ahbash, who, according to the 
investigation, telephoned Lebanese presi-
dent Emile Lahoud moments before the 
bombing that targeted Hariri’s convoy on 
February 14, 2005. Police in Beirut also 
raided a sweet shop in the Tariq al-Jadida 
neighborhood, which was owned by Hashim 
Mahmud Alyan, allegedly a member of al-
Ahbash, where hand grenades were found, 
according to an October 2005 article in al-
Sharq al-Awsat.

isbat al-Ansar

Isbat al-Ansar (League of Partisans) is a 
Sunni Palestinian Islamist organization that 
operates in the largest Palestinian refugee 
camp in Lebanon, Ain al-Hilweh, near the 
southern city of Sidon; and in Nahr al-Barid 
camp near the northern city of Tripoli. Isbat 
al-Ansar was founded by Hisham Shridi, a 
former prominent Palestinian leader of al-
Jama’a al-Islamiyya. Shridi became known 
for his participation in fighting the Israeli 
forces in South Lebanon. In 1986 he fought 
the forces of Nabih Berri’s Amal movement 
at a time when Hizballah and Amal were 
engaged in internecine fighting for the con-
trol of Shi’a areas in Beirut and the south of 
Lebanon. As a result, he was dismissed from 
the Islamic Association and consequently 
founded Isbat al-Ansar.

In December 1991 Shridi was assassinat-
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ed by Amin Qaid, leader of the PLO’s Fatah 
movement in the Ain al-Hilweh camp. Shridi 
had tried to curb the power of Fatah in the 
camp by participating in revolts against 
Yasir Arafat’s leadership. Shridi was suc-
ceeded by his closest aide, Muhammad Abd 
al-Karim al-Sa’di, known as Abu Muhjin, 
who has led the Islamist organization ever 
since, according to the June 2003 Middle 
East Intelligence Bulletin. During the 1990s, 
Abu Muhjin’s group, in an attempt to assert 
its radical ideology, carried out a number of 
attacks on Christian religious targets and 
liquor stores. Then he became involved in a 
power struggle with other extremist groups 
over the control of the region of Sidon in 
general and the camp in particular. In 1995 
his group assassinated Shaykh Nizar al-Hal-
abi, the leader of al-Ahbash, whose group 
had been supported by Syria to either co-opt 
or curb the power of Islamists. Lebanese 
authorities executed three members of the 
group for their participation in the plot and 
issued a death sentence in absentia against 
Abu Muhjin. Another participant, Yasir 
Izzat Sa’ud, was sentenced to death, but his 
sentence was later commuted, as reported 
by the Daily Star.

Since then, Abu Muhjin has disappeared 
from public view, and de facto leadership of 
the organization passed on to his brother, 
known as Abu Tarik. Nevertheless, the orga-
nization continued with its extremist pat-
tern. In 1999 the group, avenging the mur-
der of Shridi, assassinated Amin Qaid and 
his wife. Moreover, in June 1999, the group 
assassinated three Lebanese judges and the 
chief prosecutor for southern Lebanon at the 
Justice Palace in Sidon in revenge for the 
execution of three of their colleagues. Despite 
the outrage the killings evoked and the strict 
measures enforced by the Lebanese army to 
restrict the movement of Isbat al-Ansar’s 
members outside the camp, the organization 

managed to firebomb the Russian embassy in 
Beirut and engage in armed skirmishes with 
the Lebanese army staking out the camp. 
In addition, the group has established con-
tacts with Islamist organizations in northern 
Lebanon, mainly al-Takfir wal-Hijra (see 
below).

Reports have circulated about al-Qa’ida 
supporting Isbat al-Ansar and establishing 
a foothold in the camp. Gary G. Gambill 
observes that members of the group have 
traveled to Iraq to participate in the jihadi 
insurgency there. In fact, the group has 
taken pride in this participation by regu-
larly announcing the names of jihadists 
who died in Iraq, and muezzins around 
the camp have celebrated these announce-
ments, according to a March 2006 report in 
al-Sharq al-Awsat. Al-Safir reports that in 
January Lebanese authorities announced 
the arrest of an al-Qa’ida cell, composed 
of Lebanese, Jordanians, Palestinians, and 
Saudis, suspected of planning to carry out 
terror attacks throughout Lebanon. Acting 
on a tip by the FBI, Lebanese authori-
ties arrested Assim Hamud on April 27, 
2006, who was suspected of planning an 
attack on the PATH commuter rail lines, 
which carry tens of thousands of people 
between New York and New Jersey each 
day. Major General Ashraf Rifi, commander 
of Lebanon’s Internal Security Forces, stat-
ed, as cited by the Washington Post, that 
“Hammoud was recruited to al-Qaeda in 
2003 by a Syrian who later took him twice to 
Lebanon’s largest Palestinian refugee camp, 
Ain al-Hilweh, for weapons training.”

Al-takfir wal-hijra

Isbat al-Ansar had been closely associated 
with another radical Islamist organization 
in Lebanon, al-Takfir wal-Hijra. This group 
has its ideological origins in the movement 
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founded in the 1960s in Egypt by an agri-
cultural engineer named Shukri Mustafa. 
The ideology of this group goes beyond the 
common ideological denominator of Islamist 
organizations of creating an Islamic state 
ruled by Shari’a law and adhering to a strict 
Salafi interpretation of the Koran. The 
group believes that much of the world is 
heretical and consequently enjoins its mem-
bers to rid the world of kufars (heretics, 
infidels). As such, the group is known for 
perpetuating violence against those it con-
siders kufars, including those Muslims who 
do not live according to true Islam.

Al-Takfir wal-Hijra was reportedly estab-
lished in Lebanon in 1997 by Bassam al-Kinj, 
also known as Abu-Aisha. Family and friends 
of Kinj appear to compose a significant num-
ber of this group. In addition to believing 
in the aforementioned ideology, the group 
opposed Lebanon’s confessional system and 
Syria’s hegemony over Lebanon. According 
to Amnesty International, before their clash 
with the Lebanese army in 2000, members 
of the group set up a couple of annual 
encampments in Jurud al-Dinniya, an area 
east of Tripoli in the north of Lebanon, to 
offer Islamic teaching and training in the 
use of arms. Reportedly, Kinj fought along-
side Osama bin Ladin during the 1980s in 
Afghanistan against the Soviets. During 
his stay in Peshawar, Pakistan, in 1988, he 
forged close relationships with a number of 
Islamists who later on formed the nucleus of 
al-Takfir wal-Hijra.

In 1990, while working as a taxi driver in 
Boston, Kinj befriended Ra’id Hijazi, who 
was later indicted by Jordanian authorities 
for his involvement in plotting to bomb tour-
ist targets in Jordan during the millennium 
celebrations, according to Joshua L. Gleis. 
In 1996 Kinj decided to return home to 
Lebanon, whereupon he established al-Takfir 
wal-Hijra. According to Etienne Sakr, Kinj 

split the organization into three regional 
branches: a North Lebanon branch, which he 
led; a Beirut branch led by a member of the 
Akkawi family; and a Beqaa branch led by 
Qasim Dahir. Kinj received financial support 
from associates of bin Ladin to establish and 
arm his organization.

In early January 2000, the group clashed 
with the Lebanese army, which increased its 
presence in and around Tripoli following a 
series of bomb attacks on Greek Orthodox 
churches in October and November 1999 in 
the city. Heavy fighting took place in Azun, 
Jurud al-Dinniya, and Kafr Habbu. Lasting 
for eight days, the clashes claimed the lives of 
11 soldiers, 5 civilians, and 28 members of the 
group, including Kinj. The incident had region-
al and international repercussions because 
many of those arrested were foreign nationals, 
including Chechens, Pakistanis, and Afghanis. 
In July 2000 Mount Lebanon Criminal Court 
indicted 120 men, dozens of them in absentia, 
“for their alleged connection with the Dinniya 
clashes” and charged them on various counts 
of “attacking internal state security” several 
months after their arrest, according to the 
Amnesty International report.

In late July 2005, President Emile Lahoud 
signed two amnesty laws approved by par-
liament in favor of releasing the leader of 
the Christian Lebanese Forces and some 30 
Islamic militants involved in the Dinniya 
clashes. Analysts in al-Nahar and al-Safir 
considered this a reconciliatory measure 
meant to improve Christian-Muslim rela-
tions in the north of Lebanon, especially 
following the 2005 parliamentary elections 
in which Hariri’s Future Current partnered 
with Samir Geagea’s Lebanese Forces.

hamas and islamic Jihad

The Islamic Resistance Movement (Harakat 
al-Muqawama al-Islamiyya), known as 
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Hamas, and the Islamic Jihad Movement 
in Palestine (Harakat al-Jihad al-Islami 
fi Filastin) are both Sunni Palestinian 
Islamist movements created in Gaza and 
the West Bank. Both have headquarters in 
Lebanon and a presence in the Palestinian 
refugee camps there. Throughout the years 
Syria occupied Lebanon, Damascus sup-
ported these Islamist movements and came 
to influence their decision-making pro-
cesses. In addition, the Syrian regime has 
allowed their leaders (head of Hamas politi-
cal branch Khalid Mash’al and Secretary 
General of Islamic Jihad Ramadan Shalah) 
to operate and reside in Damascus. Cells 
associated with these extremist movements 
in Lebanon have claimed responsibility 
for suicide bombings in Israel. Moreover, 
these two groups have launched rockets into 
Israel from Lebanon. In response, Israel has 
reportedly tried to assassinate their leaders. 
In May 2006 a key leader of Islamic Jihad, 
Mahmud Muhammad al-Majdhub, and his 
brother were assassinated in Sidon, with 
media reports in al-Safir accusing Israel. 
Since Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon in 
2005, these organizations have operated as 
a pro-Syrian arm in the country.

Amal

The ideological base out of which Shi’a 
Islamism grew had its origins in the religio-
political revival that took place in the circles 
of learning (hawzat) in Najaf in the 1960s. 
Hizb al-Da’wa al-Islamiyya (the Da’wa 
Party) articulated the earliest expression 
of this ideology, which called for a revolu-
tionary transformation of society through-
out the Middle East’s Shi’a communities. 
Though senior cleric Ayatollah Muhammad 
Bakr al-Sadr inspired the Da’wa Party, 
junior clerics played a significant role in 
fostering Shi’a activism, explains Faleh 

A. Jabar. However, it was Khomeini who 
extended this Shi’a activism beyond tradi-
tions and norms by ideologically underwrit-
ing an active Islamist approach to politics 
as represented by the concept of vilayat-e 
faqih. Clerics were not only to guide the 
community as they have done traditionally, 
but they were also to rule the community 
led by a just jurist, whose power would be 
absolute. Virtually all of Lebanon’s major 
Shi’a leaders who studied in Najaf lived 
through this ideological fermentation.

Upon returning home, these radical 
Shi’a clerics set about galvanizing the Shi’a 
community, short of calling for a theoc-
racy, at least not until the disappearance of 
Imam Musa al-Sadr and the denouement 
of the Iranian Revolution, which crowned 
Khomeini’s militant Islam. In fact, it was 
Imam Musa al-Sadr who paved the way for 
these clerics by mobilizing the Shi’a com-
munity against what he termed its political 
and economic dispossession in Lebanon’s 
confessional system.

Built around a national compact forged by 
the Maronites and Sunnis in 1943, Lebanon’s 
confessional system assigned more political 
power to the Maronites and the Sunnis than 
to the Shi’a, who were compensated with 
some institutional privileges. Marginalized 
economically and politically, the communi-
ty’s za’ims (bosses) exploited this patronage 
system to reinforce their leadership. Fouad 
Ajami explains that Imam Sadr, who came to 
Lebanon in 1959 and became mufti of Tyre, 
railed against the injustice wrought on his 
community by the Lebanese government 
and the za’ims. He charged his discourse 
with religious symbols and slogans and 
revived the emotive al-Ashura procession in 
which the martyrdom of Husayn at Karbala 
in 680 was reenacted.

In the early 1970s, the fortunes of the 
Shi’a sank to a new low, as their areas in 
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the south of Lebanon had become the stage 
from which the PLO organized its opera-
tions against Israel. Israel would retaliate 
against the PLO, inflicting heavy damage on 
Shi’a communities in the process. The dete-
rioration of security and the disruption of 
the economy in the south led many Shi’a to 
migrate to Beirut and live on the margins of 
the city. This heightened the politicization 
of the Shi’a. It was against this backdrop 
that Imam Sadr established the Movement 
of the Deprived (Harakat al-Mahrumin) in 
1974 and the next year founded its military 
arm, Afwaj al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniya, 
abbreviated as AMAL, which means hope. 
He also managed to place the Shi’a religious 
establishment as represented by the Higher 
Shi’a Islamic Council, over which he pre-
sided since its founding in 1969, on an equal 
institutional footing with its Sunni counter-
part, Dar al-Iftaa.

However, the program of Imam Sadr was 
far from militant Islamism. In May 1977 a 
working paper reflecting the deliberations 
of the Higher Shi’a Islamic Council and the 
Rally of Shi’a Personalities (presided over by 
Sadr) was issued. Though it contained spe-
cific reform proposals related to Lebanon’s 
system, the working paper, as cited by Deeb, 
states that “the position of the Shi’a com-
munity as being one of the major pillars of 
the Lebanese polity,” and that “the Shiite 
community . . . was committed to ‘renew its 
faith in a unified Lebanon,’ observing that 
‘Lebanon [was] the definitive homeland in 
its present boundaries, and is sovereign, 
free and independent.’” Sadr, despite his 
reservations about the country’s confes-
sional system, apparently preferred to work 
within the system to amend it and improve 
the lot of his flock.

Yet Sadr’s movement did not become 
prominent in Lebanon until several devel-
opments had taken place. Sadr himself dis-

appeared during a visit to Libya in August 
1978. Israel invaded Lebanon in 1978 and 
then again in 1982. Then Khomeini estab-
lished a Shi’a Islamist state following the 
overthrow of the Pahlavi dynasty in 1979. 
The effect of these major events served to 
mobilize and radicalize the Shi’a commu-
nity, explains Augustus Richard Norton.

Meanwhile, the two leadership positions 
in Sadr’s movement went to two opposing 
poles in the community. The leadership 
of the council went to Mufti Muhammad 
Mahdi Shams al-Din, an establishment cler-
ic, while the leadership of Amal went to 
Nabih Berri, a secular attorney by training 
who owed his ascendancy to Amal’s militia. 
Cooperation between the two leaders had 
been more or less properly maintained until 
1983, when Shams al-Din publicly split with 
the movement, dismissing it as a militia. At 
the same time, Amal moved closer to becom-
ing a secular party. Beleaguered by internal 
rivalry and intracommunal tension, Berri 
deepened his relationship with the Syrian 
regime to safeguard his leadership. In fact, 
the Syrian regime has unabatedly cultivated 
a strong relationship with the Shi’a com-
munity in Lebanon, partly to create a force 
countervailing Sunni Islamists in Lebanon 
and partly to legitimize the Alawis as part 
of Shi’a Twelver Islam. Conservative Sunnis 
have looked down on Alawis as heterodox 
Muslims. Indeed, it was Imam Sadr, a friend 
of President Hafiz al-Asad, who issued a 
fatwa (religious edict) declaring Alawis to be 
Shi’a Muslims.

As civil strife progressed in Lebanon 
and new radical Shi’a movements such as 
Hizballah began to appeal to Shi’a, Berri’s 
leadership of Amal as a political and military 
organization had become precarious. From 
1986 to 1989, Amal and Hizballah engaged 
in bloody battles in Beirut and in the south 
of Lebanon for control of Shi’a areas there. 
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No less significant was the almost successful 
joint offensive launched by Walid Jumbalat’s 
Druze militia and the Lebanese Communist 
Party against Amal in West Beirut in 1987. 
In all these instances, Syria threw Berri’s 
Amal a political and military lifeline, as 
both the author and Naim Qassem explain 
in separate works on the topic.

Amal was a key signatory on the Taif 
Accord, the compromise that ended Lebanon’s 
civil war in 1990. Subsequently, Amal has 
participated in all elections, and Berri has 
served as speaker of parliament. Contending 
with the growing popularity and efficient 
organization of Hizballah for Shi’a votes, 
Amal, thanks in large part to Syrian involve-
ment in overseeing and gerrymandering the 
elections, entered into electoral coalitions 
with Hizballah. Amal received six, eight, and 
seven parliamentary seats in the 1992, 1996, 
and 2000 elections, as Khazen explains. In 
the 2005 parliamentary elections, follow-
ing the withdrawal of Syrian troops from 
Lebanon, Amal also partnered with Hizballah 
and received 15 seats. Amal has supported 
Hizballah during and after the summer 2006 
crisis. Amal has joined Hizballah, Aoun’s 
Current, and other pro-Syrian parties in 
opposing the Siniora government.

hizballah

Hizballah’s ideology was articulated by 
those radical clerics who studied under the 
supervision of Khomeini and Muhammad 
Baqir al-Sadr. The adoption of the clerics 
of Khomeini’s revolutionary thoughts and 
concept of vilayat-e faqih helped forge an 
internal cohesion among themselves, on one 
side, and between them and Iran’s clerical 
establishment on the other. In fact, with the 
exception of one Hizballah leader (Husayn 
al-Musawi), the leadership of Hizballah, 
as represented by the first Majlis al-Shura 

(Consultative Council), which wields power 
in the party, comprised clerics who were loyal 
to Khomeini. The Majlis al-Shura, which 
convened publicly in May 1986, included 
clerics Subhi al-Tufayli, Abbas al-Musawi, 
Abu Salim Yaghi, Hasan Nasrallah, and 
Ibrahim Amin al-Sayyid.

Though Shi’a Islamism served to rally the 
first cadre of Hizballah, sociopolitical con-
ditions in Lebanon as well as Iranian and 
Syrian regional considerations paved the 
way for establishing and institutionalizing 
the party. The 1982 invasion of Lebanon by 
Israel fundamentally altered the internal 
dynamics of Lebanon as well as the regional 
dynamics. The Iranian revolution convinced 
those Shi’a that armed struggle could win 
and Islamism could serve as an instrument 
for achieving political predominance: What 
could do more to advance an Islamic politi-
cal movement seeking predominance in a 
confessional country such as Lebanon than 
embracing the struggle against Israel’s inva-
sion? Thus, fighting Israel became the cen-
tral tenet of an extremist Islamic political 
movement, explains the author in another 
work.

The departure of the PLO from Lebanon as 
a result of Israel’s invasion made Damascus 
fear that Israel and its Lebanese Christian 
allies would have the predominant influ-
ence in Lebanon and would marginalize 
Syria’s role. Similarly, Tehran’s religious 
establishment considered the invasion as 
a threat to its dual policy of breaking out 
from Washington’s policy of containment 
and spreading its revolution to Shi’a co-
religionists in the Middle East in general 
and Lebanon in particular. Consequently, 
Tehran and Damascus shared an interest 
in supporting the creation of an Islamist 
political movement that could protect their 
interests by proxy.

As the seeds for a movement were sown in 
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Lebanon, Shi’a fundamentalists, led by cler-
ics trained in Najaf, were quick to embrace 
armed struggle against Israel and to seek to 
establish an Islamist party. This jihadi pro-
gram offered an opportunity to some Shi’a 
unhappy with what they considered a tame 
response by the community’s main politi-
cal movement, Amal. A breakaway party 
from Amal, led by Husayn Musawi from 
the Beqaa region, joined the group. Others 
from the south of Lebanon and Dahiya (a 
Beirut suburb) began to join this group, 
which coalesced into the Party of God, or 
Hizballah.

Heeding the advice of Khomeini’s envoy, 
Fazlallah Mahallati, the clerics established 
the party’s supreme religious organ, model-
ing it after the upper echelons of Iran’s cler-
ical leadership. Wielding the party’s power, 
this organ came to be known as Majlis al-
Shura. Initially, the Majlis established seven 
committees dealing with political, judicial, 
ideological, military, financial, information-
al, and social affairs. The Majlis and the 
committees were replicated in the three 
main Shi’a regions in Lebanon: Beirut, the 
Beqaa valley, and southern Lebanon.

In 1989 the party was restructured to 
adapt to and cope with Lebanon’s chang-
ing circumstances. Two new organs were 
added, the Executive Council (Majlis al-
Shura al-Tanfizi), which ranks after Majlis 
al-Shura, and a Political Council (Maktab 
Siyyasi), which provides political analysis 
and fosters relationships with the various 
political forces in Lebanon, as observed by 
Qassem. It also coordinates the work of the 
various committees under an organization 
registered in the Lebanese government as 
Jihad al-Bina (Reconstruction Campaign). 
The Reconstruction Campaign is headed by 
Qasim Aliq. The Reconstruction Campaign 
has been leading a great effort to assess the 
level of destruction wrought by the summer 

2006 hostilities on Shi’a areas and to rebuild 
damaged houses.

Further changes were adopted to meet 
the party’s development and organizational 
needs. The Majlis al-Shura elected Shaykh 
Subhi al-Tufayli as the first secretary gen-
eral. In May 1991 Majlis al-Shura elect-
ed Shaykh Abbas al-Musawi as secretary 
general. He was assassinated by Israel in 
February 1992. Sayyid Hasan Nasrallah 
succeeded him and remains the party’s sec-
retary general. A deputy secretary general 
position was also created. Membership in 
the Majlis al-Shura was reduced to seven. 
The members are Secretary General Hasan 
Nasrallah, Deputy Secretary General Naim 
Qassem, Secretary General Political Deputy 
Husayn Khalil, Shaykh Ibrahim Amin al-
Sayyid, Shaykh Hashim Safi al-Din, Shaykh 
Muhammad Yazbak, and Shaykh Jawad 
Nur al-Din. It was decided that the term of 
the Majlis was to be two years, and various 
committees were incorporated in several 
councils.

Though Tehran and Syria had made a deal 
about supporting the new Islamist party, 
the two countries pursued different foreign 
policies, which affected their relationship 
with Hizballah. Initially, the Syrian leader-
ship did not envision building a political 
relationship with Hizballah. The leadership 
wanted to use this party as a proxy militia 
to defeat Israel’s Christian allies in Lebanon 
and to force Israel and the Multinational 
Forces from the country. Throughout the 
1980s, Israel and Syria struggled for con-
trol of Lebanon. Keeping to its pattern of 
using terrorism as a strategic tool of foreign 
policy, Damascus connived and most likely 
facilitated the suicide bombings of the U.S. 
embassy in April 1983 and the Marine and 
French barracks in Beirut in October 1983. 
Though the operations were carried out by 
Hizballah operatives, Tehran mastermind-
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ed, funded, and provided the logistics for the 
plans. For Syrian president Hafiz al-Asad, 
Hizballah had proven its ability and utility 
by commandeering the first suicide bomb-
ing against Israel. On November 11, 1982, 
Shaykh Ahmad Kasir drove a car laden 
with explosives into Israel’s intelligence and 
command headquarters in Tyre, killing over 
60 soldiers.

However, Asad’s support for Hizballah’s 
terror activities was not unconditional. 
Asad supported these acts of terror so 
long as they served Syria’s overall strategic 
policy of imposing its rule over Lebanon and 
enhancing its regional standing vis-à-vis 
Washington and Israel. Asad thus expected 
to have a tight grip on Hizballah. When 
Hizballah, acting on Iranian directives, kid-
napped in July 1982 the acting president of 
American University in Beirut, David Dodge, 
without Syria’s knowledge, Asad was furi-
ous and threatened to expel Iran’s Pasdaran 
from Lebanon. Supposedly, Iran had ordered 
the abduction of David Dodge in the hopes 
of exchanging him for four employees of the 
Iranian embassy in Beirut, who had alleged-
ly been kidnapped by Christian Phalangists 
on July 5, 1982. One of the employees 
was Ba’albek Pasdaran commander Ahmad 
Motevaselian. By initiating the abduction, 
Tehran believed that Washington would put 
pressure on the Phalangist militia to release 
the Iranian employees. Significantly, Asad 
disdained Iran’s independent plotting in 
Lebanon, including transferring Dodge to 
Iran for interrogation.

Other episodes entailing tension between 
Syria on one side and Hizballah and Iran on 
the other tested the Iran-Syria deal. In 1987 
the Syrian army beat Hizballah members 
for kidnapping ABC correspondent Charles 
Glass near a Syrian checkpoint. Also in 
1987, Syrian troops shot over 20 Hizballah 
fighters for not removing a checkpoint in 

West Beirut on the orders of a Syrian officer 
who had arrived to control the area and put 
an end to interparty fighting in the city. In 
1988 the tension between Damascus and 
Hizballah (and Iran) was reflected in heavy 
clashes between the two Shi’a forces Amal 
and Hizballah. Not only did Syrian troops 
support Amal, but they also infiltrated 
Beirut’s southern suburbs under the pre-
text of separating the two parties and rees-
tablishing security.

Yet this tension was subordinated to both 
countries’ strategic objective of forcing 
Israeli and Western forces (including their 
intelligence) from Lebanon. In fact, follow-
ing the Amal-Hizballah clashes, Damascus 
and the Islamist party held several meetings 
within the context of the quartet committee 
(Syria, Iran, Hizballah, and Amal) to deal 
with the repercussions of the clashes. This 
laid the foundation for a new Hizballah-
Syrian relationship based no less on political 
than on military considerations. President 
Asad began to look at Hizballah not only 
as a “resistance movement” but also as a 
potential strong Lebanese political force.

As Lebanon’s civil war came to an end, 
some Hizballah clerics, particularly Hasan 
Nasrallah and Ibrahim Amin al-Sayyid, had 
become aware of the need to compromise 
on the party’s ideology so that the party 
could sustain itself under Lebanon’s chang-
ing circumstances. Although the mission of 
“Islamizing Lebanon” remained a central 
tenet of the party, it became a long-term 
objective preceded by the immediacy of com-
munal coexistence and the expediency of 
political engagement.

Concomitantly, Damascus had joined the 
U.S.-led anti-Iraq coalition to end Iraq’s 
takeover of Kuwait, extended its hegemony 
throughout Lebanon after defeating the 
last bastion of Christian resistance there, 
and participated in the Middle East peace 
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process, which was based on the formula of 
“peace for land.” While keeping to its goal 
of having a tight grip on Lebanon’s political 
forces and parties, Damascus wanted first to 
use Hizballah as an instrument of military 
pressure on Israel from which to extract 
concessions on the complete return of the 
Israeli-occupied Golan Heights; second, to 
employ Hizballah as an instrument of politi-
cal pressure to subdue any potential opposi-
tion movement in Lebanon; and third, to 
help transform Hizballah into a mainstream 
political party malleable to Syrian political 
exigencies in Lebanon. Meanwhile, so long 
as Iran acquiesced to Syria’s hegemony in 
Lebanon, Damascus would harness and sup-
port Hizballah’s resistance role as an aspect 
of Iranian-Syrian cooperation.

The year 2000 signaled a new phase in 
Hizballah’s evolution. The collapse of the 
peace process, Israel’s unilateral withdrawal 
from the south of Lebanon, and the death of 
President Asad paved the way for Hizballah 
to become a key regional player. Though the 
new president of Syria, Bashar al-Asad, tried 
to follow in the footsteps of his father regard-
ing governing Syria’s relationship with 
Hizballah, he enhanced Hizballah’s political 
status and power. Needing Hizballah more 
than ever before to fend off growing opposi-
tion to Syrian presence in Lebanon and per-
sonally admiring Nasrallah, Bashar warmed 
his relationship with Hizballah’s leadership, 
which was invited, in contrast to the past, on 
a regular basis to Damascus.

He also became receptive to Hizballah’s 
argument (and that of some in his inner 
circle) that Israel, in response to its with-
drawal from Lebanon, would in the near 
future launch a military campaign into 
Lebanon to clip the wings of Hizballah and 
thereby reduce Syria’s influence in the 
country. This belief was substantiated by 
the Iranian leadership, which was convinced 

that Israel would not tolerate Hizballah’s 
growing power. It was at this point that the 
Syrian regime began to supply Hizballah 
with sophisticated weapons as well as to 
facilitate the shipment of advanced weapons 
from Iran to the Islamist party. Before long, 
Hizballah acquired the trappings of a state, 
spearheaded by a powerful militia.

Significantly, the alleged Syrian assas-
sination of Hariri backfired on Damascus 
by triggering a mass revolution insistent on 
reclaiming an independent and democratic 
Lebanon. A huge number of Lebanese took 
to the streets on March 14, 2005, demon-
strating for Syria’s withdrawal. The demon-
stration also was a response to a very large 
demonstration on March 8 organized by 
Hizballah to express thanks to and solidar-
ity with Syria. Under international pres-
sure and faced by this “Cedar Revolution,” 
Syrian troops evacuated Lebanon in April 
of that year.

Hizballah insisted on keeping its arms 
after Israel’s withdrawal, maintaining that 
a part of Lebanon—the Shab’a Farms, 
regarded internationally as part of Syria—
was still occupied by Israel. Paralleling 
these developments, immediately after the 
February 14, 2005, Hariri assassination, UN 
secretary general Kofi Annan ordered an 
investigation. The commission’s first report 
was released on October 19 and concluded 
the following:

Given the infiltration of Lebanese insti-
tutions and society by the Syrian and 
Lebanese intelligence services working 
in tandem, it would be difficult to envis-
age a scenario whereby such a complex 
assassination plot could have been car-
ried out without their knowledge.

Syria attacked the report and made pre-
venting the commission from receiving 
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Lebanese government cooperation or indict-
ing high-ranking officials in Damascus a high 
priority. All of this had a direct influence on 
the Hizballah-Syria relationship, which was 
transformed into a strategic relationship 
where Hizballah no longer remained the 
client or the junior partner. Though it could 
count on pro-Syrian officers in Lebanon’s 
state institutions and pro-Syrian forces and 
parties, Syria’s grip on the country was 
significantly reduced by the withdrawal 
of Syrian troops and by the emergence of 
the anti-Syrian March 14 forces, which 
held a majority in Lebanon’s parliament. 
Damascus needed Hizballah more than ever 
before if it planned to reclaim its “histori-
cal” role in Lebanon. No less significant, the 
weak regional position in which Syria found 
itself in the aftermath of the U.S. occupa-
tion of Iraq also reinforced this new Syrian 
orientation.

Subsequently, Hizballah went on a politi-
cal offensive to break the unity of the March 
14 forces and paralyze the government. 
Hizballah joined the government of Siniora 
and agreed to national dialogue. Yet at the 
same time it scuttled any effort to discuss 
disarming its own forces or ensuring gov-
ernment control of the south. In July 2005 
the Siniora government issued a statement 
declaring its domestic and foreign policy 
positions. An outcome of compromise, the 
statement did not mention UN Resolution 
1559, which calls for Hizballah’s disarma-
ment, while at the same time confirming 
the government’s abidance to international 
law. In reference to Hizballah, the ministe-
rial statement emphasized that “the gov-
ernment considers the Lebanese resistance 
a truthful and natural expression of the 
national right of the Lebanese people to 
liberate their land and defend their dignity 
in the face of Israeli threats, ambitions and 
aggressions, and to work to resume the 

liberation of Lebanese land,” as cited by al-
Safir. At the same time, crowning months 
of negotiations, Hizballah and the party of 
Aoun signed a memorandum of understand-
ing, effectively providing Christian political 
cover to the Islamist party.

It was against this backdrop that hostilities 
broke out between Hizballah and Israel in 
summer 2006. From the moment Hizballah 
sparked hostilities with Israel on July 12 
with a cross-border raid, Lebanon’s multi-
communal society has been torn by divergent 
views on Hizballah. As the author wrote else-
where, the conflict has deepened the divides 
between Lebanon’s political factions and 
communities. Central to this has been the 
question of how a nonstate entity, Hizballah, 
could monopolize the decision of war and 
peace for the whole country. Significantly, 
the majority of the March 14 coalition, which 
sparked the Cedar Revolution, has regret-
ted its inability to implement UN Security 
Council Resolution 1559. Many Lebanese 
have come to believe that their country has 
become an arena for settling regional scores 
between Israel and the United States on one 
side and Iran on the other, with Hizballah 
fighting Iran’s war.

Despite Hizballah’s uplifting talk of 
“steadfastness, dignity, and victory,” the 
organization suffered significantly from 
Israeli strikes and has come under criti-
cism from within the Shi’a community. 
Reportedly, over 500 Hizballah fighters have 
been killed and a larger number wound-
ed. Hizballah’s power has been seriously 
degraded. As a cease-fire was agreed upon 
pursuant to UN Resolution 1701, criticism 
of Hizballah spread in the Shi’a community. 
The mufti of Tyre and Jabal Alim, Sayyid 
Ali al-Amin, in an August 2006 interview 
with al-Nahar, criticized Hizballah for pro-
voking the war, asserting that “the Shiite 
community never gave anyone the right to 
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wage war in its name.” He also demanded 
that the Lebanese government bear its 
responsibility and redeploy in the south of 
Lebanon. Similarly, Mona Fayed, an aca-
demic in Beirut, asked in an article also 
published in al-Nahar: “Who is a Shiite 
in Lebanon today?” And she provided the 
sarcastic answer: “A Shiite is he . . . who 
terrorizes co-religionists into silence, and 
leads the nation into catastrophe without 
consulting anyone.” All this criticism was 
an attempt to loosen Hizballah’s grip on the 
Shi’a community.

As criticism of Hizballah spread and sharp-
ened, affecting Hizballah’s claim of victory, 
Nasrallah responded by stating, as quoted 
by al-Nahar, “Had I known about the scope 
of Israel’s response, we would not have 
kidnapped the two soldiers.” Yet Hizballah, 
Syria, and its allies in Lebanon have pre-
pared for a political comeback in a postcon-
flict Lebanon by riding the wave of the vic-
tory Hizballah was adamant about claiming, 
whatever the outcome—a supposed triumph 
that in reality is at best a Pyrrhic victory.

Significantly, Damascus and Hizballah 
(with the support of Iran) are attempting 
to claim a regional strategic victory and 
to translate the party’s perceived triumph 
into a political victory. One could argue that 
Hizballah won a strategic victory against 
Israel by the sheer fact that it withstood 
Israel’s attack. Yet Hizballah suffered a 
domestic defeat by the sheer scope and 
breadth of destruction Lebanon sustained.

Hizballah, however, went on an offen-
sive against Siniora’s government, trying 
to assert its power by forcing either the 
collapse of Siniora’s government or the 
creation of a national unity government in 
which the Islamist party would have veto 
power over the government’s decisions.

Hizballah, unlike any other Islamist party, 
has adapted to Lebanon’s confessional poli-

tics. It has used politics and violence to 
become a powerful force within the country 
as well as an independent one in making its 
own foreign alliances and carrying out its 
strategies, even to the point of embroiling 
Lebanon in war.
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Morocco
Aziz enhaili

At a political level, the Moroccan regime is 
an absolute monarchy with a constitution 
and multiparty political system. Islamists, 
then, must compete with the power of the 
regime, the structural limits of its political 
liberalization, and the legitimacy of non-
Islamist parties such as the conservative 
nationalist Independence Party (PI) (cre-
ated in 1943) and the social-democratic 
Socialist Union of Popular Forces (USFP) 
(established in 1975).

In addition, the monarchy has its own 
religious legitimacy and is, in fact, defined 
as “sacred” in the constitution (Articles 20 
and 28). The king is the community’s reli-
gious and political leader and has the right 
to intervene if he feels that Islam, the reli-
gion of the state (Article 6), is threatened. 
Any member of parliament who says some-
thing judged disrespectful toward Islam can 
have his immunity removed (Article 37).

Faced with the challenge of Islamism, the 
state provides its own ideological interpre-
tation of the Koran and Islamic tradition. 
The state has mobilized its own religious 
assets to prevent Islamists from taking over 
mosques, including strengthening the role 
of its Ministry of Islamic Affairs, which con-
trols the construction and use of mosques; 
selection, training, and salaries of religious 

officials, who function as civil servants; 
religious programs in the media; and reli-
gious education in the schools. Contrary to 
past practice, the ministry has taken over 
writing Friday sermons and of supervising 
their distribution and presentation in all the 
country’s mosques. Any imam who does not 
cooperate faces serious risks.

This strategy is directed by the Ministry of 
Interior, which has focused on three elements 
in combating the Islamists: controlling mosque 
construction permits, examining the political 
views of religious personnel, and evaluating 
the sermons given in mosques. The Ministry 
of Interior is constantly watching to prevent 
Islamists from taking control of mosques built 
using private funding or clerics giving radical 
sermons. There are three institutionalized 
ways of achieving this goal: control of train-
ing procedures (University of Qarawiyyin, 
Faculty of Shari’a and Islamic Studies, Dar 
al-Hadith al-Hasaniyya, etc.), assignment of 
vetted mosque personnel, and integration into 
a hierarchical structure, namely the council of 
ulamas—according to Mohamed Tozy (1990, 
1992, 1999). It is important to note that the 
king himself, as both commander of the faith-
ful and president of the Supreme Council 
of Ulamas, appoints the presidents of the 
regional councils of ulamas.
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In order to limit the potential outreach of 
Islamist discourse, the government has also 
made several symbolic concessions intended 
to appeal to the most conservative Muslims. 
It reaffirmed Arabic as the official nation-
al language of a country defined as Arab-
Islamic. It broadcasts the call to prayer on 
public radio and television. Television also 
has many religious programs. During the 
month of the Ramadan fast, weekly meetings 
of Moroccan and foreign ulama, in the king’s 
presence, were broadcast on the first public 
national television channel. Every year an 
“Islamic awakening summit” is organized 
with great pomp by the authorities.

While drastically reducing time allotted 
to philosophy studies in secondary schools, 
the Ministry of Education is very generous 
regarding the time given to Islamic educa-
tion. Under the influence of the conservative 
sector, the authorities allowed the opening 
of Islamic studies departments in all of the 
faculties of arts and social sciences across 
the country. This comes at a time when 
philosophy and social sciences are limited to 
the universities of Rabat and Fez.

However, while these policies considerably 
weakened the Moroccan left, considered the 
main threat to the regime in the past, they 
have cultivated a very conservative social 
stratum. Since the job market was no lon-
ger able to absorb those with a high degree 
of religious training alone, they became a 
potentially captive clientele for the Islamist 
opposition—a development still not being 
taken very seriously by the government.

In addition, the shock of the 2003 
Casablanca bombings cut short this “hon-
eymoon.” The authorities launched a cam-
paign to cleanse the religious arena through 
the revival and expansion (April 2004) of 
the ulama councils to include 36 women, 
a confirmation of the royal monopoly over 
fatwas (religious edicts), the reform of 

textbooks and religious education, and the 
appointment of murshidat (female religious 
guides) in the mosques. It should be noted 
that the training of these women was left in 
the hands of the Local Council of Ulamas in 
Rabat. Also, the security apparatus launched 
a vast repressive campaign against the sup-
posedly Islamist militants. A lot of these 
people were arrested or kidnapped. Some of 
them were tortured and/or jailed. In 2007, 
some members of Hizb al-Umma (Umma 
Party)—a small, newly legalized Islamist 
party—were arrested and accused of work-
ing for a foreign power (Iran). Some of these 
people were arrested in Europe.

the Birth and development  
of islamism

The recruitment of Moroccan teachers 
from the Egyptian and Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood as well as the rain of Saudi pet-
rodollars facilitated the spread of Islamist 
ideas. The year 1969 marked the birth 
of the Moroccan Islamist movement, with 
the creation of the Harakat al-Chabiba 
al-Islamiyya (Islamic Youth Movement or 
Mouvement jeunesse islamique, MJI) by 
the Muslim Brotherhood recruit (former 
militant of the left) and education inspec-
tor Abd al-Karim Muti, as Mohamed Darif 
(1992) explains. The MJI was recognized in 
1972. Its establishment was a response to 
the creation of the Marxist movement and 
was part of a royal strategy of ideological 
containment of the left.

As an ideological school, the Islamist move-
ment has gone through four stages. During 
the first period, from 1969 to 1984, the 
movement laid its foundation. Because of 
the state’s repressive response, following the 
Islamist movement’s drift toward violence, 
the Islamist movement opted, between 1985 
and 1994, for a long-term strategy of pressur-
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ing society from below toward its preferred 
model. The third stage, 1995 to 1999, was a 
shift toward being the principal opposition 
force. The beginning of the last stage coincided 
with the death of King Hasan II in 1999 and 
the accession to power of his son, Muhammad 
VI. From the start of Muhammad’s reign, 
the Islamists demonstrated their significant 
mobilization capacities.

The MJI’s golden age lasted from 1972 
to 1975. At the time, its alliance with the 
regime against the left enabled it to attract 
secondary teachers and students in par-
ticular. It also created an illegal militia. 
In addition to attempting unsuccessfully 
to infiltrate the trade unions of the left, 
the MJI conducted intimidation campaigns 
against progressive leaders, intellectuals, 
and high school students. It wanted to ter-
rorize the left in the hope of overtaking its 
influence in the political and social arenas. 
The assassination of socialist leader Umar 

Benjelloun gave the monarchy an impetus 
to dismantle the MJI. Muti’s escape and the 
group’s radicalization accelerated the move-
ment’s collapse.

During Islamism’s second historical phase, 
Abdelilah Benkirane’s faction initially broke 
off from the MJI, its original group, and 
went on to establish al-Jama’a al-Islam iyya 
(Islamic Association, AI) in 1981. Eager to 
acquire legal recognition for the faction as 
a political party, the leadership had to make 
several concessions to the regime, including 
taking the name of Harakat al-Islah wal-
Tajdid (Reform and Renewal Movement, 
MRR, 1992) and the Unity and Reform 
Movement (MUR, 1996) as well as recog-
nizing the monarchy’s religious legitimacy. 
These efforts were more successful in 1996, 
when Benkirane’s friends were authorized 
to take over an empty royalist shell by 
the name of the Constitutional Democratic 
Popular Movement (MPDC). Almost a year 
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later, this party gained nine seats in the 
1997 legislative elections. During a spe-
cial congress in 1998, the MPDC became 
Hizb al-Adala wal-Tanmiyya (Justice and 
Development Party, PJD). 

This legalist voice was rejected by the 
illegal Jama’at al-Adl wal-Ihssan (Justice 
and Charity Group, GJB). Since its estab-
lishment, the movement has been run by 
Shaykh Abd al-Salam Yassine, a learned 
and charismatic man. A former education 
inspector, Yassine became well known in 
1974 for the open letter he sent to Hasan II, 
entitled “Islam or the Flood.” He was placed 
in a psychiatric institution and released 
only in 1978. Former MJI members joined 
him in 1981 in creating Usrat al-Jama’a 
(the Family of the Community). He pub-
lished the journals al-Khitab (The Speech, 
1982) and al-Sobh (Dawn, 1983). Both pub-
lications were soon outlawed.

Yassine did not succeed in legalizing this 
association or his Community Group (1982) 
or Charity Group (1983), under the pretext 
that these were political movements. His 
GJB was finally dissolved in 1990. This 
administrative measure did not, however, 
prevent the movement from spreading its 
offshoots wherever it could, mainly through 
its social activities. Even placing the move-
ment’s spiritual leader under house arrest 
was unable to break his inflexibility. This 
restriction was canceled when Muhammad 
VI came to power.

The last stage of the Islamist evolution 
began with the advent of Muhammad VI in 
1999. At this time, Yassine sent him a criti-
cal letter, opening with, “To Whom It May 
Concern”—a move that had negative con-
sequences for the movement’s relationship 
with the monarchy. The two sides competed 
to win popular support.

In 2000 the Islamists took advantage of 
the opportunity created by the government’s 

project to integrate women in development. 
By becoming head of the conservative forces 
hostile toward this plan, they pushed back 
the government. Two years later, the PJD, 
with 5,000 active members, was forced to 
limit the number of candidates it ran in the 
2002 legislative elections. The party won 
595,439 votes (compared to 264,324 in 1997) 
and 42 seats, more than four times the man-
dates it had gained in 1997. This impressive 
climb made PJD the third-largest party. 

The party, with more than 10,000 active 
members—according to its former leader, 
Saad Eddine al-Uthmani—won 503,396 
votes (11 percent) and 46 seats five years 
later. Even though the PJD gained the 
greatest number of votes, it was ranked as 
the second party in the Assembly because 
of the voting method. Its female legislative 
candidates were twice as successful as the 
female candidates in the other parties. In 
only five years, the PJD doubled its mem-
bership and consolidated its position in 
order to become the second-largest party in 
parliament.

These gains came despite the traumatic 
terrorist attacks of 2003. On May 16, 2003, 
four suicide commandos affiliated with the 
Salafiyya Jihadiyya (SJ) jihadi cell carried 
out simultaneous attacks on Casablanca. 
These terrorist acts killed 44, including the 
12 terrorists, and wounded hundreds. It 
was a great shock to the country. The king 
announced “the end of the era of laxity.” All 
of the deputies voted for a repressive anti-
terrorism law. Thousands of Islamists were 
questioned. In July 2003, 10 death penal-
ties were announced against SJ members. 
In supporting this anti-Islamist repression 
campaign, in vain the leaders of the left 
would have liked to see the regime go as far 
as getting rid of their PJD adversaries. At 
risk of disbandment, the PJD was on its best 
behavior, thus explaining its rallying for the 
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royal family law (Mudawana) reform.
To prevent any significant PJD success in 

the local elections of June 12, 2009, espe-
cially in major cities such as Casablanca, 
Rabat, Marrakesh, and Tangier, the author-
ities have put heavy pressure on the party’s 
top and medium leadership. The goal of 
this strategy is to get some of the leaders to 
leave the party and to contain its electoral 
ambitions. This strategy seemed to have 
worked. On March 4, 2009, the Tangier 
provincial secretary of the PJD’s union, 
Mohamed Sandi, resigned, leaving for the 
USFP’s union. Also, some of the mem-
bers of local councils have left the party. 
Furthermore, the PJD mayor of Meknes, 
Aboubakr Belkora, was relieved of his post.

The PJD participates in the administra-
tion of 60 or so municipalities and controls 
13 municipalities and local authorities. It 
also commands a Moroccan National Work 
Union (UNMT), which is part of the educa-
tion sector.

What is Moroccan islamism?

In Morocco, the Islamist landscape contin-
ues to be more and more diverse. Three 
streams have so far appeared: the reformist, 
the revolutionary, and the jihadi. While the 
first group has chosen to act from below, 
the latter two have opted for action from 
above. Action from below places constant 
pressure on society so that it conforms to 
the religious commandments in order to 
“moralize” public life. Action from above 
tries to infiltrate security institutions and to 
carry out attacks or assassinations of politi-
cal leaders.

the revolutionary stream

As the most important representative of 
this current, the MJI turned particularly to 

young people to conform to the principles of 
Islam in all aspects of their lives. The MJI’s 
executive committee was composed of 10 
founding members, all from the education 
sector, with Muti as president and Kamal 
Ibrahim as vice president. The group was 
made up of two wings: one civil and the 
other “military.” The civil wing included 
five professional sections: professors, teach-
ers, students, workers, and artisans. Each 
of these sections was made up of a group of 
“families” (cells). Yet this structure did not 
survive the exile of its leader.

the reformist stream

The two principal representatives of the 
reformist current include the PJD, led by 
Abdelilah Benkirane, and Yassine’s GJB.  
The latter is tolerated, and the former is 
a legal party. While they share the same 
goal of an Islamic Moroccan state, the two 
groups differ in many ways, including the 
type of leadership and their tactics.

From al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya to the PJD

With the MJI stuck in a deadlock, some of 
its officers broke away from Muti’s revo-
lutionary strategy and rallied around the 
idea of associative legal action, thus leading 
to the creation of the AI (in 1983). The AI 
claimed it would work for the preaching 
of Islam according to the Koran and the 
Sunna, education of the population in favor 
of an Islamic society, and an Islam-based 
law and would combat secularist and pro-
gressive ideologies. For a group wishing to 
win the regime’s support at any price, or at 
least to convince the regime to move in its 
direction, the AI sought to build links to the 
regime’s conservative sectors.

It seemed this movement had abandoned 
the putschist line in favor of a peaceful one 
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in order to achieve its long-term goals. As a 
means of seeking rapprochement with the 
regime, the movement recognized the reli-
gious legitimacy of the monarchy. It is said to 
be attached to the official Malikite doctrine, 
according to Darif, and to the supposedly 
sacred national values—in other words Islam, 
Arabic, the uniqueness of the state doctrine, 
the monarchy, and territorial integrity.

Yet the regime was still not satisfied. 
Thus, in 1992 the AI became the Reform 
and Renewal Movement (MRR). By turning 
away from an Islamic-oriented name, it gave 
up its ambition to represent political Islam 
in Morocco. It is possible that this was a tac-
tical retreat and that the group continued 
to seek an Islamist state through a gradual 
process.

The MRR is an important structure for 
the logistics and financing of Islamist activi-
ties. It includes some 30 charity associations 
in several cities. Its important members are 
part of the PJD’s decision-making body. 
This group qualifies as a “group of Muslims 
working toward the promotion of Islam in 
all aspects of life,” as quoted in al-Raya. The 
MRR joined the MPDC in 1996.

To expand its social base, the MRR used 
several means, such as organizing classes 
in mosques; public conferences and cul-
tural symposiums; and outings, trips, and 
vacation camps for members and support-
ers. It also published books, journals, and 
magazines. In addition to mosques and cen-
ters dependent on the Ministry of Islamic 
Affairs, the movement also uses cultural 
centers connected to the ministries of Youth 
and of Sports and Culture.

As an ideological force, the movement 
defined the Muslim world crisis as a crisis 
of civilization and alleged that it could be 
overcome through the renewal among the 
youth of its understanding of Islam as a 
link between tradition and modernity. It vio-

lently attacked the university and cultural 
left as well as several foreign publications 
and magazines, claiming they were in bad 
taste. It also claimed to be the channel for 
the Islamist dynamic among the youth.

While this movement finally accepted 
democracy as a method to gain power—
defined in Islamic terms as shura (con-
sultation), it designated the categories of 
democracy and human rights as a secular 
concept.

The Justice and Charity Group

The Justice and Charity Group (GJB) 
largely holds to its leader Yassine’s mystic 
heritage. For this reason, when describing 
the condition of society, this movement pre-
fers the term fitna (chaos) instead of jahi-
liyya (impiety). For Yassine, fitna would 
be a social state in which “one no longer 
distinguishes between good and evil and in 
which solidarity and love among Muslims 
[is replaced with] violence and war among 
the strata.” It also refers to a general situ-
ation of “crisis, underdevelopment, politi-
cal instability, atheism, and hegemony of 
material consumerist values,” according 
to Darif. For Yassine, the rule of Shari’a 
(Islamic law) is the alternative to such a 
chaotic state.

According to Yassine, the condition of soci-
ety and the weight of traditions have made 
such a change difficult. However, popular 
education could resolve this problem. In 
this context, he believed in the need to work 
through a large organization and toward the 
unification of different Islamist groups.

To prevent the Algerian chaos from com-
promising the future of Yassine’s project 
in Morocco, the GJB employed a campaign 
aimed at reassuring different constituen-
cies. In a 1982 book, the GJB’s spiritual 
leader said not to consider Moroccan soci-
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ety pagan. Jihad was said to be a battle of 
ideas that would prepare civil society for 
the qawma, or upheaval, a term Yassine’s 
daughter Nadia preferred to translate as 
“civil disobedience” (according to Beau and 
Graciet). His group would thus be a move-
ment of peaceful preaching. Yet this display 
of moderation did not prevent Yassine from 
expressing his hostility toward pluralism of 
political and social ideas.

Still concerned with public relations, 
Yassine also turned to a non-Islamist elite. As 
a tactician, he was aware that in his confron-
tation with the regime, if he could not win 
the support of the secularist elite, he would 
have to at least obtain its neutrality. He thus 
claimed that an Islamic regime would have a 
great deal to learn from democracy. Yet this 
democracy was reduced to a simple political 
technology of peaceful resolution of conflicts 
through public debate, freedom of expres-
sion, and a free press, while respecting the 
Islamist “red lines.” Moreover, his democracy 
(shura) condemned secularism—in his eyes 
the source of all evil—and did not prevent 
his followers from attacking the university 
and cultural left.

The GJB numbers approximately 30,000 
members. It represents the alliance of two 
currents—the Sunni and the mystic. In 
order to join, the potential member under-
goes an initiatory ritual. He must dream of 
the shaykh. This dream is viewed as proof 
that the candidate does not doubt the infal-
libility of the guide’s words and that he will 
submit to his orders. Once co-opted, the new 
disciple is recruited to an usra (cell) of 10 
members, headed by a naqib (delegate) who 
relays the shaykh’s messages and orders. 
Located in the same district, each shu’ba 
(section) is part of a dozen other usras, run 
by a naqib shu’ba. The militant GJB fol-
lower is submitted to a religious asceticism 
and must follow a training program combin-

ing a classic political technique (agitation, 
propaganda) with spiritual education.

The general guide is the head of the 
GJB. He lays out the GJB’s orientation 
and keeps a careful eye on the strategic 
objectives and political line of the General 
Council of Orientation and Direction. 
This council is made up of five lead-
ers: Fathallah Arsalan (secretary gener-
al), Muhammad Ali Sulaymani, Abd al-
Wahid Mutawakil, Abdallah Shibani, and 
Muhammad Abbadi.

Mutawakil, the leader of the movement’s 
extreme wing, is in his seventies. It is 
believed that if Yassine were to disappear, 
he would be his successor. To institutional-
ize the movement, the GJB built a political 
circle run by Mutawakil to spread its social 
and political program. This circle has three 
divisions: unions, youths, and women. Its 
women’s division is in charge of monitoring 
the work of the GJB’s women’s associations, 
organizing public conferences on women’s 
themes, and coordinating the movement’s 
activities relating to women.

In order to continue to capture the atten-
tion of public opinion, the GJB also made 
two important moves. First, it announced 
that its spiritual leader had a prophetic 
dream that the year 2006 would be the year 
of the qawma. Dreaming about the prophet 
Muhammad could be interpreted as a sign of 
Yassine’s will to show how he and his move-
ment are legitimate. The qawma dream in 
particular could be interpreted as an expres-
sion of the state of the shaykh’s anxiety 
about the future of his movement. While 
the dream did not come true, it placed the 
security forces on alert. The GJB also orga-
nized open houses in several of its members’ 
homes in various cities across the country 
to recruit new members. Those who attend-
ed were acquainted with the movement’s 
framework through print and electronic 
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materials (videos, CDs, and DVDs). As a 
retaliatory measure, the authorities sealed 
off several of these houses and confiscated 
the computers and informational pamphlets 
describing the movement’s structures.

Still concerned with recruiting new mem-
bers, the GJB built a network of over 200 
social and cultural associations. There were 
also structures responsible for providing 
for the poor living in the shantytowns and 
on the peripheries of large urban centers. 
These services included school books, medi-
cal aid, payment of burial costs, and so forth. 
The GJB also set up a labor union called the 
Union League, which was influential among 
the railway workers.

To support all these programs, the GJB 
collected money from lucrative commercial 
activities, summer camps, and donations 
from members living both in Morocco and 
abroad. However, in 2000 an administrative 
measure banned Islamist summer camps. 
The GJB envied the autonomy of foreign 
movements and international Islamist net-
works but regarded them with suspicion 
as rivals. Therefore, it continued to preach 
what it conceived as a proper Moroccan 
Islamist way. It also kept its distance from 
al-Qa’ida emissaries dispatched to Europe 
in order to incorporate the GJB as well as 
other groups in its international network.

the Jihadi stream

This movement includes two branches, 
national and international. The national 
branch was established in the early 1990s, 
with the return of some 40 or so Moroccans 
who fought in Afghanistan. Their jihadi 
ideas led to the creation of small, very vio-
lent neofundamentalist groups, including 
al-Sirat al-Moustaqim (Fair Voice or Juste 
Voix, JV), Salafiyya Jihadiyya (SJ), Jama’at 
al-Taouhid wal-Jihad fil-Maghrib (Unity of 

Jihad in Morocco Group or Groupe de l’unité 
et du jihad au Maroc, GUJM), Attakfir wal-
Hijra fil-Maghrib (Excommunication and 
Emigration in Morocco), and Ansar al-Mahdi 
(Mahdi Companions, AM). They voraciously 
read the writings of Egyptians such as Sayyid 
Qutb and Umar Abd al-Rahman and the 
preaching of local virulent imams. Like the 
Salafists, these small groups called for the 
purification of Islam of every foreign cultural 
or social trace. In their eyes, only violence 
could hasten the advent of the caliphate.

They thus legitimated war against those 
considered the “close enemies” of Islam 
(Muslim regimes considered apostates) and 
the “far enemy” (the West). This local jihadi 
current, which still numbered no more than 
a few hundred members, did not hesitate to 
attack (and even kill) those it considered its 
enemies: secular intellectuals, civil servants, 
feminists, and so forth. These groups claimed 
responsibility for several attacks, including 
those in 2003 and 2006, in which lower mili-
tary and security personnel were implicated. 
The state responded with heavy repression.

The Moroccan Islamic Combatant Group 
(GICM) is the main representative of the 
international branch of Moroccan jihad. 
This illegal Salafi movement was created in 
Pakistan between 1993 and 1998. It sought 
to overthrow the Moroccan regime, which 
it considered an apostate and tyrannical, 
in order to reestablish the caliphate. Like 
the Algerian GSPC, the GICM joined the 
al-Qa’ida network through the al-Qa’ida 
umbrella in the Maghreb, according to 
Mathieu Gudère.

Who Are the  
Moroccan islamists?

The history of Islamist Moroccan move-
ments is largely related to that of its found-
ing leaders, and it also involves the educa-
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tion sector to a large extent. While the GJB 
and the MJI were marked by a charismatic 
and strong leadership as well as a single 
source of ideological production or legitima-
cy (Yassine, Muti), the AI-PJD is character-
ized by a diversity of ideologues and leaders 
(Benkirane, Ramid, Uthmani).

leaders

Abd al-Karim Muti was born in 1936 in 
the Marrakesh region. In the early 1950s, 
he joined the resistance, according to Darif 
(1992). In 1959 he became one of the found-
ing members of the leftist National Union 
of the Popular Forces (UNFP). His religious 
convictions and possibly disappointed ambi-
tions played a significant role in his decision 
to break away from the secularist UNFP to 
found the MJI.

Abd al-Salam Yassine was born in 1928. 
He grew up and was educated in Marrakesh. 
He did not join the resistance. After having 
worked as a teacher, in 1955 he became a 
primary schools inspector and later took 
on a management position. In 1959 he 
went to France and the United States for 
an internship (as Sayyid Qutb had done). 
As the result of a spiritual crisis, at age 
38 he supported the Butshishia mystic 
brotherhood, only to leave six years later 
following his master’s death and because of 
conflicts he had with his deceased master’s 
son and heir. In 1974 he sent the famous 
letter “Islam or the Flood.” He was impris-
oned several times. Muhammad VI granted 
him his freedom of movement. Within the 
Islamist arena, he gained recognition from 
1971 as a prolific thinker (with some 20 or 
so works).

Yassine’s daughter Nadia was born in 
1959. She was an ambitious university stu-
dent with a modern education. While she 
does not hold an official title in the hierarchy 

of her father’s movement, she came in as its 
semiofficial media spokesperson due to the 
weakness of the GJB’s official spokesperson. 
She has been pursued by the authorities 
because of a statement calling for the end of 
the monarchy. Following American pressure, 
however, the charge was dropped.

Islamism also includes independent lead-
ers. Among these charismatic clerics are 
Shaykh Muhammad Zuhal of Casablanca 
and the faqih Zamzami (d. 1989) of Tangier 
as well as his son al-Siddiq. Their weekly 
seminaries attract tens of thousands of 
believers, mainly youths. They also have 
had their share of problems with the police.

Regarding policies, two PJD leaders 
are noteworthy: Abdelilah Benkirane and 
Mustafa Ramid. The teacher Benkirane 
was born in 1954 in Rabat. After a brief 
period of flirtation with socialist ideas and 
some time with the PI, he joined the MJI 
at the age of 23, only to leave it 14 years 
later. He has a background in science. His 
profile as someone who might be expected 
to support the regime was an indication to 
the concerned establishment of the rise of 
Islamism. While Benkirane is a good com-
municator, he is neither charismatic nor an 
impressive thinker.

These two weaknesses led to the rise of 
new social climbers such as Ahmad Raissuni 
and Mustafa Ramid. Ramid, a lawyer with 
a theological background, is spokesperson 
of the populist “current” at the center of 
the PJD. Following his controversial pub-
lications, the regime pushed his party to 
dismiss him as parliamentary head of the 
group, a position he regained following 
the 2007 legislative elections. Raissuni, a 
university professor and conservative alim, 
was the president of the former Rabitat al-
Moustaqbal al-Islami (League of the Islamic 
Future, LAI). He spent some years in the 
Gulf Arab states.
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institutions

In addition to the ideological institutions 
analyzed above, the Moroccan Islamists 
use several press publications and Web 
sites. Among these is Muti’s al-Mujahid, 
published in Europe (1981), which calls for 
the overthrow of the regime. Supporters 
of the general guide published al-Saraya. 
Yassine published four titles in Morocco: 
al-Jama’a from 1979 to 1985 (18 issues), 
Assubh and al-Khitab (one issue each), and 
Rissalat al-Futuwa, which were banned. 
L’Échos du Maroc was published in Europe 
by the GICM. The MJI’s legalist heirs pro-
duced four publications: al-Islah, a monthly 
launched in February 1987 by Benkirane 
and Baha; al-Furqan, which appeared in 
December 1987; al-Sahwa; and Attajdid, 
the voice of the MUR.

Some Islamist-oriented publications 
were less overtly political, including al-Nur 
(1979), the voice of al-Ba’th al-Islami; al-
Iman, the voice of the Association of Reborn 
Youth of Islam, led by al-Kadiri (PI); and al-
Huda (1982), published by the Association 
for Islamic Preaching (Fez).

The Islamists have taken part in the global 
communications revolution and have many 
Web sites on the Internet. This enables 
them to bypass traditional censorship. The 
GJB, in the absence of direct and free 
access to the population, uses the Internet 
to make its views known widely, distribut-
ing Yassine’s writings and commenting on 
current events. Despite its efforts, the state 
could not prevent this movement from cre-
ating new Web sites. While two sites (www.
al-jamaa.com and www.yassineonline.net) 
were shut down on June 21, 2006, they can 
still be accessed from abroad. Another site, 
that of Nadia Yassine (www.nadiayassine.
com), has also remained accessible.

The PJD also has several Web sites (www.

attajdid.ma). The updated party Web site 
(www.pjd.ma) is visually attractive and has 
aided the PJD’s image. In contrast, few of 
the secular parties are represented on the 
Internet, though some started Web sites dur-
ing elections. However, in addition to being 
visually unattractive, these sites are not 
updated. The traditional parties, even those 
of the left, have not yet realized the strategic 
importance of the Internet as a communica-
tions tool—a tangible result of their strict 
control by the gerontocracies still mentally 
living in a preglobalization era.

how does islamism function?

Many Islamist groups have a very sophisti-
cated, multileveled strategy. The family is 
an important aspect—the strategy’s first 
front. For example, Islamists carry out 
alternative wedding ceremonies, contrary 
to Moroccan customs. Once the marriage 
contract has been signed, the couple and 
the two uniting families have a simple cer-
emony during which men and women do 
not mix and Koranic verses are recited. For 
those who are poor, the Islamists take care 
of the bill. Such ceremonies end up being 
virtual political meetings. Family life is 
then supposed to create the foundation for 
an Islamic society.

The mosque is the second front of the 
ideological battle. Islamists want to win the 
loyalty of local imams, who will then spread 
their interpretation of Islam. Given state 
control of mosques, the movement has pro-
duced supportive clerics who have preached 
in official “liberated” mosques or in nonof-
ficial mosques financed and maintained by 
private local or foreign subsidies. Some of 
these are referred to as “self-made clerics” 
because they have not undergone official, 
state-sanctioned training.

To gain the support of the poor, the 
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Islamists have needed to compensate for the 
state’s deficiencies and provide social servic-
es, in addition to their proselytizing. Those 
neglected by the public powers thus have 
had access to free social services. At times 
of major religious holidays, such as that of 
the great sacrifice, poor families often still 
receive a sheep.

A third front is the provision of social 
services. In hospitals, the Islamist person-
nel always have a good reputation. They 
approach patients with greater compassion, 
an approach very much appreciated in con-
trast to the behavior of less motivated staff 
members. Islamists also visit the sick, espe-
cially those with no local relatives.

In poorer neighborhoods, Islamists still 
provide free medical services. They also 
offer needy students handouts and give 
supporters makeup courses. In addition 
to taking care of the expenses of marriage 
ceremonies, funds are found to provide for 
the needy and, if necessary, to provide small 
sums of money to those unemployed who 
wanted to sell merchandise. Children and 
young people have also benefited from trips 
and Islamist summer camps, where activi-
ties verge on indoctrination.

This set of activities has enabled Islamists 
to gain support from at least some of their 
target audience, to anchor themselves in 
society, and at times to mobilize large dem-
onstrations on domestic and foreign politi-
cal issues (such as the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
and the 2006 Israel-Lebanon war).

indications for the future

Because of the country’s political diversity, 
royal authoritarianism, and the regime’s 
own religious legitimacy and controls, it 
is unlikely that—at least in the medium 
term—Morocco’s Islamists will succeed in 

posing any true threat to the survival of 
the monarchy. Indeed, Islamism’s main rep-
resentative, the GJB, could collapse with 
the disappearance of its historical leader. 
Nevertheless, Islamists have a long-term, 
base-building strategy that has won them a 
widening group of supporters.
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Various shades of Islamism define the 
Pakistani identity and nation. Indeed, the 
use of Islam in politics has long been the 
state’s principal tool for internal political 
mobilization and for external projection of 
its efforts and ambitions. While Saudi influ-
ence and funding as well the use of Islamism 
by General Zia ul-Haq’s regime (1977–88) to 
build support were important factors in the 
movement, political Islam, in fact, underlies 
both the nation’s conception and its cre-
ation. In addition, the use of Islamism has 
become more vital for a country that has rel-
atively few other assets in seeking to play an 
important role in its region and the world, 
mobilizing support against India, projecting 
influence into Afghanistan, and so on.

the faiths of a Nation

With just under 161 million Muslims (97 
percent of a total population of 165,803,560, 
according to the CIA’s World Factbook), 
Pakistan has the second-largest population 
of Muslims in the world (after Indonesia 
and just ahead of India, which is estimated 
to have a population of 142.35 million 
Muslims). Of these, 77 percent are Sunni 
and 20 percent Shi’a. (However, it should 
be noted that data relating to breakdown 

by sect is controversial and is not provid-
ed by the Pakistan Census Organization. 
Other estimates, such as the U.S. State 
Department’s report, suggest that the Shi’a 
may constitute as little as 10 percent of the 
Muslim population.) The census of 1998 also 
separately recognized a 0.22 percent Qadiani 
(Ahmadi) population, who are treated as 
heretics in Pakistan and have been denied 
the right to refer to themselves as Muslims 
or to propagate their beliefs since 1974.

The Shi’a-Sunni divide within Islam is 
well understood, but the often unique and 
idiosyncratic distinctions between South 
Asian Sunni sects and movements are less 
well known. A strong qualification is, how-
ever, necessary here. While these catego-
ries have enormous political significance 
and rivalries have often been extreme and 
violent, the majority of Pakistanis would 
not be inclined to profess allegiance or 
adherence to any particular school or sect 
and principally regard themselves simply 
as “Sunni.” Furthermore, while particular 
streams may appear culturally dominant 
in certain geographical areas, or among 
particular ethnic communities, no authori-
tative determination can be attempted of 
the actual numbers of adherents to par-
ticular schools or sects; an overwhelming 

Pakistan
Ajai sahni
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majority in the country adopt practices 
that are mixed. A report published by the 
International Crisis Group (ICG) attempt-
ed to attach some crude proportions to the 
various sects, but these are rudimentary 
and appear to be internally contradictory. 
The Deobandis and Barelvis combined are 
estimated at 77 percent of the population, 
and an estimate of the Ahl al-Hadith places 
them at 6 percent of Pakistan’s Muslim 
population. Given a figure of 20 percent 
Shi’a and another 3 percent non-Muslim, 
these figures do not reconcile, unless the 
6 percent Ahl al-Hadith are subsumed 
under the combined 77 percent figure for 
the Sunni population. These numbers do 
not, moreover, account for the influen-
tial reformist movements that reject the 
Deobandi and Barelvi orthodoxies.

Four broad trends can be identified on 
the Pakistani landscape of Sunni Islam, 
with the principal divide occurring between 
the Deobandi and Barelvi schools and the 
modernist-revivalist streams, such as the 
influential Jamaate-Islami, all of which are 
uniquely South Asian in character and 
origin. The Ahl al-Hadith, inspired by 
Wahhabism and enjoying significant sup-
port and funding from Saudi Arabia, is the 
fourth major ideological stream.

The earliest of these, Deobandi, dates 
back to 1867, with the establishment of 
the Dar-ul-Uloom seminary in Deoband (a 
small town in western Uttar Pradesh in 
India, from which the movement takes its 
name). Founded by Mawlana Muhammad 
Qasim Nanautawi and Mawlana Rashid 
Ahmed Gangohi, the seminary evolved a 
structured curriculum with an overwhelm-
ing emphasis on religious education based 
on original Arabic texts rather than on 
later and “corrupted” interpretations. The 
impetus for these developments arose sub-
stantially as a reaction to the colonial 

order, the marginalization of the Muslim 
community in British India, and increas-
ing concerns regarding Westernization and 
other non-Islamic influences.

The Deobandis formally subscribe to the 
Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence. 
They emphasize a puritanical interpreta-
tion of Islam that rejects the strong procliv-
ities to syncretism characteristic of local, 
pre-Islamic, and Sufi influences, which 
mark much of South Asian Islam. In 1919 
Deobandi leaders created a political front, 
the Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind (JUH). The issue 
of the demand for the creation of Pakistan 
split the JUH, and the Jamiat Ulema-e-
Islam (JUI) came into being under the 
leadership of Mawlana Shabbir Ahmed 
Usmani in 1945. The JUI united supporters 
of partition, who lent their support to the 
dominant political group favoring the divi-
sion of British India along religious lines, 
the Muslim League (ML). The JUI and a 
variety of Deobandi formations, including 
the Tableeghi Jamaat, have been immense-
ly influential both socially and politically 
in Pakistan, even as they have directly 
contributed to and shaped the course of 
sectarianism, extremism, and militancy 
in—and exported from—the country.

The Barelvi order was established by 
Ahmad Reza Khan toward the end of the 
nineteenth century, at Bareilly, a small 
town in Uttar Pradesh. The Barelvi also 
adhered to an interpretation of the Hanafi 
school, but there were significant differ-
ences from the Deobandi reading. The 
Barelvi school, in fact, sought to emphasize 
the very syncretic elements of South Asian 
Islam that were explicitly rejected by the 
Deobandis. Deeply influenced by mystical 
Sufi practices and beliefs, Barelvis attrib-
uted extraordinary and many divine quali-
ties to Muhammad, conceiving of him as 
more than mortal. They believed strongly 
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in the power of the intercession of holy per-
sonages and saints and gave greater import 
to the personal than to social and political 
aspects of religion.

Unsurprisingly, the Barelvi philoso-
phy is anathema to the puritan reformist 
movements and schools of Islam, includ-
ing the Deobandi, the Ahl al-Hadith, and 
the Jamaate-Islami, which all condemn the 
Barelvis as shrine- and grave-worshipping 
deviationists.

The Jamiat Ahl al-Hadith is a relatively 
small movement that has gained enormously 
from Saudi support in recent times and rep-
resents one of the most radicalized elements 
within the Sunni fundamentalist factions 
in Pakistan. Inspired by Sayyed Ahmad, it 
sought to restore Islam to the purity of the 
original faith as articulated in the Koran 
and the hadith. The Ahl al-Hadith have 
formally claimed to be distinct from the 
Wahhabis, but their beliefs and practices 
have much in common with the dominant 
creed of Saudi Arabia, and in Pakistan they 
are often referred to as Wahhabis or Salafis. 
While the Ahl al-Hadith insist that they 
do not follow any one of the four schools 
of Islamic jurisprudence, they have moved 
progressively closer to the Hanbali inter-
pretation that is also the basis of Wahhabi 
practices. Their interpretation of Islam is 
puritanical and legalistic, and they reject 
all manner of perceived deviations and 
“idolatrous” practices that they claim have 
crept into the other major traditions. While 
their numbers are believed to be small—one 
tentative assessment by the International 
Crisis Group places them at 6 percent of the 
Muslim population of Pakistan—they have 
exercised disproportionate influence and 
demonstrated a great capacity for violence 
in recent years.

The Jamaate-Islami is one of the most 
influential revivalist movements in South 

Asia and has had tremendous political influ-
ence, both in prepartition India and, sub-
sequent to its creation, in the history of 
Pakistan. It is the most explicitly political 
of the various reformist movements and 
categorically denies the very possibility of 
a distinction between the religious and 
political—and further, between the religious 
and personal—within a genuinely Islamic 
order. Abu Ala Mawdudi, the ideologue and 
founder of the Jamaate-Islami, declared 
in his “Political Theory of Islam” that, in 
an Islamic state, the ideal and objective of 
the organization is that “no one can regard 
his affairs as personal and private. . . . An 
Islamic state is a totalitarian state.”

Islam is, within this conception, a compre-
hensive and universal system, one to which 
there can be no exception and any digres-
sion from which can only be a deviation, an 
act of apostasy or of faithlessness. “Islam 
represents a whole civilization, a complete 
culture, and a comprehensive world order. It 
provides moral guidance in all walks of life. 
. . . Every institution of society and every 
department of Government must conform 
to the laws of Islam . . . ,” stated Mawdudi in 
a 1976 address at the International Islamic 
Conference in London.

According to Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr, 
Mawdudi sought to “enunciate an all-inclu-
sive school of Islamic thought” that was “not 
bound by any school of law.” Mawdudi him-
self “claimed fidelity to the Hanafi rite” but 
“encouraged others to choose one school of 
law after careful consideration and remain 
bound by it.” He was at once a puritan and 
a modernist, seeking to harness the instru-
mentalities of modern science and education 
to the service of Islam but staunchly reject-
ing any element of Western cultural and 
intellectual domination. Mawdudi rejected 
syncretism and the pluralist traditions of 
South Asia. Nasr writes of Mawdudi’s “bina-
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ry vision—dividing the world into Islam and 
‘un-Islam.’”

The erection of communal boundaries and 
the search for identity in Mawdudi’s works 
increasingly cast the world in terms of good 
and evil, converting history into an arena 
for an apocalyptic battle between the two, 
according to Nasr.

These broad categories are, at best, a 
simplification of the panorama of Pakistani 
Islam. A multiplicity of other relatively 
minor movements and sects, including those 
within the Shi’a community, are in evidence. 
A range of beliefs and customs that do not 
fit into any clearly defined schema, even 
though adherence to a particular sect or sys-
tem may be claimed, characterize Muslim 
practices in the country.

Despite the periodic revival of various 
puritanical orthodoxies, Pakistani Islam 
and its many conflicts remain rooted in the 
complex history of Islam in South Asia and 
in two principal and contradictory streams 
that have competed for influence across 
the ages. Islam first came to India through 
traders and Sufi missionaries who con-
verted segments of local populations to a 
syncretic Islam through their piety and 
personal example. It came, later, on the 
edge of the sword, brought in by butshi-
kan (iconoclastic) looters and conquerors in 
sustained and devastating wave after wave 
across centuries. Muslim rule in the Indian 
subcontinent saw extraordinary examples 
of great tolerance and wisdom, on the one 
hand—epitomized by the grand Mughal, 
Jalaluddin Muhammad Akbar (ruled 1556–
1605). Yet on the other hand, it saw bigotry, 
oppression, and vast slaughters of the infi-
dels, marked by the reign of many others. 
Despite the apparent domination of creeds 
of hatred and violence in Pakistan today, 
these conflicting tendencies remain alive 
and strong.

the role of Jinnah and the 
roots of Pakistan

There are many myths about the alleged 
secular intentions of the founders of the 
Pakistani state and the architects of the 
partition of the Indian subcontinent in 
1947. Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Pakistan’s 
Qaid-e-Azam (Great Leader) and “Father 
of the Nation,” was purportedly a commit-
ted secularist and democrat. This is based 
on his personal proclivities and occasional 
remarks, including a much-quoted speech 
delivered in the Constituent Assembly of 
Pakistan on August 11, 1947. In this speech 
he promised that “in course of time all these 
angularities of the majority and minority 
communities, the Hindu community and 
the Muslim community . . . will vanish,” 
and, further, that “you may belong to any 
religion or caste or creed—that has nothing 
to do with the business of the State.” Yet 
this Westernized, wine-drinking, pork-eat-
ing atheist was the most powerful medium 
for the political embodiment of Islam on the 
subcontinent. He mobilized millions to com-
munal hatred and slaughter and almost sin-
gle-handedly created the conditions for the 
eventual bloody catastrophe of partition. On 
one occasion, cited by Rafiq Zakaria, Jinnah 
boasted: “The whole world knows that it is I 
who single-handedly brought Pakistan into 
existence. I am its sole creator. No one else 
can take credit for it.” Failing to secure his 
personal ambitions within a secular politi-
cal order in undivided India, Jinnah made 
a quick transition to an increasingly shrill 
communalism, embracing the “two-nation 
theory,” which postulated the impossibility 
of the Muslim and the non-Muslim coexist-
ing within the same political order.

While the democratic credentials of 
Jinnah’s early political career cannot be 
questioned, it is certainly the case that, well 
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before partition, in the words of Zakaria, 
“he became a staunch advocate of Muslim 
communalism, campaigning for Pakistan 
with an enthusiasm that blinded him to 
the perilous consequences of his cause. . . .” 
The religious idiom and Islamist rhetoric 
increasingly dominated Jinnah’s speeches—
this remained the case during the short time 
that he lived after the creation of Pakistan. 
The atheist was not averse to opportu-
nistically quoting the Koran or, indeed, 
of engineering a jihad to secure his politi-
cal objectives, such as Jinnah’s conspiracy 
with senior civil servant Iskandar Mirza, 
who subsequently rose to the position of 
president of Pakistan, to foment jihad in the 
North-West Frontier Province.

Jinnah’s opportunism and the instrumen-
talization of Islam that it represented have 
become a deep and permanent tradition 
within Pakistan’s politics. Within this con-
text, the “two-nation theory,” on which the 
very existence of Pakistan is premised, was 
not just a question of Hindus and Muslims 
alone. It expressed a general thesis that 
no such communities and populations—
between which linguistic, cultural, religious, 
ethnic, or any other significant differences 
exist—can live together, resolve problems 
amicably, and share broad developmental, 
national, and human goals. Hence it assert-
ed that such communities are best “parti-
tioned,” that is, politically separated.

institutionalization of  
islamist trends

Consequently, over the years, notions of 
religious, ethnic, and cultural distinctness 
and isolation have become more and more 
constricted in Pakistan. This has thus 
reduced the population to a multiplicity of 
mutually exclusive and antagonistic iden-
tities, even as sectarian violence grows 

immensely—both in its incidence and in its 
brutality. An important result of this politi-
cal culture is the legitimization not only 
of Islamism but also of radical Islamism, 
as well as a tendency toward the creation 
of factions that claim to possess total 
truth and do not need to tolerate other 
views. This has both grown and fractured 
Islamism on the Pakistani scene.

The diversity that exists within Pakistan 
has thus become the target of Islamist 
movements. This has included those who 
have diverged in their interpretation of 
Islam from the Sunni majority, such as 
the Ahmadis or Shi’a; anyone with feeble 
impulses toward secularism; and those 
Sunnis with a different political or religious 
viewpoint. In this context, it is important 
to note that no political party in Pakistan 
has adhered consistently to secular poli-
tics, and, as was the case with the nation’s 
founder, Jinnah, every political formation 
and government—both civilian and mili-
tary—has since found it expedient to flirt 
with Islamism or to exploit religious senti-
ments as instrumentalities to secure sup-
port and legitimacy.

Despite assertions that the country’s 
early governments sought an egalitarian 
and secular rather than an Islamist order, 
the Objective Resolution of 1949—the basis 
of governance and of the country’s future 
constitution—incontrovertibly established 
Islamism as the national ideology, mak-
ing it central to the governance processes. 
The resolution declared that “sovereignty 
lies with Allah and people of Pakistan will 
spend their lives in accordance to the limits 
prescribed by Him.”

Each subsequent constitutional develop-
ment sought to appease the mullahs and 
religious parties, and Pakistan’s entire ori-
entation in both domestic and foreign policy 
became inextricably tied to Islamist identity 
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politics. The country’s first military dicta-
tor, Ayub Khan, sought to justify his regime 
in terms of the idea of the caliphate and 
brought Islamic legislation into the sphere 
of personal and family laws. Zulfiqar Ali 
Bhutto—perhaps Pakistan’s most celebrat-
ed “secular” leader—declared his commit-
ment to create an “Islamic [nuclear] bomb,” 
even if “we have to eat grass or leaves or 
go hungry”; articulated his populist politics 
in the name of “Islamic socialism”; con-
structed Pakistan’s domestic policy in terms 
of Muslim identity; concentrated foreign 
policy on West Asia and on the Organization 
of Islamic Countries (OIC); and legally 
declared the Ahmadis to be apostates.

The country’s position as an “Islamic 
Republic” was systematically consolidated 
through a range of constitutional develop-
ments in 1956 and 1963, until the constitu-
tion of 1973 finally declared that Islam was 
the state religion and “all existing laws shall 
be brought in conformity with the injunc-
tions of Islam as laid down in the Holy 
Koran.” Thereafter, a wide spectrum of leg-
islative initiatives sought to bring various 
aspects of the judicial, educational, econom-
ic, and administrative systems into confor-
mity with this decree, particularly under the 
Enforcement of Shari’a Act of 1991, further 
providing that the Shari’a took precedence 
over all other laws and, “while interpreting 
the statute law, if more than one interpre-
tation is possible, the one consistent with 
Islamic principles and jurisprudence shall be 
adopted by the court.” The process reached 
its culmination under General Zia-ul-Haq, 
who feverishly harnessed Islamism both to 
secure domestic legitimacy and to wage the 
U.S.-backed jihad against the Soviet occupa-
tion in Afghanistan.

These proclivities were systematically 
deepened by the enduring alliance of con-
venience that emerged between the funda-

mentalist parties and formations, on the 
one side, and the country’s all-controlling 
army, on the other—generally referred to 
as the military-mullah alliance. As a result, 
Pakistan’s religious parties went from an 
outside pressure group to a force “that wields 
considerable influence . . .” throughout gov-
ernment, according to Husain Haqqani. 
These ideological proclivities have become 
progressively more intractable through a 
progression of regimes, regardless of their 
composition or policy direction.

Significantly, Islamism and, indeed, 
Islamist militancy, have become deeply and 
culturally entrenched as a result of their 
continuous promotion, not only through 
the vast infrastructure of institutions con-
trolled by the religious parties—the madra-
sas (seminaries) and the marakiz (religious 
centers)—but essentially and systematically 
through the government-controlled educa-
tion system as well. State prescribed, com-
pulsory curricula impose Islamist indoctri-
nation at every level, from preschool through 
university textbooks. This is also evident 
in all entry examinations for government 
services. For example, the Federal Public 
Service Commission has two compulsory 
papers, on Pakistan affairs and on Islamiat, 
with an overwhelming Islamist ideologi-
cal content. The Islamiat paper contains, 
among other subjects, the topic of jihad. It 
is not, as the Pakistani establishment would 
like the world to believe, renegade madrasas 
that have seeded hatred in the minds of the 
people of Pakistan, raising armies of sectar-
ian and international terrorists. Indeed, 
these madrasas themselves have been sup-
ported and sponsored by the Pakistani state. 
They are, moreover, only a small part of the 
elaborate structure of indoctrination that 
has systematically been exploited by succes-
sive governments over decades.

Some qualifications are necessary here. 
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Despite systemic indoctrination and pro-
paganda, the “Establishment Islam” that 
dominates the power structures in Pakistan 
does not reflect the belief systems of the 
masses, nor does it reflect the creed of any 
one or a combination of the puritan or 
reformist schools. As Yoginder Sikand notes, 
“The vast majority of Pakistani Muslims 
are not ideologically programmed ‘funda-
mentalists.’” The Islamist parties have not 
secured significant electoral success at any 
point in the country’s history, and their best 
performance—in a National Assembly elec-
tion declared by European Union monitors 
to have been clearly rigged in their favor 
by the regime headed by President General 
Pervez Musharraf—yielded just over 11 per-
cent of the vote.

Islamism in Pakistan has in fact been 
transformed into a device through which 
a regressive military-mullah-feudal com-
bine—the ruling elite—dominates the popu-
lation in abiding neglect of the people’s 
interests and development. This is more 
obvious in view of the fact that, while 
every government and political party since 
the creation of Pakistan has used the idea 
of Islam to manipulate populations and 
power, the commitment to “Islamization” 
has remained selective and limited to the 
politically expedient, essentially a tool of 
mobilization rather than an obligation to 
the creation of a moral community based on 
an enlightened interpretation of the faith. 
Indeed, the traditions of ijtihad (deduc-
tion on legal and theological questions by 
Islamic scholars) and of fiqh (theological 
inquiry and interpretation) have no place in 
these processes of purported Islamization, 
and Islam has essentially been reduced to 
whatever the mullahs and their political 
or military masters consider expedient at a 
particular point in time.

Critically, however, state support, the 

appetite for violence, and an exaggerated 
(often state-sponsored) street presence have 
given the Islamist formations and Islamist 
issues a far greater presence and power 
than would otherwise have been possible. 
The effect has been dramatically visible in 
the militancy and militarization of these 
groups and their armed wings, as well as 
in the scenario of communal and sectarian 
violence in Pakistan.

As a result of Islamism being an inte-
gral element of the official creed and order, 
Pakistan’s tiny minorities are subjected to 
severe and systemic discrimination, which 
is built into the constitutional, legal, and 
institutional order. This is compounded enor-
mously by an enveloping and state-supported 
culture propagated through governmental, 
educational, and dominant social institu-
tions. Pakistan has seen a continuous decline 
in the population of non-Muslims—from 23 
percent of the population of West Pakistan 
(now Pakistan) at the time of partition, to 
their current status of 3.72 percent.

While the constitution formally guarantees 
all freedom for one “to profess, practice and 
propagate his religion,” there is a range of 
insidious laws that circumscribe this free-
dom and create an order that is consistent 
with Abu Ala Mawdudi’s doctrine, cited by 
Ashgar Ali Engineer, that, in Pakistan, the 
“law of the land will be the law of the major-
ity. Minority can safeguard their religion but 
cannot promote it.” The constitution itself 
qualifies freedom of speech and expression 
with the corollary “subject to any reasonable 
restrictions imposed by law in the interest of 
the glory of Islam.” The systemic biases of 
the constitutional order lend themselves to 
relentless institutional, social, and political 
discrimination against minorities. This is 
most dramatically illustrated in the “blas-
phemy laws”—Sections 295 to 298 of the 
Pakistan Penal Code (PPC)—which have 



3 5 4   n o r t h  A f r i C A  A n d  t h e  M i d d l e  e A s t  

been widely abused to intimidate, oppress, 
and expropriate members of the minority 
communities in Pakistan and often to settle 
personal scores against them. The law car-
ries a mandatory sentence of death for “use 
of derogatory remarks” against Muhammad, 
and its language is ambiguous. Individuals 
charged under the blasphemy laws are fre-
quently subjected to attacks by extremists, 
and several have been killed while in police 
custody, as reported by the Human Rights 
Commission of Pakistan (HRCP).

Another area of legislative excess is the 
application of the Shari’a-based Hudud 
Ordinances to non-Muslims. The Hudud 
Ordinances apply specifically to offenses of 
adultery, offenses against property (theft, 
robbery, armed robbery, etc.), and the prohi-
bition of drinking alcohol. They carry pen-
alties ranging from extended jail terms to 
whipping, to amputation and death. Apart 
from the fundamental injustice of applying 
Muslim law to non-Muslims, there are also 
systematic elements of discrimination that 
compound the disadvantages accruing to 
non-Muslims. The most significant of these 
are the laws of evidence that apply to these 
crimes, where the testimony of Muslims 
alone is valid against Muslims, and where 
the testimony of a Muslim is given greater 
weight in cases involving non-Muslims. The 
greatest scandal in this context is the zina 
(adultery) and zina bil-jabar (rape) laws, 
where a woman must bring forth four 
Muslim eyewitnesses to the crime to prove 
rape; an allegation of rape, however, is 
itself accepted as proof of adultery—with a 
potential death sentence—if such a witness 
is lacking. In a situation where violence, 
abductions, and rape against minorities (as 
well as against Muslim women) are endem-
ic, this law has become an extraordinary 
instrument of persecution. Numerous cases 
of blasphemy against members of minority 

groupings—an offense that carries a possi-
ble death sentence—are arbitrarily decided 
against them on the basis of single, often 
motivated, testimony by a Muslim. 

sectarianism

Legal infirmities are compounded by a social, 
cultural, and political milieu in which hatred 
of non-Muslims is actively encouraged by a 
wide range of powerful institutions, includ-
ing the state and its educational apparatus. 
Within this context, it is useful to note that 
one of the minorities that suffers particular 
discrimination is the artificially created 
“non-Muslim” minority of the Ahmadis, 
or Qadianis. The Ahmadis were declared 
heretics after extended violent agitations 
by fundamentalist forces—spearheaded by 
Mawdudi and his Jamaate-Islami—between 
1953 and 1974, when they were finally 
and explicitly declared to be non-Muslims 
by law. Section 298-C of the PPC pre-
scribes harsh punishment (up to three years 
imprisonment and a fine) for any person 
from this sect “who directly or indirectly 
poses himself as a Muslim or calls or refers 
to his faith as Islam or preaches or propa-
gates his faith or invites others to accept his 
faith by words, either spoken or written, or 
by visible representation or in any manner 
whatsoever outrages the religious feelings 
of Muslims.”

Heavily armed radical Sunni groups, 
including those organized around the jihad 
in Afghanistan and in India, as well as those 
formed in the context of Shi’a-Sunni sectari-
an violence, direct their rage against minori-
ties as well. The Human Rights Commission 
of Pakistan notes in its 2005 State of Human 
Rights report:

Across the country, attacks on religious 
minorities increased . . . in the form of 
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attacks on temples, churches and other 
places of worship and . . . kidnapping of 
members of minority communities. . . . 
Even more disturbing than the attacks 
themselves was the failure of authori-
ties to act under applicable laws against 
the culprits. . . . The material included 
in some text-books contributed towards 
the bias against religions other than 
Islam. . . .

In a September 2006 press release, the 
HRCP added:

Sectarian and religious intolerance is 
growing. Non-Muslim citizens have 
faced numerous attacks. . . . There have 
been more and more complaints regard-
ing the forced conversion of Hindu and 
Christian girls and in June, about 100 
Ahmadis were forced out of their vil-
lage near Daska, in Sialkot district. This 
dangerous division in society on the 
basis of belief, and the official support 
given to discrimination, can only add to 
the dangers currently facing society.

The extremists also discovered unpardon-
able deviations and apostasy within the 
community of Muslims. As Praveen Swami 
notes, “Pakistan’s religious right is at war 
with itself: an intimate war that could 
have more far-reaching consequences for 
the nation than any of the multiple cri-
ses that have enveloped it. . . .” The very 
first sectarian target was, of course, the 
Ahmadis, who in 1953 and 1954 were the 
object of a campaign of violent protests and 
rioting led by a group of ulama (religious 
clerics) under the banner of the Anjuman-
e-Ahrar and Majlis-e-Khatm-e-Nabuwat but 
strongly supported by the Jamaate-Islami.  
The campaign continued again, with final 
success, in 1974, when legislation exclud-

ing the Ahmadis from the community of 
Muslims was finally passed. An amendment 
to the constitution inserted the following 
clause in Article 106(3):

A person who does not believe in the 
absolute and unqualified finality of the 
Prophethood of Muhammad (Peace be 
upon him), the last of the Prophets, or 
claims to be a Prophet in any sense of 
the word or of any description whatso-
ever after Muhammad (Peace be upon 
him), or recognizes such a claimant 
as a Prophet or religious reformer, is 
not a Muslim for the purposes of the 
Constitution or law.

The “apostate” Ahmadis, however, con-
tinue to be attacked by fundamentalist ele-
ments (as do other such groups, including 
the Zikris and the Baha’is).

The campaign against the Ahmadis 
was succeeded by violence along another 
front: the Shi’a-Sunni schism. The violence 
against Shi’as in Pakistan dates back to 
1963 (though Shi’a-Sunni violence on the 
subcontinent has a centuries-old history), 
when over 100 Shi’as were massacred in 
the village of Tehri of the Khairpur District 
in Sindh province. By the mid-1980s, this 
campaign had snowballed into daily killings 
and a demand—reminiscent of the agita-
tion against the Ahmadis—particularly by 
the Deobandis, for the designation of the 
Shi’as as a non-Muslim minority as well. 
(The ICG argues persuasively that the 
Shi’a-Sunni conflict in Pakistan is more 
accurately described as a Shi’a-Deobandi 
conflict.) A continuous history of state col-
lusion with the Deobandi radicals evolved 
around this conflict, and the state not only 
turned a blind eye to their repeated trans-
gressions but actively encouraged these, 
largely on grounds of ideological sympathy, 
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but on occasion for specific tactical advan-
tage. In 1986, for example, General Zia ul-
Haq let the Sunni Afghan mujahidin (resis-
tance fighters) and their local Sunni sup-
porters kill Shi’as in Upper Parachinar for 
blocking their territory’s use as a base for 
attacks against the Soviet-backed Afghan 
government.

islamist organizations

The year of the Iranian Revolution saw 
the creation of a radical, though initially 
unarmed, Shi’a group backed by Tehran, the 
Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Fiqh-e-Jafaria Pakistan 
(TNFJP), the “movement for the imple-
mentation of Fiqh-e-Jafaria” (a school of 
Islamic jurisprudence that is traced back 
to its founder, Imam Jafar Sadiq). The 
group also sought to propagate the ideas of 
Iran’s Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The 
creation of the TNFJP offended the Sunni 
majority and provoked further violence 
against Shi’as.

Given the context of the Afghan jihad, 
and the free flow of weapons and explo-
sives in the country, sectarian strife was 
also quickly militarized. First, the Anjuman 
Sipah-e-Sahaba was established in Jhang 
to wage armed war against the dominant 
Shi’a landlords of the district. The organi-
zation was subsequently reorganized into 
the Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), distin-
guishing itself as the most virulent sectar-
ian outfit in the country. The SSP continues 
to operate through its armed surrogate, the 
Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ), with a significant 
overlap to pan-Islamist groups connected 
with the al-Qa’ida-led global jihad, in par-
ticular the Harkat-al-Mujahidin and the 
Jaish-e-Muhammad.

By the early 1990s, the SSP had secured 
sophisticated weaponry from the Afghan 
supply channels, including rocket launchers 

used by the group for the first time against 
the state’s forces in June 1992. By 1996 the 
SSP had joined the political mainstream 
and began to contest elections. However, 
an apparent split saw the more radical ele-
ments in the party reorganizing themselves 
as the LeJ. The LeJ is widely accepted as 
nothing more than the armed wing of the 
SSP. According to an article in South Asia 
Terrorism Portal, its entire leadership con-
sists of jihadis who fought against Soviet 
forces in Afghanistan, with a majority of 
its cadres drawn from the numerous Sunni 
madrasas in Pakistan.

The Shi’as, in turn, created their own armed 
factions. Successive splits in the TNFJP 
brought the Tehrik-e-Jafaria Pakistan and 
the Sipah-e-Muhammadi Pakistan, both of 
which engaged in a long, though losing, 
violent conflict with the Deobandi SSP and 
the LeJ. Both the TJP and the LeJ are 
proscribed in Pakistan. The TJP has, how-
ever, reinvented itself under the banner 
of the Tehrik-e-Islami, which is a member 
of the Islamist—though Sunni-dominated—
Muttahida-Majlis-e-Amal. Despite this polit-
ical accommodation, Shi’a communalism 
remains the Tehrik-e-Islami’s basic prin-
ciple, according to the ICG report.

Other clashes have taken place in fratri-
cidal conflicts within the Sunni fold itself—
specifically between the Deobandi (sup-
ported by the Ahl al-Hadith) and the Barelvi 
sects. Thus, on April 11, 2006, a suicide 
bomb attack on a gathering of Barelvis, 
who had assembled at the Nishtar Park in 
Karachi to offer prayers to mark the anni-
versary of Muhammad’s birth, killed at least 
57 persons and injured over 200, as reported 
by Kanchan Lakshman. The attack was 
intended to wipe out the leadership of Sunni 
Tehrik. The dead included top leaders of 
that group and the Jamaate-Ahl-e-Sunnat—
both prominent Barelvi organizations. The 
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Sunni Tehrik’s chief, Abbas Qadri; deputy 
chief, Akram Qadri; spokesperson, Iftikhar 
Bhatti; and Jamaate-Ahl-e-Sunnat’s Haji 
Hanif Billo and Hafiz Muhammad Taqi were 
all killed in the suicide bombing. The April 
11 attack was only one in a continuous suc-
cession of bombings, shootings, and assas-
sinations at mosques and prayer meetings 
in the running war between the Sunni sects. 
Indeed, the founder of the Sunni Tehrik, 
Saleem Qadri, was also assassinated—on 
May 18, 2001—in Karachi by SSP activists.

The violent Deobandi-Barelvi contest is 
rooted in powerful interventions by the 
Pakistani state in favor of the Deobandis 
and against the numerically larger but 
generally pacifist and relatively eclectic 
Barelvis, and dates back to the regime of 
the country’s first military dictator, General 
Ayub Khan. Ayub Khan created the Awqaf 
Department within the government to divest 
the Barelvis of their control over thousands 
of mosques and waqf (charitable) properties 
and to deliver them to the Deobandis. The 
polarization between the two Sunni sects 
was further aggravated by the all-powerful 
military government’s strategies of provid-
ing alternating and opportunistic support 
to the two sects. Thus, when the Deobandis 
supported the antimilitary Movement for 
the Restoration of Democracy in Sindh and 
refused to accept zakat (charity) allocations 
from the government, the state began to 
lend support to the Barelvis in the province, 
according to Lakshman. Over the decades, 
these trends were continuously deepened 
by successive regimes, using Islam for their 
own purposes at the cost of fueling sectarian 
conflicts.

The cumulative consequence of the con-
stant reinforcement of sectarian fault lines 
through state policy has been a steady 
stream of slaughters, resulting in at least 
4,573 sectarian killings between 1990 and 

October 31, 2006, according to a report by 
the South Asia Terrorism Portal.

the obligation of terror

The title of this section borrows from Shaykh 
Abdallah Azzam, who wrote:

We are terrorists, and terror is an obli-
gation in the Book of Allah. . . . Let the 
West and East know that we are terror-
ists and we strike fear. . . . “Against them 
make ready your strength to the utmost 
of your power, including steeds of War, 
to strike terror into the (hearts of) the 
enemies of Allah and your enemies . . .” 
[Surat al-Anfal 8:60]. . . . So terror is an 
obligation in the Creed of Allah.

It was in South Asia—in Pakistan in par-
ticular, and in its violent projections into 
Afghanistan and India—that the world’s 
first global Islamist terrorist movement 
was bred and nurtured, explains K.P.S. Gill. 
Thus, this scourge does not simply date back 
to the Afghan jihad and General Zia-ul-Haq. 
The rising tide of Islamist terrorism of this 
age was seeded in the early decades of the 
twentieth century. In India during the mid-
1920s, Mawlana Sayed Abu Ala Mawdudi, 
the founder and head of the Jamaate-Islami, 
began to articulate an ideology of political 
Islam that gave primacy to jihad over and 
above all the other duties imposed by Islam. 
The four pillars of Islam (prayer, fasting, 
almsgiving, and pilgrimage), he said, were 
“acts of worship . . . ordained to prepare us 
for a greater purpose and to train us for a 
greater duty. . . .” This duty was jihad.

“If you are true followers of Islam,” he 
added, “you can neither submit to any other 
din [religion or way of life] nor can you make 
Islam a partner of it. If you believe Islam to 
be true, you have no alternative but to exert 
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your utmost strength to make it prevail on 
earth: you either establish it or give your 
lives in this struggle.” His notion of “din,” 
significantly, not only covered all other reli-
gious faiths but all ways of life and political 
order as well. Islam was, in this conception, 
in irreducible conflict with all nationalisms 
as well as with every form of governance—
whether authoritarian or democratic—other 
than the law of the Shari’a.

This situation also had an international 
effect. Foreign Islamist volunteers were 
trained in camps set up by the army’s 
Inter Services Intelligence (ISI), first in 
Afghanistan and later in the campaign to 
conquer the Indian area of Jammu and 
Kashmir (J&K) and to operate in other parts 
of India. Jihadis from at least 19 identifiable 
nationalities were pushed into the terror-
ist campaign in J&K, with a significant 
number of other foreign terrorists whose 
nationalities remained unknown. These 
countries included Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
Egypt, Sudan, Lebanon, Bahrain, the UAE, 
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Turkey, Nigeria, 
Iran, Bangladesh, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, the 
UK, Nepal, Iraq, and Chechnya. Some of the 
most notorious Islamist terrorists—Ramzi 
Yusuf, jailed for the 1993 World Trade 
Center attack; Mawlana Masood Azhar, 
founder of the Jaish-e-Muhammad; Fazlur-
Rahman Khalil, creator of the Harkat-al-
Mujahidin; and Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, 
the Jordanian who headed the jihad in Iraq 
until he was killed on June 8, 2006—have 
at some stage of their respective terrorist 
careers worked with the Sunni sectarian 
group, the SSP, killing Shi’as in Pakistan, 
Iran, and Afghanistan.

Well after the anti-Soviet jihad in 
Afghanistan had been wrapped up, these 
camps continued to churn out trained 
Islamist terrorists with the active support 
of the Pakistani state, military, and political 

establishment at the highest levels. Recent 
disclosures, for instance, have confirmed that 
the minister for information and broadcast-
ing, Shaykh Rashid Ahmad, ran a terrorist 
training camp at Fatehganj near Rawalpindi 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Thus, a great deal of the terrorist and 
extremist apparatus has been state sponsored 
in Pakistan, including the radicalized madra-
sas with their curricula of rote learning of the 
Koran and message of hatred toward other 
communities and the West. Their alumni 
combine a fanatical mind-set with a lack of 
skills for productive employment.

The result was that a large number of 
the major acts of international Islamist ter-
rorism passed through Pakistan—for some 
years before and consistently after the events 
of September 11, 2001. The September 11 
attacks themselves were a culmination of 
this process, and virtually all its perpetrators 
and conspirators had trained, resided, or met 
in, coordinated with, or received funding 
from or through Pakistan.

Ironically, events forced President 
Musharraf to join the global war on terror 
after September 11. However, this deci-
sion was taken with reluctance, as was 
evident in Musharraf’s speech of September 
19, 2001, in which he cited the tactical 
Treaty of Hudaybiyya (which Muhammad 
entered into with the people of Mecca) as his 
model and justified his actions in terms of 
defending Pakistan’s most critical concerns. 
(Musharraf acknowledges the starkness of 
the existential choice he was offered and his 
decision after he “war gamed” the United 
States in his book In the Line of Fire.)

signs of Pakistan’s engagement 
with islamism

Although terrorist attacks are the most 
dramatic demonstration of Pakistan’s 
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 involvement in terrorism, signs of Pakistan’s 
deep engagement with Islamism on official 
and semioffical levels are also evident in 
the propagation of the ideology of jihad, 
communal polarization and hatred, and the 
demonization of all other faiths. Musharraf 
promised to regulate what he described as 
“aberrant institutions” in Pakistan: extrem-
ist madrasas and marakiz (centers). Yet the 
actual problem is that Pakistan itself is in 
many ways an Islamist state that uses a 
radical version of that ideology, even if it 
does not implement it. Islamist extremism 
remains integral to the Pakistani state and to 
its processes of social, political, and cultural 
mobilization.
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Few arenas better reflect the resurgence 
of political Islam in the past three decades 
than Palestinian politics. Playing almost 
no role in the reemergence of Palestinian 
political life in 1964 with the creation of the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), 
Islamists are poised to dominate Palestinian 
political life, if they do not do so already. 
Palestinian Islamic politics are dominated 
by Hamas and al-Jihad al-Islami (IJ), with 
the former by far the more important.

hamas Background

No other movement in the Arabic-speaking 
world has succeeded politically like Hamas 
since it was formally established in 1987. A 
marginal political player in the Palestinian 
arena as recently as the early 1990s, it has 
become, after its decisive victory in the 
Palestinian legislative council elections in 
March 2006, the major political force in 
Palestinian politics.

Its origins were humble. Hamas, a dis-
tant offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood 
established in 1946 in Gaza, was a quiescent 
force under Egyptian rule (1948–67). The 
organization was mainly oriented to religious 
instruction and preaching. So politically inac-
tive was the movement at the time, that at 

least two of its members—Salah Khalaf (Abu 
Iyad) and Khalil al-Wazir (Abu Jihad)—left 
it in search of a more active political and 
guerrilla organization. They later became 
two of the historical founders of Fatah, the 
major nationalist faction which dominated 
the Palestine Liberation Organization. 

It abstained from guerrilla activity, even 
though the movement had some opportu-
nity to take a more active role in fida’iyyin 
guerrilla activities organized in large part 
by the Egyptian state against Israel in the 
1950s. This same policy characterized the 
Brotherhood when Israel captured the West 
Bank and Gaza Strip in 1967. The Muslim 
Brotherhood played almost no role when 
Gaza became the scene of violence against 
Israeli rule by nationalist groups from 1969 
to early 1971.

There could be no better proof of such 
acquiescence than both the timing and 
character of al-Mujama, the major organiza-
tion within Brotherhood ranks to emerge 
at the time. It was established in Gaza by 
Ahmad Yasin in 1973 as a welfare charity 
association that ran clinics, kindergartens, 
and vocational classes, including the study 
of Hebrew. Israel granted registered charity 
status to the association in 1978. Funding 
came from local charity (zakat) collections, 

Palestinians
hillel frisch
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Islamic organizations in Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf States, and expatriate Palestinians 
residing there. Jordan was the major con-
duit of such funds.

This was also the period in which the 
Brotherhood through the al-Mujama became 
more political. The Brotherhood’s radical 
transformation took place in the newly 
formed universities and colleges. Though 
the main feature was the power struggle 
between Fatah and Hamas at the new Islamic 
University of Gaza, the al-Mujama political 
student movements also scored victories on 
many campuses in the West Bank, especially 
in the new al-Najah National University in 
Nablus and Hebron University.

In February 1981 Israeli authori-
ties dismissed the Fatah-oriented pres-
ident and senior administration of the 
Islamic University as part of the struggle 
against the PLO-backed National Steering 
Committee then fighting against the Camp 
David Accords. This move paved the way 
for Muhammad Siyyam’s appointment as 
its president. Siyyam was a veteran mem-
ber of the Brotherhood and active in al-
Mujama. The university quickly took an 
Islamist turn, imposing on both the female 
staff and students the hijab (veil) and robe, 
creating separate entrances for men and 
women, and enforcing strict gender separa-
tion in classes.

Islamization from above was reinforced 
by the al-Mujama student group from below. 
The student bloc quickly came to dominate 
the student body and enforced these codes 
through violence and intimidation of dis-
senters. By the mid-1980s, it was the largest 
university in the territories, with a student 
body of 4,500 and the only one in which the 
Fatah Shabiba movement (founded in Gaza 
University by Muhammad Dahlan) was a 
marginal force. Almost every key leader in 
Hamas subsequently—Abd-al-Aziz al-Ran-

tisi, Dr. Mahmud Zahar, Ibrahim al-Yazuri, 
and Salah Shhada—found employment in 
the institution.

Part and parcel of the al-Mujama and 
the student blocs’ increasingly political 
stance was a growing rivalry with “nation-
alist” institutions they regarded as secular. 
Tension with the PLO climaxed in January 
1980, when Islamist activists attacked Red 
Crescent Society offices and attempted to 
march on the home of its director, Haydar 
Abd al-Shafi, a leading Gaza leftist.

Throughout the 1980s, the violence was 
directed inward, against social institutions 
such as cinemas, places selling or serving 
alcohol, and casinos—which the movement 
considered un-Islamic. Abd al-Aziz Rantisi, 
an activist in the Gaza Strip town of Khan 
Yunis (later to assume briefly the leadership 
of Hamas), was the first to become involved 
in the smuggling of weapons in 1984. As a 
result of this shift, the Israeli authorities 
arrested 13 members, including Rantisi and 
Yasin, and an arms cache was seized. Dr. 
Ibrahim Yazuri temporarily took over the 
al-Mujama leadership.

the intifada and the 
establishment of hamas

It took a massive popular and unorganized 
uprising of December 1987, the intifada, to 
transform the loose network of Brotherhood 
institutions into the Hamas. The Hamas was 
founded in January 1988 with the primary 
focus of resistance to Israeli rule. Hamas 
is an acronym for Harakat al-Muqawa-
ma al-Islamiyya (The Islamic Resistance 
Movement) that forms the word “zeal.” Its 
founding leaders—Ahmad Yasin, Abd al-Fat-
tah Dukhan, Muhammad Shama, Ibrahim 
al-Yazuri, Issa al-Najjar, Salah Shhada, Abd 
al-Aziz al-Rantisi, Dr. Mahmud Zahar, and 
others—reflected its strong Gaza base, a 
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characteristic that dominates the organiza-
tion and its leadership to this day.

Resistance to Israeli rule soon came to 
mean the eradication of Israel altogether. In 
August 1988, in reaction to a draft “declara-
tion of independence” from local PLO lead-
ers, Hamas disseminated a charter of its own 
declaring that all of Palestine was an Islamic 
trust land that could never be surrendered 
to non-Muslims. The forged Protocols of the 
Elders of Zion is cited as a legitimate docu-
ment. The charter declared negotiations with 
Israel and international conferences in pur-
suit of peace as useless and illegitimate.

Hamas created three sections. A politi-
cal wing—staffed by Yasin’s closest allies, 
Isma’il Abu Shanab, Yazuri, Rantisi, and 
Zahar—produced leaflets, raised funds 
(especially in the Gulf), recruited mem-
bers, and co-opted mosques. An intelligence 
apparatus, known as al-Majd (glory), under 
Yahya Sanwar and Ruhi Mushtaha, was 
responsible for internal policing and the 
killing of collaborators. The Izz al-Din al-
Qassam Brigades, founded during the first 
intifada, became its military arm.

Mass participation in violence, character-
ized by stone throwing and use of incendiary 
bombs, gave way to increasing terrorist activ-
ity by professional, salaried gunmen. In 1989 
the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades in Gaza 
kidnapped and killed two Israeli soldiers. 
From that point on, Israel came to regard 
the Hamas as Israel’s most serious terror-
ist threat, culminating in the expulsion to 
Lebanon of nearly 413 Hamas and al-Jihad 
al-Islami activists in December 1992.

By the time the activists were allowed to 
return, they had perfected their skills in 
the use of explosives and had developed the 
tactic of suicide bombing under Hizballah’s 
guidance. The first suicide bombing, by a 
member of the Jihad al-Islami, took place in 
April 1993 in the Jordan Valley.

The turn to violence also helped Hamas 
politically, attracting refugees, white-collar 
workers, and professionals—especially since 
it was accompanied by the Brotherhood’s 
increasing reconciliation with nationalism. 
However, success also came at the price of 
increasing tensions with the PLO and the 
nationalist camp. In the first two years of 
the intifada, Hamas refused to be part of 
the Unified National Command, an infor-
mal structure composed of all the factions 
within the PLO that led the intifada.

Hamas did negotiate with the PLO’s lead-
ership and reached an agreement on basic 
guidelines. However, these talks failed to 
dissolve tensions with local PLO activists 
in the West Bank and Gaza, and relations 
between Hamas and the PLO—particularly 
Fatah—were fraught with tension. Unlike 
Yasir Arafat, Hamas did not support Saddam 
Hussein in the 1991 Gulf War. Instead, the 
movement called for both an Iraqi and U.S. 
withdrawal. Consequently, the Gulf States 
and Saudi Arabia retaliated against the 
PLO by allocating more funding to Hamas, 
particularly after Yasin’s visit between 
February and April 1988. With such funds, 
for the first time, Hamas was able to com-
pete with the PLO’s welfare infrastructure, 
particularly since the Hamas institutions 
were considered more efficient.

Armed confrontations with Fatah broke 
out in 1990–91, though relations improved 
after the December 1992 expulsions of 
Hamas leaders. In the January 1993 meet-
ing in Khartoum between Hamas and the 
PLO, both sides promised increased coordi-
nation and made pledges of mutual nonvio-
lence, and the PLO stalled talks with Israel 
until the deported activists were returned.

Relations soured once again when Hamas 
rejected the Oslo peace process and the 
Declaration of Principles signed on the 
White House lawn on September 13, 1993. 
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Hamas joined forces with those rejecting 
the peace process in the PLO, gained con-
siderable support from them, and engaged 
in its first suicide bombing in the Israeli 
city of Hadera in April 1994. This might 
also have been specifically intended to sab-
otage the imminent Israel-PLO agreement 
on establishing the Palestinian Authority, 
ultimately signed on May 4, 1994. Just as 
Israel began to understand that Hamas 
was its major terrorist nemesis in the 
Palestinian arena, Fatah came to real-
ize that Hamas was beginning its bid for 
ultimate power by attempting to over-
power the nationalist camp in the domestic 
Palestinian arena.

the hamas and the  
Palestinian Authority

When the Palestinian Authority (PA) was 
created in 1994, Fatah clearly remained 
the major political and military force, 
even in Gaza. Still, Gaza became a major 
source of Hamas opposition; in November 
1994, PA security forces gunned down 
12 mostly Hamas activists as they left 
a mosque in Gaza City, as part of the 
effort to quell mass protests against the 
PA for arresting and harassing Hamas 
members. Two of three suicide bombings 
perpetrated from late February to early 
March 1996 in retaliation for the killing 
of Palestinian terrorist commanders (such 
as Hamas engineer Yahya Ayyash in early 
1996, which resulted in 44 Israeli deaths) 
were planned, organized, and carried out 
in Gaza by Hamas; so was the decision to 
boycott the January 1996 elections for the 
Palestinian Legislative Council.

Reeling from blows directed from both 
Israel and the PA, Hamas found respite 
from an unexpected twist of events. In 
October 1997 the Israeli intelligence agency, 

Mossad, tried to assassinate Khalid Mash’al, 
head of Hamas’s “outside” political bureau 
centered in Jordan. To stave off the embar-
rassment of having infringed on the sover-
eignty of Jordan, with which Israel had con-
cluded peace only three years before, Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu released 
Yasin and allowed him to return to Gaza.

Two years later, it was Jordan’s turn to 
expel the “outside” Mash’al, who first vis-
ited Iran and then found refuge in Syria. 
Hamas was gravitating toward the Iran-
Syria axis as its smaller rival, al-Jihad 
al-Islami, had done earlier. Nevertheless, 
Hamas has refrained from engaging in ter-
ror outside the territories or targeting U.S. 
citizens and institutions directly.

In retrospect, Hamas’s stature at the end 
of the 1990s was little different from what 
it had been in the beginning of the decade. 
Though the Hamas was widely acknowl-
edged for having eclipsed the Palestinian 
left as Fatah’s major rival, Palestinian poll-
ing institutes consistently reported that 
only one-fifth of the respondents in the 
territories favored Hamas among all of the 
movements. Failure to participate in the 
legislative council elections and function as 
a legitimate opposition was often cited as 
one of the major reasons for its failure to 
forge ahead in Palestinian public opinion.

Economic reasons might also have played 
a role in keeping support for Hamas rela-
tively stagnant. Hamas engaged in terror-
ism almost throughout the decade, expend-
ing a heavy toll not only on Israel but 
on Palestinians as well. An increase in 
terrorism meant greater restrictions on 
access to the coveted Israeli labor market, 
particularly for inhabitants from Gaza. The 
economic dividends of such access, involving 
100,000 workers in both the West Bank and 
Gaza, easily outweighed the welfare ben-
efits they derived from the social services 
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Hamas provided. These salaries accounted 
for one-fifth of the gross domestic power, 
and through their multiplier effects, per-
haps double that.

Yet Hamas was stymied most by the sheer 
political, military, and economic resources at 
the disposal of the PA. At over $1 billion a 
year, the PA’s budget was at least five times 
the most generous estimate of the budget of 
Hamas. Moreover, the PA employed nearly 
150,000 workers, over one-third of which 
were security personnel. Militarily, Hamas 
was no match for the PA, especially after 
Arafat reactivated the Fatah Tanzim mili-
tia in 1996, both as a counterweight to his 
security forces and to deter Hamas on the 
popular level.

Hamas clearly realized where the power 
lay. Despite massive detentions, particu-
larly in 1996–97, Hamas refrained from 
retaliating against the PLO except through 
demonstrations.

hamas and the israeli-
Palestinian Conflict,  
2000–2005

All this changed with the outbreak of the 
low-intensity war with Israel in September 
2000. Just as the power of the PA semi-
state cowed Hamas, the punishment Israel 
exacted on the PA as a means (unsuccessful 
in retrospect) to get it to refrain from ter-
rorism bolstered the movement’s prospects 
in the course of the hostilities.

Economically, the trade-off between finan-
cial welfare and terrorism disappeared as 
Israel, in the face of unprecedented high 
levels of terrorism, reduced access to the 
Israeli labor market to a trickle. Gone 
was the carrot—access to the Israeli labor 
market—that at times brought Palestinian 
pressure on Hamas to refrain from violence. 
This happened, for example, after the triple 

bombings of February–March 1996, when 
Palestinian public opinion wanted the ter-
ror campaign to end because it was so costly 
for those thrown out of work by Israel clos-
ing the frontiers as a security measure. 
Hamas could now revel in the glory of “the 
resistance” against Israel without being 
blamed for the social costs it was imposing 
on Palestinian society.

Politically, the confrontation with Israel 
had marginalized the internal political 
system, principally the legislative council. 
Hamas’s absence from an arena of increas-
ingly diminishing importance could hardly 
be noted.

Above all, Hamas gained much support 
from playing a lead role in fighting Israel. 
For the first time, Hamas took the lead over 
Fatah in acts of violence, principally suicide 
bombings, with Hamas responsible for 40 
percent of the 142 suicide acts between 
September 2000 and March 2005, compared 
to 27 percent for the al-Jihad al-Islami and 
only 23 percent for Fatah.

Some of the movement’s growing popular-
ity could also be attributed to deeper reli-
gious currents. A poll conducted in March 
2000 in the territories showed that an over-
whelming percentage of the respondents 
(85.8 percent) felt that the PA should be 
more religious. Hamas’s rising stature was 
reflected in the external symbols adopted by 
Fatah. To compete with Hamas religiously, 
Fatah created a new fighting arm called the 
Martyrs of al-Aqsa Brigades with a logo of 
the al-Aqsa Mosque combined with a verse 
from the Koran. Video clips of Fatah suicide 
bombers featured would-be martyrs with a 
gun in one hand and the Koran in the other. 
Their announcements of attacks against 
Israelis and tributes to those responsible 
were deeply imbued with religious symbols 
and verses from the Koran.

So powerful had Hamas become that, by 
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early 2003, Egypt—traditionally the key 
Arab state behind the PLO—felt it had to 
negotiate with all the factions to assure both 
domestic peace and a peace plan. For the 
first time, Hamas was elevated to the level 
of equality with Fatah.

Hamas also maintained discipline within 
its ranks as rivalries within Fatah, accentu-
ated after Arafat’s death, grew and at times 
degenerated into open battles. When Yasir 
Arafat in the summer of 2004 made Musa 
Arafat head of security in Gaza, Fatah dissi-
dents began a series of armed kidnappings. 
Thousands protested Arafat’s choice, torch-
ing the military intelligence building Khan 
Yunis, where forces loyal to Musa were 
stationed.

Finally, because of Fatah’s sinking reputa-
tion for corruption, incompetence, lack of dis-
cipline, and the post-Arafat leadership battle, 
Hamas seemed to have been given credit for 
the “victory” signified by Israel’s September 
2005 withdrawal from the Gaza Strip.

hamas’s electoral Victory

Showing political acumen, the movement, 
after less than a year of attempts to avenge 
the assassination of its two leaders, began 
to realize its military limitations and capi-
talize on its political successes by both 
accepting unilaterally the lull in fighting 
and pressing for legislative elections upon 
Arafat’s death.

Accepting the lull was not an easy deci-
sion in the face of Israel’s escalating anti-
insurgency attacks against the Palestinian 
factions and against Hamas in particular. In 
a strategic turn, Hamas entered the politi-
cal fray. Arafat’s successor as PA leader, 
Mahmud Abbas, adopted a two-stage strat-
egy by divorcing the presidential elections 
from legislative elections. Though miffed by 
this decision, Hamas nevertheless eagerly 

plunged into the campaign for the legisla-
tive council. One of the most important 
issues was the electoral system to be used 
in deciding the then 88 seats, subsequently 
expanded to 132.

In a February 2005 meeting between 
Palestinian factions in Cairo (brokered by 
the Egyptians), under the urging of Hamas 
and other factions, Fatah committed itself 
to the compromise position when it agreed 
to a system in which half of the seats would 
be contested according to multiple-member 
districts and half on lists elected by all vot-
ers. Ironically, Hamas’s subsequent elec-
toral victory would have been far greater 
under the old system because of the rivalry 
between official and nonofficial Fatah candi-
dates, which divided the nationalist vote.

While Fatah was looking like a lawless 
militia, Hamas tried to project an image of 
honesty and competence—as well as playing 
down its Islamist orientation—by calling its 
list “Change and Reform.” It also nominat-
ed many professionals. Its countrywide list 
of 62 candidates included 34 with the title 
of teacher, PhD, MD, engineer, or lawyer. In 
this approach, Hamas drew on its success 
in the previous local elections in 2005, in 
which it emphasized local concerns, profes-
sional integrity, expertise, and a willingness 
to work with members of other lists after 
the elections.

Yet, despite these tactics, Hamas retained 
its basic identity. The list included at least 
12 candidates with the title of shaykh or 
with an affiliation to religious institutions. 
Politically, it continued to be loyal to its 
basic objectives. On January 25, 2006, 
even Hamas was surprised at the extent 
of its success. It won 74 seats, the Fatah 
trailing far behind, with only 45. The vot-
ing, however, was closer than it seemed. 
On the “national” level, Hamas secured 
440,409 votes and 29 seats against Fatah’s 
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410,554 votes and 28 seats. In the districts, 
by contrast, Hamas gained 45 seats against 
only 17 for Fatah. This resulted in part 
from multiple Fatah candidates splitting 
up their votes, leaving Hamas with a plu-
rality in the district.

the hamas Government

Ironically, the appointment of Isma’il Haniya 
to the office of PA prime minister and the 
formation of a Hamas government on March 
20, 2006, seems to have caused the move-
ment considerable problems. Domestically, 
Hamas had to face a reality of dealing with 
an incumbent president who controlled the 
58,708 men on the security forces’ payroll, 
most of whom were Fatah supporters likely 
to fight to protect their jobs while remain-
ing loyal to Fatah, rather than to a Hamas 
government.

For this reason, in April 2006, Hamas 
established the Executive Forces under the 
control of Said Siyyam, the new Hamas inte-
rior minister, defying a presidential decree 
declaring the force void. From 2006 to 2007, 
clashes erupted frequently between Hamas 
and PA forces, especially in Gaza. In the West 
Bank, where Hamas was relatively weaker, 
it was on the defensive. (Siyyam, the Hamas 
key military leader in Gaza, was killed in an 
Israeli air raid in January 2009.)

Even within Hamas, the gap between a 
more hard-core, “outside” leadership locat-
ed in Damascus under Khalid Mash’al and 
Isma’il Haniya’s government seems to be 
growing. Mash’al is attempting to impose a 
form of subordination, which has long char-
acterized relations between the PLO head-
quarters abroad and the local leadership.

Externally, the electoral victory of Hamas 
placed the organization under considerable 
pressure to conform to the principles of the 
Oslo Accords, which the organization ada-

mantly rejected. The United States, com-
mitted to the creation of a Palestinian state 
since 2002, repeatedly stated that there 
would be no prospects of achieving state-
hood as long as Hamas did not recognize 
Israel and disavow terrorism. Egypt and 
Jordan soon followed the U.S. lead by urging 
Hamas to do so.

Such pressures were linked to domestic con-
cerns. The United States, Europe, and Israel 
ceased aid in various forms, which undercut 
the PA budget. Those funds provided directly 
to Palestinian groups tended to end up in the 
hands of Fatah rather than Hamas.

The confrontation with Israel was also 
stepped up; it was clear that while Hamas 
often refrained from direct terror attacks, 
it operated indirectly through such factions 
as Islamic Jihad and the Popular Resistance 
Committees (PRC), for example, by firing 
rockets into Israel. Hamas rewarded PRC 
leader Jamal al-Samhadana with command 
of its own Executive Forces, which he head-
ed until his death on June 6, 2006, caused 
by a missile believed to have been fired by 
an Israeli drone.

All this was only a prelude to an even 
more intense confrontation between Israel 
and the Hamas after the joint Hamas-
PRC-Islamic Army attack in June 25, 
2006, on an outpost within Israel. Two sol-
diers were killed and one was kidnapped in 
the attack. Israel retaliated with massive 
intrusions into Gaza and the temporary 
arrest of 64 cabinet and legislative council 
members.

Hamas’s fortunes seemed to improve in 
February 2007, when the Saudis mediated 
a Hamas-Fatah agreement to a unity gov-
ernment, with Hamas clearly as the senior 
partner. Yet prospects for conflicts between 
the two groups remained high. Hamas’s 
continued explicit determination to destroy 
Israel and to reject a compromise peace 
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agreement, even in principle, blocks its abil-
ity to achieve any political progress. This 
same hard-line stance makes it harder for 
the organization to obtain foreign economic 
assistance. Still, Hamas’s control of the 
Palestinian movement and of the PA seems 
to be an established fact.

Al-Jihad al-islami 

While al-Jihad al-Islami (IJ) generally has 
good relations with Hamas, which uses it 
at times as a deniable surrogate, the small-
er group also has some different features 
in its ideological orientation. The group’s 
founders—Fathi al-Shqaqi, Abd al-Aziz 
Odah, and Bashir Musa—put much greater 
emphasis on creating a united Arab Islamist 
state than on the creation of a Palestinian 
Islamist state.

To achieve these larger aims, the found-
ers of the movement, originally based in 
Egypt, considered the Iranian revolution 
as a model for the Arab world. Their activi-
ties in Egypt, along with these views, led 
to their expulsion from that country and 
their return to Gaza in the mid-1980s. At 
that point, the group immediately turned to 
armed attacks on Israel.

Israel expelled the movement’s two major 
leaders, Shqaqi and Odah, to Lebanon, 
where Shqaqi reorganized the faction, 
maintaining close contacts with the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guards stationed there and 
with the Hizballah. Shqaqi’s assassination 
in October 1995 in Malta—allegedly by 
Israeli agents—took place as the group was 
coming increasingly under Syrian influence 
and staging major attacks. Like Hamas, it 
sought to undermine the peace process of 
the 1993–2000 era.

Shqaqi’s successor, Ramadan Abdallah 
Shalah, a former resident of Florida who 
moved to Damascus in 1996, was consid-

ered far less charismatic and less skilled 
organizationally. Nevertheless, he helped 
ensure the organization’s activity in the 
hostilities that broke out in September 
2000. The group was considered respon-
sible for nearly one-quarter of the suicide 
bombings between 2000 and 2005. Many 
were staged from Jenin and Nablus, where 
the movement was especially strong and 
had apparently drawn many activists away 
from Fatah.

Even when most Palestinian factions 
agreed to a lull in the fighting in February 
2005, the IJ rejected this plan. It was 
responsible for four of the five suicide 
bombings that occurred that year and 
for many of the missile attacks on Israel 
thereafter.

Unlike Hamas, it also refused to contest 
the January 2006 elections. Polls have con-
sistently shown that only a small percent-
age, between 3 and 5 percent, identify with 
the movement. It has also suffered heavy 
losses in the fighting. The rise of Hamas to 
political power also offered that group as a 
more attractive Islamist alternative with far 
greater assets. Still, IJ has a role operating 
as a group that is completely independent 
of Hamas but is used by the larger organi-
zation as a surrogate for waging attacks at 
times when Hamas wishes to avoid direct 
confrontations.

The rise of Hamas to power in the 
Palestinian political arena is arguably one 
of the most important political develop-
ments in the region since the Iranian 
Revolution of 1978–79, from several differ-
ent perspectives.

A revolutionary theocracy could arise 
after a brief civil war in which Hamas is 
likely to defeat and suppress Fatah with 
the help of a Palestinian public increasingly 
disgusted by the violence, internal dissen-
sion, and criminality of Fatah. “Hamastan,” 
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based on the Taliban model, will be the first 
Sunni theocracy in the Middle East that 
will challenge the international status quo 
and tacitly ally with both al-Qa’ida and Iran 
against Western interests.

Its electoral victory and creation of a 
government in the PA are distinctive in a 
region of Arab-speaking states character-
ized by rule from above and almost inured 
to regime change from below.

Simultaneously, its rise to power also 
poses a fundamental challenge to the inter-
national system of states, which since the 
creation of the United Nations at least, has 
upheld the principle of the acceptance of 
the sovereignty and existence of member 
states as one of its cardinal principles, as 
well as lauding the democratic governance 
of states.

Hamas rose to power by democratic means 
only to flout the principle of recognition of 
the existence of a member state of the United 
Nations, namely Israel. Its failure to recognize 
the Jewish state, itself an indication of a revi-
sionist drive, sets a dangerous example remi-
niscent of the Nazi takeover of Germany. The 
boycott of Hamas by the Western community 
of states will be a test of international resolve 
to defend the most basic principles of interna-
tional society, no less than the challenge it suc-
cessfully met when Saddam Hussein occupied 
Kuwait in 1990.

Its assumption of power has no less dra-
matic implications on the international 
war on terror. In an age of dramatic tech-
nological change favoring groups employ-
ing terror against territorial states, how 
the Hamas government will either employ 
terror directly, tolerate its use by the 
IJ, or find other proxies to employ these 

means will have repercussions on the use 
of terror by other states, as well as on 
cooperation between groups employing 
terror. Relations between Iran and Syria, 
and Hizballah with both Hamas and IJ 
could potentially have an effect not only 
on Israel but on Jordan, Egypt, and Saudi 
Arabia as well.

Even more boldly, this tacit alliance 
between Iran and Syria and Islamist cur-
rents in the Palestinian arena, by bolstering 
a regional anti-Western bloc, could threaten 
the basic strategic interests of both the 
United States and the European Community 
in the Middle East, most notably the control 
and flow of oil.

In sum, though the Islamist resurgence in 
the Palestinian arena might have been played 
out in a limited geographical space, involving 
relatively few numbers, its repercussions 
will probably be felt in political centers both 
inside and outside the Middle East.
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Any survey of Islamist movements and 
ideas in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia raises 
a question of definition. For Islamism is 
in general easily identifiable elsewhere as 
a distinct phenomenon with a clear his-
tory which stretches most immediately from 
theoreticians in the late nineteenth century, 
through the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood 
in the 1930s, and so on. In this sense, the 
groups trying to overthrow the Saudi mon-
archy—most famously al-Qaida—are the 
Islamist movement in Saudi Arabia.

In contrast, Saudi Arabian history in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth century, with 
the rise of the Wahhabi movement, leads 
down its own path and yet is also part of 
what might be called Islamism’s prehistory. 
As such, it is important for understanding 
Islamism elsewhere in the modern context. 
And in a sense, by some definitions the gov-
ernment and society of Saudi Arabia itself 
might be called Islamist.

foundation: Wahhabism as 
islamist Protohistory

The movement of Muhammad ibn Abd al-
Wahhab (1703–1791) in eighteenth-century 
Arabia can be viewed as the precursor and 
first modern manifestation of Islamism, 
Salafism, jihadism, and takfirism.

Salafism is the contested but prominent 
Islamist proposition that the solution to the 
current Muslim ills is through the emulation 
of early precedents in Islamic history, with 
the vigorous avoidance of any attempt at 
innovation, accommodation, or hybridization 
with non-Islamic notions. Jihadism—cutting 
across both Salafi and non-Salafi Islamist 
formations—is the conviction that achieving 
the stated goals justifies recourse to violence, 
including the use of terrorism. Takfirism is the 
position that those who do not adopt Islamism, 
Salafism, and/or jihadism are committing apos-
tasy, with the corollary of subjecting the thus-
identified “apostate” to punitive actions.

Building on a radical, albeit marginal, 
tradition of intransigence in the call for 
state-enforced implementation of reli-
gious precepts—and notably on the legacy 
of fourteenth-century scholar Ahmad ibn 
Taymiyya—Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab 
further assessed as apostasy many practices 
in wide currency in the Islamic world. (He left 
few extensive texts. His tracts were mostly 
declarations supported by quotations from the 
Koran and the hadith.) His main objections 
were aimed at Shi’a and Sufi rituals, which he 
systematically branded as polytheistic saint 
worship. However, he also admonished main-
stream Sunni beliefs and practices, effectively 
considering apostasy to have afflicted the 
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whole Muslim umma (nation) and promis-
ing to forcibly bring a renewal of faith and 
practice. Through the conversion to the new 
creed of Muhammad ibn Sa’ud, the tribal 
leader of a minor town in Najd, Muhammad 
ibn Abd al-Wahhab transformed his ideology 
into a potent militant movement. In 1746 
the Wahhabi-Saudi alliance declared jihad 
against nonbelievers and engaged in decades-
long predatory campaigns of raids, regularly 
degenerating into massacres and plunders, 
the most notable of which were the sacking 
of the Shi’a holy city of Karbala in 1802 and 
the occupation of the Hijaz, including Mecca, 
between 1806 and 1813.

The revolutionary zeal of the first 
Wahhabi-Saudi state ended with the recap-
ture of the Hijaz by the Ottoman Empire 
through its Egyptian tributary regime. 
The restoration of Saudi rule to swaths of 
Arabian territory had to wait for more than 
a century, during the course of which the 
movement of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wah-
hab underwent a process of return to more 
traditional ways, promoted and protected 
by the political leadership of al-Sa’ud, with 
the founder’s own clan, Ahl al-Shaykh, as 
its guarantor.

The self-designation applied to followers 
of the movement was simply “Muslims,” 
or “Ahl al-Tawhid” (believers in the unity 
of God), with the explicit understanding 
that genuine Islam lies exclusively in the 
creed promulgated by Muhammad ibn Abd 
al-Wahhab. Opponents have referred to 
the movement as “al-Wahhabiyya,” a term 
vehemently rejected by supporters. A more 
recent trend is to apply the designation “al-
Salafiyya” (Salafism) to the movement, in 
an assertion of its place in Salafi lineage. 
It is, however, important to underline that 
Salafism is not restricted to the movement 
initiated by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. 
It may therefore be appropriate to refer to 

this movement as “Wahhabism” without 
prejudice.

the saudi institutionalization  
of Wahhabism

The integration of Wahhabism into the 
political order of the Saudi state engendered 
tension between the idealism and absolut-
ism of Wahhabism as an ideology and the 
realism and pragmatism of the Saudis’ 
role in governing. This tension remains as 
the main fault line for today’s Islamism 
in Saudi Arabia. The origins of this ten-
sion lie partially in the different characters 
of ideological and institutional forms of 
Wahhabism, the former being anchored in 
the confirmation and enunciation of prin-
ciples and the latter being concerned with 
their application in a political reality.

It can be argued that the Saudi-Wahhabi 
system displays built-in measures of self-
regulation, ensuring perpetuation of the 
original alliance between ideological and 
political interests. Thus, when the integra-
tion of Ahl al-Shaykh, as the custodians 
of Wahhabism, into the state structure 
advanced to the point of creating an imbal-
ance in the relationship between the ideo-
logical and political centers of gravity of the 
alliance, the mantle of ideological purity 
passed on to extrainstitutional individuals, 
entities, and/or milieus, maintaining the 
pressure on the Saudi royal family to pre-
serve its adherence to Wahhabi precepts, 
whether the perceived breach was political, 
social, or religious.

While the tension between the two aspects 
of Wahhabism, and between ideological 
Wahhabism and the Saudi royal leadership, 
is generally managed, it has degenerated 
twice in the past century into violent epi-
sodes, both of which were resolved in favor 
of the political power.



  s A u d i  A r A b i A  3 7 3

The first such episode, the demise of the 
Ikhwan (Brethren) militia in 1929, was an 
assertion of the supremacy of the Saudi 
royal leadership over its Wahhabi tools. The 
Ikhwan militia was the supratribal embodi-
ment of Wahhabi military and ideological 
regimentation. Recruited from Najdi tribes 
under Saudi rule, the Ikhwan were subject 
to strict Wahhabi indoctrination and con-
trol. Put to productive use by Abd al-Aziz 
bin Sa’ud in his quest to expand and rede-
fine the Saudi state, the Ikhwan displayed 
both military prowess and a proclivity for 
the commission of atrocities. Armed with 
Wahhabi teachings and preindustrial weap-
onry, they resisted attempts by ibn Sa’ud to 
modernize their equipment and restructure 
their organization along Western military 
lines, considering such initiatives prohibited 
innovations and emulations of infidels.

With the conquest of Ihsa, Hijaz, and 
Asir, ibn Sa’ud had pushed the limit of 
expansion of his new dominion to a level 
beyond which conflict with Great Britain 
would be unavoidable. However, the Ikhwan 
proved difficult to dissuade from continuing 
their religiously prescribed conquests. Their 
incursions into Kuwaiti and Iraqi territories 
in 1927–28 were a constant irritant to the 
British authorities. With collusion from ibn 
Sa’ud, the Ikhwan were trapped and pum-
meled by the British air force, allowing the 
Saudi monarch to dispose of them.

The Saudi royal family confirmed its 
supremacy and authority over Wahhabi 
institutions in the subsequent decades, with 
oil revenue providing it with a resource 
for patronage as well as development. 
Resentment in orthodox Wahhabi circles 
against the transformation did occasionally 
rise above the surface. Measures for its con-
tainment included the physical segregation 
of foreign expatriates in the kingdom, the 
strengthening of the religious enforcement 

police, and the delegation of education to 
the Wahhabi establishment.

With little perceived need for conven-
tional practical education, amidst oil wealth 
trickling down to society in the form of 
high subsidies, the Saudi school and uni-
versity curricula took the shape of intensive 
Wahhabi indoctrination programs, yielding 
successive generations of fresh graduates 
qualified only as Wahhabi preachers. Of 
the many institutions of higher learning 
with the study of the Wahhabi understand-
ing of Islam as their main discipline, the 
University of Medina was the one to witness 
the most fervent critique of the new Saudi 
state of affairs.

In 1979, on the first day of the fifteenth 
Islamic century, this critique was expressed 
in the form of the violent takeover of 
the Ka’ba sanctuary in Mecca, the holi-
est place in Islam, by a messianic group 
mainly recruited from the Najdi tribes, the 
“second stratum” of the Saudi regime and 
the pool from which the defunct Ikhwan 
militia originated. The leader of the move-
ment was Juhayman al-Utaybi, a student 
at the University of Medina—whose epistles 
were repeatedly collected and edited—dis-
enchanted with the abandonment by the 
Saudi royal family of its Wahhabi commit-
ments. Conceiving of his action as a prelude 
to the advent of the just rule at the end of 
times, al-Utaybi exemplified the failure of 
the Saudi order to contain Wahhabi fer-
vor through appeasement and surface-level 
ideological conformity.

The main “insurance policy” that the 
Saudi royal family is thought to have enjoyed 
was the explicit Koranic injunction against 
sedition and dissidence. A virtual consensus 
among Sunni Islamic scholars was that the 
adherence of a Muslim ruler to even the 
minimal precepts of Islam entitles him to 
the loyalty of his subjects against insur-
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gency. Irrespective of actions and behavior 
earning it the disapproval of the Wahhabi 
establishment, the Saudi royal family con-
sidered that its support for Wahhabi educa-
tion alone qualified it for at least immunity 
against insurgency.

Furthermore, the Saudi leadership had 
striven to identify scholars with recognized 
Wahhabi credentials and proven Saudi loy-
alty to serve as buffers between ideological 
Wahhabism and the political order. Abd al-
Aziz bin Baz, a literalist scholar who insist-
ed on the sole authority of the Koran and 
hadith for any truth—including whether the 
earth is flat or spherical (which he therefore 
determined as inconclusive)—assumed this 
role for many of the decades during which 
arose contesting activist movements (from 
the 1960s to the 1990s), as a professor at 
the University of Medina and as the chief 
jurisconsult (mufti) of the kingdom.

Whether bin Baz had a teacher-pupil 
relationship with al-Utaybi (and later with 
Osama bin Ladin) remains unconfirmed. It 
was bin Baz, however, who provided the reli-
gious authorization to the Saudi authorities 
for the use of force in Mecca in 1979, against 
al-Utaybi and his supporters. With the help 
of the French Special Forces, the rebels 
were literally flushed out of the sanctuary, 
summarily tried, and executed. With this 
episode, a taboo was broken in the Saudi 
political psyche; the Saudi government had 
been subjected to an armed attack, and the 
limits of the Saudi-Wahhabi alliance had 
been determined: Even with its control of 
the Wahhabi establishment as an instru-
ment of state, the Saudi royal family could 
no longer take the support of Wahhabism as 
an ideology for granted.

The origins of the rebellion, in the Wahhabi 
heartland of Najd, came as a surprise for a 
government gearing up to face a differ-
ent brand of Islamism, the Shi’a Islamist 

activism in the Eastern Province (al-Ihsa), 
as inspired and supported by the Ruhollah 
Khomeini movement across the Gulf. In the 
1980s, the government of King Fahd ibn 
Abd al-Aziz bin Sa’ud engaged in sustained 
effort to contain both threats.

The Shi’a population of Saudi Arabia, sit-
ting on top of the kingdom’s oil resources—
and neglected, maligned, and abused by the 
Wahhabi establishment—was thus accorded 
modest and discreet attention from the 
authorities. The exercise of official atten-
tion was, in practice, at the pleasure of 
the Wahhabi clerical institution and conse-
quently extremely limited. Wahhabi clerics 
have persistently issued statements and 
edicts underlining the exclusion of the Shi’a 
community. These positions, while not bind-
ing for the political leadership, have exerted 
considerable pressure on it. Jacob Goldberg 
explains that as early as 1927, the Shi’a of 
al-Ihsa faced the threat of expulsion in the 
form of a fatwa (religious edict) issued by 
Wahhabi religious scholars. In more recent 
times, prominent cleric Abdallah bin Jabrin 
has been vocal in denouncing Shi’ism as 
polytheism and has laid the grounds for a 
concerted clerical campaign denouncing this 
branch of Islam against the background of 
sectarian infighting in Iraq.

Through complementary measures of con-
trol and patronage, the Saudi government 
has succeeded in managing its Shi’a Islamist 
threat. Because of its limitations, this suc-
cess remains of a provisional character. As 
a corollary to its adoption of Wahhabism 
as a formal creed, Saudi Arabia still does 
not provide its Shi’a citizens with a path 
to becoming equal members of the national 
community. While the effects of pro-Iranian 
mobilization may have been neutralized to 
the satisfaction of Saudi authorities, the 
embrace of Hasan Nasrallah, the leader of 
Hizballah in Lebanon, as a symbol by armed 
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Shi’a groups in the towns of the Eastern 
Province is a demonstration of the risks of 
excluding the Shi’a.

rejuvenation: the encounter 
with the Muslim Brotherhood as 
a Catalyst

The tension between the Saudi leader-
ship and ideological Wahhabism occasion-
ally reaches the breaking point because of 
external factors. The role of the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a revolutionary catalyst may 
be the most important of these factors.

While insisting on a return to the pris-
tine purity of Islam, ideological Wahhabism 
remained local, and even parochial, in its 
concerns. The alteration of this outlook was 
late to occur, tangibly manifesting itself only 
in the past few decades, and was possible 
only through the cross-fertilization with 
the Muslim Brotherhood that was then the 
mainstream Islamist movement elsewhere.

By the time Muslim Brotherhood activ-
ists from Egypt and Syria flocked to Saudi 
Arabia in the 1960s, fleeing the repression 
of their movements by Arab nationalist 
regimes, there seem to have been many 
points of commonality between Wahhabism 
and the Muslim Brotherhood’s creed. The 
two even shared the Salafi label.

The confusion surrounding the classifica-
tion of the Muslim Brotherhood on the chart 
of Islamism reflects its own historical and 
ideological journey. It is interesting to note 
that the intellectual origins of this movement 
can be traced to the same milieu that is often 
described as the fount of liberal thought in 
Arab culture, namely the dialectical embrace 
of modernity undertaken in the nineteenth 
century by Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (as a 
background figure) and Muhammad Abduh 
(as a foreground figure).

While being diametrically opposed on 

issues of worldview and application meth-
ods, Abduh shared with Muhammad ibn 
Abd al-Wahhab a number of fundamental 
convictions: that a renewal of Islam is due, 
that a return to the pristine purity of the 
faith is necessary, and that the shedding of 
the accumulated layers of historical addi-
tions is the prescribed approach. Abduh’s 
assessment of modernity was, however, 
largely positive in accepting and promoting 
its compatibility with Islam. His explicit 
aim was to remove the obstacles that stood 
in the way of this harmony. The self-desig-
nation applied by Abduh’s followers to this 
approach was “al-Salafiyya al-Islahiyya” 
(Reformist Salafism). While Abduh’s ideas 
did foster a discussion and appropriation of 
liberal concepts in Arab culture, another tra-
jectory stemming from him leads, through 
the successive treatment of the premises he 
postulated, straight to the “hard” Islamism 
of the twenty-first century.

Abduh’s disciple Muhammad Rashid Rida 
retuned the interplay between Islam and 
modernity in the early twentieth century 
into one in which the latter is subject to the 
former, as opposed to Abduh’s assumption 
of implicit harmony. With primacy restored 
for Islam in the formulation of political the-
ory, Hasan al-Banna, founder of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt, paralleling Abu al-
Ala al-Mawdudi in India, developed what is, 
in fact, the first modern Islamist program in 
the Arab world, one that aims at creating a 
political commonwealth defined socially and 
culturally by Islam. By mid-century, Sayyid 
Qutb, a prominent Muslim Brotherhood 
intellectual, was reflecting on the new jahi-
liyya, that is, the state of pre-Islamic beliefs 
and practices that the Muslim umma was 
experiencing. Qutb’s reflections generally 
avoided crossing the line to accusations of 
kufr (apostasy). However, his indictment 
of modernity as pre- or un-Islamic laid the 
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foundation to the twin concepts of takfir 
(denouncing apostasy) and hijra (renounc-
ing apostate society), which gained promi-
nence with the heightened activism of the 
subsequent decades. In a number of chrono-
logical and intellectual stations, “Reformist 
Salafism” through this trajectory had virtu-
ally reconstituted the original radical revo-
lutionary zeal of ideological Wahhabism but 
with a global perspective.

If the “emulation and no innovation” 
definition is strictly applied to Salafism, the 
Muslim Brotherhood and its many offshoots, 
in their accommodation of Western-inspired 
political systems and norms, may not qual-
ify. However, the “Salafi” designation did 
cascade down from Reformist Salafism to 
the Muslim Brotherhood, while its decen-
tralized network of organizations did under-
go a gradual shift toward pure Salafism, a 
label gradually adopted and dominated by 
Wahhabism. Still, remnants of the striking 
difference in outlook between the forward-
oriented syncretistic Reformist Salafism in 
its early formulations and the rigid xeno-
phobic Golden Age–focused Wahhabism can 
be discerned in the positions of the intellec-
tual heirs to these two traditions.

The evolution of Reformist Salafism was 
largely self-propelled. With the close encoun-
ter between the two strains of Salafism in 
the 1960s, the convergence accelerated. The 
synergies between them were of consider-
able importance. The encounter between 
Wahhabism and the Muslim Brotherhood 
provided the ideological form of the former 
with intellectual articulation and an activist 
example to avoid succumbing to the selec-
tive quietism toward which the political 
order was steering it. In return, ideological 
Wahhabism, as a pure unmitigated form of 
Salafism, challenged the Reformist Salafism 
of the Muslim Brotherhood toward more 
conformity with its intransigent positions.

The synergies between Reformist Salafism 
and Wahhabism were not limited to the 
ideological form of the latter. Benefiting 
from the influx of activists from the Muslim 
Brotherhood to the kingdom, institutional 
Wahhabism underwent a process of rational-
ization, modernization, and development, 
together with noticeable moderation in dis-
course. The creation in 1962 of the League 
of the Muslim World as an umbrella orga-
nization for Muslim (effectively Islamist) 
activism, with stipulated Saudi leadership, 
may have been the first foray of institu-
tional Wahhabism into a systematic role 
beyond the borders of the kingdom. This 
role has been continuously expanded with 
the creation and absorption of Islamic civil 
society institutions in both the Muslim 
and Western worlds. While preserving its 
conservative outlook on Islamic notions, 
along lines established by Muhammad ibn 
Abd al-Wahhab, institutional Wahhabism 
gradually evolved to replace its insistence 
on the uncompromised purity of the faith 
by a call for Muslim unity—a Reformist 
Salafi  priority—with the understanding 
that through this unity the “pure” version 
of the faith would be better propagated.

The limits of the convergence between 
Wahhabism and the Reformist Salafism of 
the Muslim Brethren may not have been 
reached. Even today, anti-Sufi puritanism 
seems to be further intensifying in Muslim 
Brotherhood circles. However, assuming that 
the result of this convergence is the merger 
of the Muslim Brotherhood mainstream 
with Wahhabism—an event that would have 
the merger of the Egyptian al-Jama’a al-
Islamiyya with al-Qa’ida as a precursor—
may not be justified. The fundamental issue 
that seems to obstruct any such merger is 
the willingness of the Muslim Brotherhood 
to pursue non-Islamist political structures, 
notably democratic elections, even if only as 
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a means to attain their vision of an Islamist 
state, a pursuit categorically rejected by 
ideological Wahhabism.

These disagreements notwithstanding, 
through its encounter with the Muslim 
Brotherhood, ideological Wahhabism was 
exposed to valuable ingredients for its reju-
venation, both operational—notably the 
diffused cell organizational structure—and 
intellectual—in particular, the reorienta-
tion of focus from the local to the global. 
Most important, the Muslim Brotherhood 
provided the example of a militant move-
ment with actions directed not toward an 
outside enemy but toward the local regime. 
The jihad in Afghanistan provided ideologi-
cal Wahhabism with the opportunity to put 
many of these notions into application.

incubation: Jihad in Afghanistan

In 1979 military forces from the Soviet 
Union entered Afghanistan in support of 
a client regime. Local resistance to Soviet 
influence, already supported by neighboring 
Pakistan, as well as by Saudi Arabia and the 
United States, was soon to be transformed 
to an Islamist global concern.

The adoption of the jihad in Afghanistan 
by Islamists worldwide, and in Saudi Arabia 
in particular, cannot be treated as a self-evi-
dent action. Explanations have ranged from 
considering it the result of a successful U.S.-
induced maneuver in the context of the Cold 
War to understanding it as reflective of a 
counteroffensive against a Western “cultural 
attack.” While elements of the whole span of 
arguments may be present, it is important 
to underline that the main perceived threat 
facing both institutional and ideological 
Wahhabism before the war in Afghanistan 
was an internal Arab one. Populist transfor-
mations in the Arab world, often presented 
as revolutions, carried considerable hos-

tile content against Wahhabism. While the 
movement of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wah-
hab was occasionally reclaimed back to Arab 
nationalism by portraying it as a national 
liberation movement against Ottoman rule, 
Wahhabism—both as an institution and as 
an ideology—was depicted as reactionary 
and as a tool of enforcement of a hypocriti-
cal order in the service of a ruling family 
lacking legitimacy.

The joint concern of Wahhabi advocates, 
within and outside the confines of the Saudi-
controlled institutions, was that its base— 
Saudi Arabian society—was not immune to 
this proposition and was indeed displaying 
signs of acceptance. Even in Saudi Arabia itself, 
individuals and movements openly embracing 
a kingdom-transcending nationalism, among 
other radical concepts, were emerging as 
part of the intellectual landscape. While the 
Western “cultural attack” was considered 
a serious threat, Arab nationalist and left-
ist (socialist and communist) formulations—
questioning the foundations of the Saudi state 
and Wahhabi institutions and ideology—were 
understood as an existential danger.

The embrace of these rival formulations 
to the Palestinian question militated for an 
alternative for Islamist activism, whether 
Wahhabi or other Salafi. The Soviet inva-
sion of Afghanistan provided the alterna-
tive, with the distinct advantage that the 
enemy to be faced was the patron of many of 
the local rivals. The Islamist involvement in 
the Afghani jihad was thus another chapter 
in the ongoing intra-Arab cultural conflict.

The number of volunteers from Saudi 
Arabia for the jihad in Afghanistan was, 
by all estimates, relatively small, probably 
not exceeding a few hundred. However, 
Wahhabism, in both its institutional and 
ideological forms, leveraged the phenom-
enon for mobilization, fund-raising, and the 
creation of operational structures.
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The jihad in Afghanistan in the 1980s was 
a defining experience for Islamism and an 
incubator for global Islamist movements. 
The brutality of the conflict promoted radi-
calization. Echoes of the Islamist inter-
nationale that was forged in Afghanistan, 
as well as of the atrocities witnessed and 
committed by it, were to reach much of the 
Muslim world—most tragically Algeria—
before it left its indelible mark on the whole 
world through the coordinated attacks of 
September 11, 2001, in the United States.

In addition to its substantive experiential 
component, Afghanistan provided ideologi-
cal Wahhabism with new theoretical ele-
ments. The already-developed concepts of 
takfir (denouncing apostasy) and hijrah 
(renouncing apostate society) coalesced into 
the dual notions of wala (loyalty in action to 
the cause of Islam) and bara (release from 
non-Islamic bonds, notions, and individuals). 
The most important ideological development 
was the notion introduced and elaborated 
by Abdallah Azzam, a Palestinian Salafist, 
considering jihad as an individual obliga-
tion for Muslims (fard ayn), in disagreement 
with the conventional notion of jihad as a 
collective obligation (fard kifaya) and the 
responsibility of the political power.

With Azzam’s thesis, jihad was no longer 
subject to the sanction, authorization, or 
call of any ruler—thus voiding the debate 
about the legitimacy of a Muslim state not 
ruled in accordance with strict Islamist 
understandings and enabling the emer-
gence of decentralized nonstate actors as 
agents of the transformation of the Muslim 
world. With the embrace of Azzam’s propo-
sition by its most notable figures, ideological 
Wahhabism effectively completed its sever-
ance from its institutional equivalent. With 
Afghanistan, it has become possible to con-
ceive of institutional Wahhabism alone as 
heir to the original movement, albeit meta-

morphosed into a dual local-global active 
entity, while ideological Wahhabism, having 
completed its transformation in tandem 
with radical Reformist Salafism, has yielded 
a virulent takfiri-jihadi-Salafi ideology, best 
articulated in the statements and actions of 
the al-Qa’ida movement.

Alienation: the Aftermath of the 
Gulf War

In more respects than one, the Iraqi invasion 
of Kuwait, the ensuing Gulf War, and the 
simultaneous collapse of the Soviet empire 
were the obituary of “classical” nationalism 
and leftism in the Arab world. Fundamental 
notions of both ideological frameworks had 
been contradicted, negated, and flagrantly 
violated. Islamism, conversely, was trium-
phant, both in Afghanistan and throughout 
Arab and Muslim culture. Even in tradition-
ally nationalist/leftist strongholds, such as 
the Palestinian territories, Islamism was 
contesting and leading.

The affront in Islamist circles resulting 
from the Saudi consent to placing U.S. forc-
es on Saudi soil beginning with the prepa-
ration for the war and continuing beyond 
to the expulsion of Saddam Hussein’s forc-
es from Kuwait should be understood in 
the context of the ideological triumph of 
Islamism against its nationalist and leftist 
rivals. The U.S. forces were perceived as 
part of an attempt to thwart the emergence 
of an Islamist tide and not to contain the 
Baghdad regime. In conceding to their pres-
ence, the Saudi royal family further alien-
ated the jihadists it had once endorsed in 
Afghanistan but also contributed to new 
cracks in its own domestic Wahhabism, to 
the advantage of jihadi recruitment.

With the apparent dissipation of the 
nationalist and leftist threats, and with 
the physical presence of Western sources 
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on Muslim soil, previous assessments of 
Western cultural penetration were ampli-
fied to place it within the framework of a 
full-fledged Western crusade with the House 
of Saud either too weak to resist or even 
complicit in it.

Even within the ranks of the Wahhabi 
establishment, vocal opposition to the 
actions of the Saudi leadership asserted 
itself, with Safar bin Abd al-Rahman al-
Hawali—a leading theologian from Umm 
al-Qura University in Mecca—and Salman 
bin Fahd al-Awda—a legal scholar from 
Imam Muhammad ibn Sa’ud University in 
Riyadh—as its most prominent figures. The 
presence of non-Muslim forces in Arabia 
was viewed as a flagrant violation of a direct 
injunction by Muhammad stipulating that 
Arabia should not be host to any religion 
other than Islam.

However, principled and political consid-
erations were not the only factors in the 
mobilization of the Wahhabi clerics. In the 
Islamist worldview, in Saudi Arabia and 
beyond, the heir to the defunct national-
ist and leftist formulations was a timid 
unstructured set of liberal cultural and social 
expressions, which Islamist discourse has 
striven to box as “secularism.” Emboldened 
by the cataclysmic changes in the region, a 
few Saudi reformers attempted to highlight 
specific causes—women demanding the rec-
ognition of their right to drive their cars and 
nonclerics requesting a clearer compart-
mentalization of the authority of clerics in 
society. These actions triggered a Wahhabi 
counteroffensive driven by the assertion 
that Islam, in the pure form of which cler-
ics are the custodians, is under attack, as 
explained by Mamoun Fandi.

Rather than seeking the recapture of 
lost ground, the clerical counteraction 
was aimed at consolidating gains that the 
Wahhabi establishment, restructured and 

empowered over three decades of expansion, 
has made. By the early 1990s, with genera-
tions of Wahhabi education having helped 
shape society, clerical power was at its apex. 
Previously untapped fields of action were 
effectively under clerical influence. From 
“Islamic banking” to the regimentation of 
almsgiving, through new connections with 
the business class and less-than-central 
royal princes, the Wahhabi establishment 
was no longer merely the instrument of the 
Saudi monarchy. Instead, in many respects, 
it was its own power center.

A “Petition of Demands,” circulating in 
1991, combined the call for an end to the 
U.S.-Saudi alliance with the elaboration 
of the systematic incorporation of diverse 
facets of Saudi life—social, economic, and 
cultural, as well as religious—into clerical 
control. Supported by many of the leading 
clerics, the petition capitalized on a prom-
ise by King Fahd to create a consultative 
council—a promise generally understood as 
a “liberalizing” action on the way to a more 
representative system—in order to request 
effective control of the putative institution.

Whether the demand for an overarch-
ing institutional control of Saudi society 
was a maneuver or an actual objective, it 
demonstrates a direction in the growth of 
the clerical establishment toward an even 
deeper Wahhabi-led totalitarian order. The 
Saudi authorities sought to diffuse the cleri-
cal demand for a role in the Consultative 
Council, through the provision, however, of 
further resources. While government actions 
to reclaim the Wahhabi establishment were 
basically successful, vocal opposition per-
sisted. Upping the ante, a new petition, the 
“Memorandum of Advice” (Mudhakkarat al-
Nasiha), with even more demands for thor-
ough clerical control, was circulated in 1992, 
according to R. Hrair Dekmejian. Dissent 
entered a new phase with the creation in 
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May 1993 of the Committee for the Defense 
of Shari’a Rights (Lajnat Difa Huquq al-
Shar’iyya), a self-styled “reformist” Wahhabi 
organization, led by prominent scholars, 
including Abdallah al-Ma’ari, Abdallah bin 
Jabrin, and Hamad al-Sulayfiyya, and seek-
ing further clerical oversight of the kingdom.

In a calculated action, the government 
intercepted the vocal opposition in 1993 
with a wide crackdown that included Awda, 
al-Hawali, and the newly founded com-
mittee. With the support of loyal clerics, 
some of the arrested scholars received long 
jail sentences. The committee relocated to 
Great Britain and gradually espoused a 
more radical position by openly calling for 
the overthrow of the Saudi dynasty.

If the movement led by Juhayman al-
Utaybi in 1979 could be dismissed as a case 
of schismatic extremism, the carefully artic-
ulated arguments of Muhammad al-Mas’ari, 
the leader of the Committee for the Defense 
of Shari’a Rights in 1995, were an expres-
sion of serious active dissent with resonance 
in the kingdom. The risk of a revolution 
overthrowing the Saudi monarchy was no 
longer as remote.

revolution? osama bin ladin 
and the future of saudi Arabia

Osama bin Ladin, the son of a major Saudi 
business family and a leader of the Saudi vol-
unteers for jihad in Afghanistan, is reported 
to have made King Fahd an offer upon the 
invasion of Kuwait by the forces of Saddam 
Hussein in August 1990. He himself would 
lead an army of jihadists into Kuwait to fight 
the occupation forces, provided that King 
Fahd consent to not allowing non-Muslim 
forces to enter Saudi Arabia. The offer, if 
ever made, was not taken. In the fall of 1991, 
with U.S. forces overstaying the end of hos-
tilities against the Baghdad regime, Osama 

bin Ladin left his native land for Sudan, 
where a friendly Islamist-led government 
accorded him the space to rise to prominence 
as a Saudi opposition figure. A duel between 
bin Ladin and the Saudi government ensued, 
with the latter stripping him of his citizen-
ship and pressuring the Sudanese govern-
ment to expel him. In May 1996 bin Ladin 
left Khartoum to go back to Afghanistan, 
where he was hosted by the Taliban regime.

Osama bin Ladin was a product of the 
Wahhabi system. As such, he expressed dis-
may and resentment against the failure of 
the government of Saudi Arabia to realize 
the Wahhabi “utopia.” However, as a previ-
ous participant in the jihad in Afghanistan, 
bin Ladin brought the additional compo-
nent of accepting the global scene as a stage 
for action.

With the emergence of al-Qa’ida as a 
potent Islamist Salafi-jihadi global move-
ment, its origins as a Saudi-centered orga-
nization were diluted. However, neither bin 
Ladin nor his movement actually lost this 
focus. The consistent objective of bin Ladin 
was the unraveling of the U.S.-Saudi alliance, 
the expulsion of Western forces from Arabia, 
and the restoration of strict Salafi rule over 
the state and the society in it. Even the 
transformation of al-Qa’ida into the umbrel-
la organization for global jihad, through the 
1998 announcement of the creation of the 
World Islamic Front for Jihad Against the 
Jews and the Crusaders, did not distract 
from an explicit statement of the constant 
objective. The “World” claim notwithstand-
ing, the analysis provided in the front’s 
manifesto—published in al-Quds al-Arabi in 
February 1998—is distinctly Saudi-centric. 
The presence of U.S. forces in the Arabian 
Peninsula is listed as the primary grievance 
and as an enabler of the multiple injustices 
suffered by the Muslim umma. The promi-
nence assigned to this focus underwent ebbs 
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and flows in bin Ladin’s subsequent state-
ments. However, the primacy of the concern 
remains clearly visible.

Bin Ladin is at the end of a trajectory of 
Wahhabi attitudes toward the Saudi govern-
ment. While Abd al-Aziz bin Baz variably 
supported or condoned the regime, Safar 
al-Hawali denounced it while seeking its 
reform. With Osama bin Ladin, the reform 
aim is abandoned, and the need to dispose of 
the regime is explicitly stated.

While, from a Western perspective, many 
of the actions and statements of Osama bin 
Ladin and his organization since 1998 depict 
him as a deliberate initiator of a “Clash of 
Civilizations,” placed in the context of his 
longer-term concerns, as well as those of 
many in his circles, the shift was merely one 
of tactics. Having failed to ignite a revolu-
tion capable of toppling the Saudi regime 
and having determined that the main asset 
of the power of the regime is its relationship 
with the United States, bin Ladin’s organi-
zation decided to strike and destabilize both 
the ally and the relationship. The character 
of the action as an episode of global jihad was 
an added bonus. In this light, the attacks of 
September 11, 2001, were the first salvo in 
a new phase of a Saudi-Wahhabi civil war, 
with approximately 3,000 casualties as col-
lateral damage.

The actual choice of 15 out of 19 of the 
September 11 hijackers from Saudi Arabia 
in itself may not have been aimed at affect-
ing the U.S.-Saudi relationship as much as 
at mobilizing and inspiring Saudi youths 
into action. The September 11 attacks did 
succeed in pushing some Wahhabi circles 
toward the bin Ladin position. Upon the 
fall of the Taliban regime in November 
2001, prominent clerics such as Abdallah 
bin Jabrin and Humud al-Shu’aybi issued 
fatwas denouncing the United States and 
anyone who cooperated with it, in a not-

so-veiled attack on the Saudi royal family. 
However, bin Ladin might have overesti-
mated the readiness of Saudi society for his 
tactics. The terrorist actions of the al-Qa’ida 
organization in the Arabian Peninsula, 
writes Toby Jones, triggered a backlash in 
society at large as well as in the ranks of 
the clerics.

Battle between Authorities  
and insurgency

The jihadi insurgency in Saudi Arabia gen-
erally preserved in its actions the main 
characteristics of global jihad: Attacks were 
planned and executed in a coordinated fash-
ion, in waves separated by lengths of time, 
and were aimed at high-profile targets as 
lethal terrorist actions—delivered by largely 
autonomous cells, with abundant recourse 
to suicide bombers. Some of these charac-
teristics, developed in the course of battle-
field jihad, proved to be unsuitable for the 
domestic conflict that the jihadi insurgency 
sought to trigger.

Even before September 2001, foreign resi-
dents in Saudi Arabia increasingly became 
targets of terrorist actions. Attempts by the 
Saudi authorities at explaining many of these 
actions as the result of a turf war between 
British criminal gangs engaged in illegal 
alcohol distribution do not withstand any 
objective careful scrutiny. It is not clear, how-
ever, that these sporadic attacks were part of 
a coherent scheme. Instead, it is possible to 
consider them the precocious manifestations 
of the xenophobic potential nurtured for 
exploitation by the jihadi insurgency.

Whether the escalation in the insurgency, 
which occurred in 2003, was premeditat-
ed and deliberate or whether it came in 
response to security actions by the Saudi 
authorities remains an open question. The 
facts are, nonetheless, that Saudi Arabia 
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entered a new stage in the spring of 2003. 
On May 12, 2003, three days after a failed 
attempt by Saudi security forces at capturing 
an insurgency cell, residential compounds in 
the capital Riyadh became targets of suicide 
attacks that killed 26 residents, including a 
few Westerners, in addition to the 9 attack-
ers. The thus-far covert actions of the Saudi 
authorities against the brewing insurgency 
rose to the surface as a result, with a major 
crackdown across the kingdom.

Security measures succeeded in limit-
ing the actions of the insurgency, which 
became seemingly constrained in its choice 
of targets. On November 8, 2003, the 
Muhayya residential complex in Riyadh 
became the site of another suicide attack. 
All the victims of this attack were, how-
ever, Muslims, a fact that earned the insur-
gency more vocal condemnation from the 
already uneasy Wahhabi establishment. 
With much of the public, the authori-
ties, and now the establishment against 
it, the insurgency seemed isolated. The 
al-Khubar massacre of non-Muslim cap-
tives by insurgents, in the aftermath of a 
raid on another residential compound in 
May 2004, might have been an attempt by 
the insurgency at “redeeming” itself. The 
Saudi support of loyalist Wahhabism was 
unaffected, however, and the establish-
ment’s condemnation of the insurgency 
was not diminished.

Since 2004, the battle between the Saudi 
authorities and the jihadi insurgency has 
continued, with the new complexity of a 
growing role for Saudi insurgents in post–
Saddam Hussein Iraq. The jihad in Iraq 
constituted a main theme for recruitment 
for Saudi militants, as well as a training 
field and incubator; it did, however, also 
represent a major drain on the resources of 
the Saudi insurgency. The Saudi authori-
ties succeeded in exposing and killing suc-
cessive leaders of al-Qa’ida in the Arabian 

Peninsula. While these successes underline 
the Saudi ability to contain the insurgency, 
the dynamic character of the rebel organi-
zation was demonstrated in its continued 
fighting capacity and swift leadership tran-
sitions. Its fluid character and its sporadic 
success in breaking the security siege against 
it notwithstanding, the jihadi insurgency in 
Saudi Arabia seems to have been contained. 
With endorsement from the Wahhabi estab-
lishment, the Saudi authorities have further 
moved to deny al-Qa’ida and sister efforts 
the informal financial networks that have 
fueled their operations.

While bin Ladin and fellow militants, 
having internalized the jihad experience in 
Afghanistan, are ready for the revolution, it 
is clear that the Wahhabi establishment still 
sees value in pursuing its tense relation-
ship with the Saudi monarchy. The violent 
insurgency seems effectively if not hermeti-
cally contained. Of the three main centers of 
power in Saudi society—the monarchy, the 
establishment, and the violent opposition—
the Wahhabi establishment is the one that 
has demonstrated the highest ability for 
steady growth. The Saudi monarchy contin-
ues to have the initiative. Its only leverage 
with the Wahhabi establishment, though, 
is to increase its power and resources. The 
imbalance of power in its favor is therefore 
bound to increase.
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In terms of Islamism, Syria is a remarkable 
anomaly. A nominally secular regime con-
trolled by non-Muslims, Syria has become 
the leading sponsor of Islamism in the 
Arabic-speaking world and in some ways 
seemingly at home as well.

This approach—at home and abroad—can 
be referred to as Islamism without Islamists. 
Consequently, the Syrian regime is no longer 
a secular government fighting Islamism but 
rather the main Arab state promoting it. 
After Bashar al-Asad succeeded his father 
as president in 2000, the dictatorship shed 
its remaining leftism and secularism, which 
had been steadily declining since the 1970s. 
Within Syria, the courting of Islamism helps 
reconcile the 60 percent Sunni Arab major-
ity to the rule of a regime dominated by 
Alawites, whose numbers are only one-fifth 
that size of the population. It undermines the 
appeal of opposition Islamist groups, notably 
the Muslim Brotherhood, and also of lib-
eral movements that Sunnis might otherwise 
support. Abroad, promoting Islamism ben-
efits the regime’s foreign policy interests.

the regime’s “islamist” strategy

This strategy is carried out by encourag-
ing Islamist rhetoric and ideology with-

in Syria—albeit often as a blend between 
Islamism and Arab nationalist rhetoric—
and promoting Islam in a way that reverses 
the regime’s historical secular approach. At 
the same time, Syria burnishes its Islamist 
credentials by supporting a wide range 
of Islamist groups: notably Hizballah in 
Lebanon, the Sunni insurgency in Iraq, and 
the Palestinian Hamas and Islamic Jihad.

Before these efforts began and even 
thereafter, the Muslim Brotherhood, the 
principal independent Islamist group in 
Syria, called the regime an infidel one. 
During the 1980s, it raised a serious revolt, 
which was systematically put down. Since 
then, it has mostly functioned in exile and 
as an underground grouping.

The regime largely neutralized this threat 
by courting the Sunni religious establish-
ment, which had never shown much involve-
ment in the Brotherhood. The Sunni hierar-
chy must be made to accept the Alawites as 
perfectly good Shi’a Muslims. According to 
the constitution, Syria’s president has to be 
Muslim; thus Syria’s successive presidents, 
Hafiz and Bashar al-Asad, had to be recog-
nized as proper Muslims. Hafiz was photo-
graphed praying; Bashar was filmed doing 
so. A regime that had begun by sending out 
patrols in Damascus to tear the veils off 

syria
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women became a government proclaiming 
its piety at every opportunity.

As part of his campaign to win over 
Sunni Muslims, Hafiz began to pray at 
their mosques, made a pilgrimage in 1974, 
raised clerics’ salaries, and convinced the 
 respected—but totally politicized and rela-
tively junior—Lebanese Shi’a cleric Musa 
al-Sadr to certify that Alawites were really 
Shi’a Muslims. The regime also arranged for 
sermons to glorify Hafiz and for newspapers 
to affirm his piety and print big, front-page 
pictures of him praying on holidays. Over 
time, this led to the permission for women 
to go veiled, the building of mosques and 
religious schools, and the media promotion 
of Islam. The government elected accommo-
dating clerics to parliament as independents. 
For a time in 1990, the regime even tried to 
set up a pro-government Islamic party.

Muhammad Sa’id al-Buti, a teacher, 
author, and host of a popular religious 
program on state television, was typical 
of the new breed of pro-regime clerics. 
“Under the leadership of President Asad,” 
he intoned, “Syria became the focal point 
of support for the entire Muslim world. The 
mosques of Damascus are flourishing; the 
number of worshippers present in them is 
on the increase.” He attacked the Muslim 
Brotherhood as violating Islam’s principles. 
Ahmad Kaftaru, Syria’s state-appointed 
mufti, explained: “Islam is the base, and 
the regime’s power of rule is the protector.” 
They were totally interdependent. Kaftaru 
quoted Asad as telling him, in words that 
would have astonished the Ba’th Party’s 
secular-oriented founders, “Islam is the 
revolution in the name of progress. . . .”

The government controls the religious 
establishment, the education and ordination 
of ulama (Islamic scholars), the building of 
mosques, and so on. Its goal is to use Islam 
for four purposes: to combat liberalism by 

upholding tradition; to discredit the radical 
Islamists as misinterpreting their religion; 
to curse its own foreign enemies as anti-
Muslim; and to legitimize the regime as the 
embodiment of piety.

Under Bashar’s reign, the government 
has taken on an even more active role as 
promoter of Islam. It has recognized that 
religion offers a rare outlet for Syrians oth-
erwise frustrated by their lives and society 
but is determined that this not be channeled 
into support for its Islamist enemies.

One of Bashar’s first acts as president 
was to repeal his father’s decree forbidding 
girls from wearing headscarves in school. 
In June 2003 a decree permitted soldiers 
to pray in military camps despite regula-
tions that mandated that career soldiers 
suspected of being religious were to be 
dismissed from the army. Bashar went on 
his own minor pilgrimages. Large mosques 
were built, schools became more religious 
in their instruction, and the law forbidding 
female students from wearing headscarves 
was repealed in late 2005. The regime 
portrays itself as a friend of religion, a gov-
ernment any good Sunni Muslim would be 
proud to support.

Internationally, Bashar also has become 
a champion of Islamism. He is allied 
with Islamist Iran, the patron of Islamist 
Hizballah and Hamas, and the sponsor of 
the Sunni Islamist insurgency in Iraq. At 
least in the short to medium run, domestic 
Islamic forces have been tamed, even trans-
formed into regime supporters. In effect, 
Bashar invented a new ideology, which can 
be called the Islamist-Arab nationalist syn-
thesis. Islamists and nationalists can work 
in perfect harmony if they can focus on 
fighting the evil external enemies of Arabs 
and Muslims, America, the West, and Israel. 
Moreover, of course, their cooperation in 
this effort requires that both sides enthusi-



  s y r i A  3 8 7

astically support the regime, which champi-
ons their common causes.

This new strategy has even one more 
advantage for the regime. As Islamic forces 
have become stronger, the regime has told 
liberals that they must support it too, lest 
radical Islamists take over. This ploy has 
also worked.

islamism as an offensive tool

Bashar, who was personally quite secular 
and liked to drink wine, thus has embarked 
on a brilliant three-pronged offensive. First, 
he encouraged nonpolitical Islam at home 
so that Syrian Sunni Muslims would be 
grateful to the regime. Second, he sponsored 
radical Islamism abroad so that Islamist 
groups in other countries would ally with 
the Syrian government and not support 
counterparts who wanted to overthrow it. 
Syria did more to sponsor Islamist revolu-
tion abroad than all the other Arab govern-
ments put together. Aside from the Lebanese 
Hizballah and the Palestinian Hamas and 
Islamic Jihad, Bashar hosted leaders of 
militant Islamist opposition groups from 
Algeria, Jordan, Sudan, and Tunisia. Third, 
he persuaded liberal-minded Syrians that 
if they challenged the regime, the ultimate 
winners would be the Islamists. Bashar 
claimed that for reformist intellectuals and 
women who wanted more rights, as well as 
Christians and Druze, a continuation of the 
Asad dictatorship would be by far the lesser 
of the two evils.

This strategy worked in pushing the Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood opposition to the mar-
gins on both the domestic and international 
fronts. For example, at a 1998 conference in 
Amman called by the Syrian Brotherhood 
to mobilize support, a Jordanian participant 
reportedly scolded that “Syria is the only 
Arab state standing up to Israel, granting 

support to every opposition to the Zionist 
occupation. Therefore, it is impossible for 
an Arab or a Muslim to attack it and try to 
harm it and its leadership.”

Historically, Syria’s “anti-imperialist” 
rhetoric had been couched in Marxist terms. 
Now Deputy Minister of Waqf Muhammad 
Abd al-Sattar Sayyid thundered in July 2006, 
somewhat incongruously, on state television, 
“Jihad is now incumbent upon each and 
every Muslim, Arab, and Christian. The time 
has come for the duty of jihad.” The enemy 
was the Jews who had “killed the prophets,” 
allegedly depicted in the Koran “in a very 
sinister and dark way” and cursed by Allah.

It is strange for a Muslim cleric to call on 
Christians to fulfill the duty of jihad, which 
is, of course, only an Islamic tenet. Yet this is 
very much in line with the Syrian approach. 
On one hand, the idea was to show this as 
a “nationalist” rather than “religious” holy 
war, the perfect example of blending the two 
doctrines. On the other hand, the regime 
has upheld Syria’s multiethnic character. 
Making distinctions between religious com-
munities would heighten not only Muslim-
Christian tensions but also Muslim-Alawite 
ones. At any rate, the Syrian regime has 
invented non-Muslim jihad.

Especially remarkable about Bashar’s 
strategy is the way he has encouraged the 
infiltration of Islamist rhetoric into a Ba’th 
Party and regime that had always seen 
itself as socialist and secular. There is very 
little left from that earlier incarnation. This 
change, which occurred just after 2000, was 
symbolized by the shift from “revolution” 
to “jihad” as the method of change Syria 
supported. In August 2006, for example, the 
Syrian media published a fatwa (religious 
edict) saying that it was every Muslim’s 
duty to support Hizballah because it had 
revived real jihad. That document obvi-
ously came directly from the government, 
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because, contrary to any real fatwa, it was 
not signed by any senior clerics. When a 
well-known Saudi shaykh took the opposite 
view in a fatwa, a Syrian newspaper, bor-
rowing Islamist language, said he should be 
killed for producing such “infidel filth.”

Within Syria, active Muslims, even if tinged 
with a lightly concealed political Islamism, 
were given favor, while the liberals were 
crushed. The regime gave unprecedented lee-
way for opening mosques, setting up Islamic-
flavored social institutions, and preaching 
fiery political sermons, as long as they were 
directed against the regime’s foreign ene-
mies. The Ba’th Party militia, militantly sec-
ular, had once marched through the streets 
of Damascus tearing veils off women. Now 
beards and covered-up women were on the 
increase with the regime’s blessing. It was a 
real accomplishment for Bashar that a man 
who was not even a Muslim could reinvent 
himself as a champion of jihad.

All of these things are signs of Syria’s new 
ideology promoting an Arab nationalist-
Islamist synthesis. In November 2005, for 
instance, Syria’s deputy minister of waqf, 
Muhammad Abd al-Sattar Sayyid, remarked 
on television: “Syria now represents the . . . 
last line of defense. All the forces of the Arab 
and Islamic nations everywhere must be 
mobilized to defend this last line of defense” 
for Arabs and Muslims against “Zionist 
plots, which aim to put on the throne of the 
Middle East the descendants of . . . those 
whom the Koran called the descendents of 
apes and pigs.”

Such rhetoric has not come from clerics 
alone. Islamist arguments and phrasing 
have permeated the “secular” Ba’th media 
and have come from regime supporters 
far removed from Islamic circles. In her 
Tishrin column following the summer 2006 
Hizballah-Israel war, for example, Khadija 
Muhammad used a classical Islamist war 

cry and came close to proclaiming Nasrallah 
as messiah, all in the name of defending 
Arab nationalism:

Declare before all your Arab identity 
and your Arab glory. . . . The Arab con-
sciousness has spread to all, and the 
desire and yearning for martyrdom have 
grown strong. . . . Lo, the martyrs are 
rising towards the sun, on the jasmine 
roads of Damascus, with the fragrant 
[flowers] of Paradise, and they are wav-
ing the banner of victory, the banner of 
Hizballah. . . . Nasrallah, you are the 
leader who was foretold in prophecy, the 
one who will arrive on the steed of glory 
to write in the pages of history the first 
victories for the Arabs.

This link between Islamism and Arab 
nationalism is the core of Bashar’s argu-
ment. Only Syria stands between the Arabs 
and Muslims on the one hand and the total 
destruction of everything they hold dear or 
sacred on the other. Therefore, it is the duty 
of every other country to defend Syria, that 
of every true Arab nationalist and each and 
every Islamist as well. The Hizballah-Israel 
war was especially important in this respect. 
The Syrian regime portrayed it as an Arab-
Islamist victory largely because of Syria’s 
role. Everywhere in Damascus there were 
pictures of the new Arabist-Islamist trinity: 
Bashar, Nasrallah, and Iranian president 
Mahmud Ahmadinejad.

the dangers of an  
islamist strategy

This strategy of promoting Islam at home 
and Islamism abroad, however, also holds 
dangers for the regime. The young militant 
mullahs preaching in newly built mosques 
keep their rulers happy by never directly 
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attacking the government, focusing instead 
on berating foreign, non-Muslim enemies. 
Yet they might also be laying a foundation 
to subvert the regime, as when an influen-
tial prayer leader in Damascus first praised 
Bashar in his sermon and then added that 
presidents should tremble because Islam is 
mightier than any power on earth and will 
triumph in the end. Ostensibly, he was talk-
ing about Western presidents, but listeners 
were free to apply this principle to a presi-
dent closer to home.

“The young in Syria who have been 
exposed to the empty slogans of the Ba’th 
Party, feel lost and without a path, and this 
pushes them into the arms of fundamen-
talist Islam,” explained Muhammad Aziz 
Shukri of the University of Damascus in 
May 2001.

Within Syria itself there are three group-
ings of Islamists. A small, shadowy radi-
cal Islamist group—that could conceivably 
be a government front—has occasionally 
launched terrorist attacks. Most notably, in 
June 2006, a gun battle took place near the 
Defense Ministry in Damascus in which one 
policeman and four terrorists were killed. 
Two months later, another group tried to 
blow up the U.S. embassy there. Whether or 
not this group is real—captured terrorists 
always seem to die conveniently before they 
can be questioned thoroughly—it does not 
pose much of a threat to the regime.

The second organization is the Muslim 
Brotherhood, dozens of whose members 
remain in prison. However, this is largely an 
exile group, led by Ali Sadr al-Din al-Baya-
nuni from his base in London. It formed the 
National Salvation Front as a broad coali-
tion with other opposition groups, including 
some liberals, Communists, and Kurdish 
nationalists. Seeking international sup-

port against the regime, Bayanuni visited 
Washington, D.C., where he met secretly 
with U.S. officials. Ironically, and this also 
shows the success of the regime’s Islamist 
strategy, Bayanuni cited as his role model 
Hamas, itself a Syrian client.

The third, and potentially most impor-
tant, Islamist force is the Sunni Muslim 
preachers and pious practitioners who have 
been gaining support with the regime’s 
blessing. It is hard to quantify or define this 
“pro-regime” Islamism, but it could one day 
turn against the patron that promoted such 
ideas and activists.
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Tunisia has always strived to project the 
image of a country that not only resisted 
the ideas coming from the Middle East, 
but also succeeded in blocking Islamism. 
Nonetheless, the country was unable to 
break away from Islamism completely. Yet 
Islamism has had to adapt to an inhos-
pitable political environment in order to 
survive, as evident in the movement’s 
division into pragmatic and ideological 
currents.

islamism’s Political and  
social environment

President Habib Bourguiba (1903–2000, 
president 1957–1978) viewed Tunisia’s tra-
ditional religious and cultural values as 
an obstacle to his project of authoritarian 
modernization. Yet he had to temper his 
anticlericalism in order to avoid alienating 
the conservatives. Hence, his 1959 constitu-
tion made Islam the official religion (Article 
1). The preamble stated: “In the name of 
God,” the representatives of the nation 
express the will of a people faithful “to the 
teachings of Islam” and to “its membership 
of the Arab family.” In addition, the con-
stitution stipulated that presidential can-
didates must be Muslims (Articles 38 and 

40). Once elected, the president must give 
an oath before the parliament that begins: 
“I swear by God . . . that . . .” (Article 42). 
Although it is not required that a member 
of parliament (MP) be a Muslim, elected 
MPs must also “swear by God” (Article 
21). Despite this public expression of faith 
by the political elite, political parties must 
avoid fanaticism and the instrumental use 
of religion (Article 8). The outlawing of 
the Communist Party in 1963 was another 
measure to gain the good will of the conser-
vatives. This anti-Communist measure per-
mitted Bourguiba’s Néo-Destour to become 
the sole recognized party in the country 
until 1981.

Bourguiba’s anticlerical strategy included 
three main aspects. The first concerned 
Islamic institutions; the second, religious 
personnel; and the third, religious practices. 
This aggressive religious policy was later 
revised. However, the goal of this policy of 
control over Islamic personnel and institu-
tions was first and foremost the strengthen-
ing of the state’s legitimacy. Its second aim 
was to contain Islamism.

In an attempt to gain control of the 
religious sphere, several Islamic institu-
tions were integrated into the state. The 
Administration of Religious Affairs (initi-
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ated in 1967) later became linked to the 
presidency, the prime ministership, and the 
Ministry of Interior (in 1986). According to 
Franck Frégosi, the administration “was 
in charge of both the coordination of the 
state’s actions in religious matters (poli-
cies of construction and management of 
buildings intended for religious purposes), 
the appointment and training of religious 
clerics and their salaries as members of 
public service, as well as of the control of 
religious practices and religious educational 
programs.” In the name of moderniza-
tion of religious institutions, the habus 
(property laws) system was eliminated in 
1957. Moreover, the autonomy of the tra-
ditional juridical institutions ended when 
the Koranic law councils were absorbed by 
common-law jurisdictions in 1956. A per-
sonal status code, adopted on August 13, 
1956, banned polygamy and repudiation 
and allowed adoption. Also, the obligation 
to fulfill religious duties was ended. This 
reform made the Shar’ia largely null and 
void.

Becoming more aware of the Islamist 
threat, the regime later integrated the 
mosque into its strategy. From that point 
on, it attempted to manage the number of 
mosque construction permits, their autho-
rized personnel, and their sermons. This 
threefold control involved the supervision 
of mosque construction, of religious train-
ing of the selected personnel—as public 
officials—and of the Friday sermons, which 
were provided by the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs and were to be distributed with-
out any modifications whatsoever by the 
authorized imams. The regime’s attack 
on the strongholds of tradition had three 
objectives: first, to deprive these institu-
tions of the financial means that guaran-
teed their autonomy; second, to turn them 
into a tool to legitimize the government’s 

power; and last to satisfy the regime’s mod-
ernist faction.

The second aspect of Bourguiba’s strat-
egy concerned the personnel responsible 
for the dissemination of religious knowl-
edge. The goal was to bring them into 
line and cut short their influence. In the 
name of modernization and educational 
reform, Zaytuna University, the heart 
of the country’s Islamic past, lost its 
university status and was made a theo-
logical seminary in 1958. In addition, 
religious primary schools were shut down. 
Further, the training of the lower ranks 
of religious personnel was again placed 
under the direction of the Administration 
of Religious Affairs in 1966, and they 
received government salaries.

The last facet of Bourguiba’s strategy con-
cerned religious practices. His public cam-
paigns made evident his hostility toward 
them. In the name of the imperative of devel-
opment, he exhorted those under his power 
to break the fast of Ramadan and to aban-
don the Id al-Adha (Festival of the Sacrifice) 
and the hajj (pilgrimage). To avoid alienat-
ing the conservatives, Bourguiba attempted 
to provide them with Islamic justifications 
for the actions taken. His attempt to jus-
tify squelching Islam with “Islamic rea-
sons” was de facto a Machiavellian tactic to 
manipulate the faithful masses. This proved 
that Bourguiba, the autocrat, had been com-
pletely exposed. From the conservatives’ 
point of view, such provocations were per-
ceived as an attack on the country’s identity, 
and thus they viewed Bourguiba’s change of 
direction as significant.

To appease the conservatives, Hafedh Ben 
Salah explains, the 1969 revision of reli-
gious policy was organized so that the state 
officers’ schedules permitted them to “fulfill 
their religious duties.” Moreover, during the 
Id al-Adha, the state subsidized mutton. A 
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Supreme Islamic Council was also created 
in April 1987.

From the 1970s, the new cultural policy 
enhanced the value of the Arab-Islamic 
heritage and encouraged religious edu-
cation. From 1968 it also allowed some 
ulamas (religious clerics) to create the 
Association for the Preservation of the 
Koran, whose goal was to defend Islamic 
dogma.

This change in religious policy reflect-
ed a disruption in power relations both 
within and surrounding the regime. In 
1969 Bourguiba put an end to a failed 
“socialist” economic policies experiment. 
He then switched to a “liberal” model 
economy. This permitted the consolida-
tion of the private sector. In March 1975, 
the parliament voted Bourguiba president 
for life. Because of the economic changes, 
Bourguiba alienated the left and was made 
a “hostage” of the Islamists in his fight 
against them. The Islamists only called for 
the neutralization of the left, supported by 
intimidation campaigns, and the mosque 
served as a forum for these campaigns to 
mobilize believers.

Yet this coalition was interrupted by 
repression campaigns against the Islamists 
on the part of the regime, which was appre-
hensive about the consequences of the 
Iranian Revolution, unleashed at a moment 
when Tunisia was in dire economic crisis. 
The secular elite were concerned about the 
future.

In 1987 then Prime Minister Ben Ali 
seized power, impeaching Bourguiba on the 
basis of Article 57, citing Bourguiba’s inabil-
ity to rule due to old age and health issues. 
Thereafter, Bourguiba lived in Monastir (his 
native city) under government “protection” 
until his death on April 6, 2000.

The country’s main forces, including the 
Islamists, joined Ben Ali’s National Pact, 

guaranteeing Bourguiba’s overthrow. Ben 
Ali’s long career in the field of security 
enabled him to understand the threat the 
Islamists posed to the regime. He devised a 
strategy to eradicate Islamism that included 
cultural, repressive, social, and political 
aspects.

On the political level, the government 
sought to expand its base. Beginning in 
1988, the left-wing, liberal, and Arab nation-
alist parties were gradually integrated. In 
the past, they had been banned, and until 
1981 parliament was strictly controlled by 
the ruling PSD (the former name of the 
Democratic Constitutional Rally, RCD). Yet, 
the regime refused to legalize the Islamist 
party despite its changing its name. The co-
opted parties served to guarantee the suc-
cess of an anti-Islamist strategy designed to 
eradicate Islamism.

Because of the limitations of Ben Ali’s 
reforms, anti-Islamist circles were becom-
ing discontented. The personalization 
of the institution of the presidency was 
strengthened under Ben Ali in several 
ways: The 1988 constitutional amend-
ment made possible his election for three 
five-year terms (instead of two, Article 
39). A 2002 amendment abolished the 
limitation of presidential terms, the age 
limit was increased from 70 to 75 years, 
and the president’s professional actions 
were granted permanent judicial immu-
nity. These amendments were intended to 
open the way for a lifetime presidency for 
Ben Ali, despite the fact that at the time 
of his coup he had declared himself “the 
savior of the constitution and of the rule 
of law” by “ending lifetime presidency.” 
These changes showed how Ben Ali was 
completely cynical. They also indicated 
that his power was strengthened when the 
opposition was divided. His Democratic 
Constitutional Rally (RCD) has continued 
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to maintain its status as a dominant ruling 
party. It controls the cabinet, municipali-
ties, and the parliament. The party’s presi-
dent is Ben Ali himself; its vice president 
and secretary general are ministers, as are 
all of the other members of the politburo.

Twelve years after his coup, Ben Ali 
allowed, for the first time, two candidates 
to participate in the presidential election. 
Neither the secretary general of the Unionist 
Democratic Union (UDU) nor the secretary 
general of the People’s Unity Party (PUP) 
was able to win; Ben Ali won close to 100 
percent of the vote.

In 1989, two years after Ben Ali’s coup, 
the party won 141 parliamentary seats. In 
1994, the RCD won 144 out of 163 seats. 
It won 149 out of 182 seats in 1999. Five 
years later, the party won 152 out of 189 
parliamentary seats (see Table 1). At the 
hands of a dominant RCD, nine legal oppo-
sition parties—six of which are represented 
in the parliament—have remained weak 
and divided. In 2006, a provision in the 

election law allocated 20 percent of the 
seats to political parties that did not win a 
majority of the votes in the various electoral 
districts. Two years later, this minimum 
was enhanced to 25 percent of the members 
of the lower chamber of parliament. Since 
2007, all the parliamentary political parties 
have benefited from state subsidies to cover 
the costs of their publications.

The second aspect of Ben Ali’s strategy 
was religious and cultural in nature. It was 
based on the idea that granting symbolic con-
cessions to the conservatives would weaken 
the Islamists. Yet this decision risked the 
escalation of religious tensions. At a sym-
bolic level, the regime rehabilitated the 
country’s Arab-Islamic identity. The presi-
dent has since opened public speeches with 
“In the name of God, the Compassionate 
and Merciful” and has punctuated them 
with Koranic verses. In addition, Arabic was 
declared the official language of a so-called 
Arab-Islamic country. Moreover, the call to 
prayer and Friday sermons are broadcast on 

table 1. results of the Presidential and legislative elections under Ben ali

Date Election Political Parties

April 2, 
1989

Presidential Ben Ali (RCD) = 99.27% of the vote — —

Legislative RCD = 141 seats MDS = 0 seats (3.76%  
of the vote)

Independents = 0 seats 
(17% of the vote)

March 20, 
1994

Presidential Ben Ali (RCD) = 99,99% of the vote — —

Legislative RCD = 144 seats out of 163 
(97.73% 
 of the vote)

October 
24, 1999

Presidential Ben Ali (RCD) = 99.45% of the vote M. Belhaj Amor (PUP) = 
0.31% of the vote

A. Tlili (UDU) = 0.23% 
of the vote

Legislative RCD = 149 seats out of 182 MDS = 12 seats; PUP = 7; UDU = 7; Ettajdid = 5; 
PSL = 2

October 
24, 2004

Presidential Ben Ali (RCD) = 94.49% of the vote M. Bouchiha (PUP) = 
3.78% of the vote

M. A. Halouani 
(Ettajdid) = 0.95% of 
the vote

Legislative RCD = 152 seats out of 189 MDS = 14 seats; PUP = 11; UDU = 7; Ettajdid = 3; 
PSL = 2; PDP = 0; Indep = 0

October 
24, 2009

Presidential Forthcoming

Legislative Forthcoming
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the radio and television, and Ben Ali is also 
televised carrying out the prayers.

Concerning religious institutions, in 1992 
the Administration of Islamic Affairs became 
responsible for management of the mosques. 
Zaytuna, its status as a university restored in 
1989, was granted significant funding. The 
Supreme Islamic Council, whose purpose 
was to cultivate a state Islam, was given 
greater jurisdiction. Associations promoting 
the memorization of the Koran also received 
funding, and a presidential prize for the reci-
tation of the Koran was instituted. Mosque 
construction, maintenance, and use became 
regulated in 1988. Mosques remain closed 
except during prayer hours. Mosque person-
nel, appointed by the prime minister as of 
1989 and linked to public service, were also 
placed under government supervision and 
received their training at Zaytuna University. 
Islam was courted.

To deprive the Islamists of their principal 
means of penetrating society, anti-Islamist 
individuals were put in charge of moderniz-
ing education as of 1989. The liberal minis-
ter Mohamed Charfi revised literature, phi-
losophy, and religious education programs 
in order to purge them of any fundamental-
ist traces. The universal value of Islam was 
emphasized in order to promote believers 
who were faithful to religious tradition 
and considerate of the needs of the modern 
world. This orientation generated anger 
among the Islamists.

The third facet of Ben Ali’s strategy was 
of a social nature. Average annual incomes 
were constantly on the rise and by 2002 had 
reached over $6,260 ($7,732 by 2004 and 
$8,371 by 2007). The middle class was also 
growing. To compete with the Islamists’ 
welfare program, in 1987 the government 
launched a national solidarity program. It 
aimed to improve housing. The country-
side was not neglected. Thousands of poor 

families were granted a minimum income, 
complemented by a social welfare policy.

The last facet of Ben Ali’s strategy was 
repressive. In order to disband the Islamic 
networks, the regime promoted a manhunt 
as well as executions preceded by major 
political trials. Thousands of Islamists and 
their relatives paid a heavy price, as will 
be discussed further in the analysis of 
Islamism’s development.

islamism’s Birth  
and development

According to François Burgat, Islamism in 
Tunisia was established in the shadow of the 
official Association for the Preservation of 
the Koran (established in 1968). As early as 
January 1971, the first Islamist circles began 
to appear in mosques in Tunis. Some intellec-
tuals, including Rashid Ghannushi and Abd al-
Fatah Muru, gained control of the al-Ma’rifa 
journal. Culturally, their movement was a 
continuous axis of traditional and Zaytunian 
forces hostile to Bourguiba’s authoritarian 
modernization, according to Muru. Not only 
did the Islamists’ cultural cold war against the 
left play into the state’s anti-left strategy, but 
it also received Saudi funding, as was the case 
elsewhere in the Arab world.

The Islamist movement has undergone 
four stages covering the periods 1972–78, 
1979–87, 1987–89, and post-1989. During 
the first period, the movement was estab-
lished in 1972 together with the Islamic 
Group (GI). In this year, it held its first 
and clandestine congress. It became known 
as Harakat al-Itijah al-Islami (Islamic 
Tendency Movement, MTI) in 1981, and 
later came to be called Hizb al-Nahda, in 
1989. During the second period, Islamism 
became enterprising and began to suffer 
from the regime’s repression. The third 
phase (1987–89) was characterized by a cer-
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tain “openness” on the part of the regime 
toward the movement. It was during this 
phase that Islamism established itself as 
the government’s principal true opposition 
force, and the regime became determined to 
see to its eradication.

During an initial “clandestine” period, 
future Islamist leaders preached in the 
mosques of Tunis. Their conservative ideas 
can be ascribed to an ideological move-
ment that operated in all Muslim countries. 
They claimed that the return to Islam was 
the solution to the ills affecting Muslim 
societies. Their long-term goal was to “re- 
Islamize” society.

After this initial period marked by mis-
trust, the Islamists became more openly 
involved in public life beginning in 1977. 
The majority later became members of 
GI (the future MTI). They felt it was the 
time for their transition into the political 
arena. In 1979 they founded the journal 
al-Mujtama, which was banned soon after. 
They demonstrated on the Tunis campus. 
Inspired by the Iranian Revolution, in 1979 
Ghannushi, the leader of the MTI declared, 
“During this century [the fifteenth Muslim 
century, which was about to begin] Islam will 
go from defense to attack. It will reach new 
heights. It will be the century of the Islamic 
State.” He was arrested in December of that 
year. Despite this statement, Muru pretend-
ed that the Islamic Revolution in Iran did 
not influence his movement or represent a 
model for it.

This change could be attributed to both 
internal political developments in Tunisia 
and to the outcome of the Iranian Revolution. 
Domestically, the Islamists took advantage 
of the failure of the “socialist” experiment. 
They also benefited from the weakening of 
the UGTT (Tunisian General Labor Union), 
which, following its 1978 call for a gen-
eral strike, suffered from repression by the 

regime. Within this tense social atmosphere, 
the Islamists attempted to play the role of 
mediators. In its fight against the left, the 
regime welcomed Islamist involvement in 
the universities and labor unions.

As prime minister, Muhammad Mzali 
(serving from 1980 to 1986) fought to obtain 
presidential amnesty for Islamist prisoners, 
claiming he was committed to democracy 
and popular sovereignty. The Islamist pub-
lication al-Habib, founded in January 1981, 
was banned.

In April 1981 the GI participated in the 
first press conference held by opposition 
parties. In June of that year the former GI, 
now MTI, requested official recognition as a 
party, but to no avail. This elicited a repres-
sive response on the part of the regime (in 
1981 and again in 1983), which arrested 
and imprisoned MTI members, who were 
accused of membership in an illegal orga-
nization, defamation of the president, and 
spreading false information. These accusa-
tions would be used in the future against 
other opponents from different ideological 
streams. Some of the Islamist prisoners did, 
in the end, receive amnesty and/or were 
released, but following these events, many 
other members were arrested. The MTI 
developed closer relations with other opposi-
tion parties, joining the opposition’s munici-
pal and legislative election boycotts (1985 
and 1986, respectively). In January 1984 the 
bread riots pushed President Bourguiba to 
take a more hard-line approach toward the 
opposition, including the MTI. Despite his 
mistrust of the military, he supported then 
General Ben Ali’s impressive rise through 
the ranks and later made him his head of 
security. Bourguiba subsequently appointed 
Ben Ali as secretary general of the presi-
dential party, the state secretary in charge 
of security (October 1985), minister of inte-
rior (1986), and prime minister (1987). He 
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believed Ben Ali would be able to uproot 
Islamism.

Yet, an Islamist coup, which was allegedly 
in the making, needed an insurrectional 
atmosphere. Clubs were therefore estab-
lished on campuses and in downtown Tunis, 
where numerous demonstrations by the 
Islamist forces took place. Several hundred 
Islamists were arrested. In an attempt to 
physically eliminate the MTI leadership, 
Bourguiba demanded the reopening of their 
trial. However, Ben Ali convinced him to 
close the trial on November 7, 1987.

In an effort to destabilize the Islamists, 
the regime’s actions were at times contradic-
tory. As a measure of national reconciliation, 
Ben Ali granted amnesty to several thousand 
political prisoners—among them Ghannushi 
and other imprisoned leaders. Following his 
release, the MTI leader proclaimed Ben Ali’s 
November “medical” coup against Bourguiba 
to be a “historic event.” Moreover, in 1988 
he signed the National Pact, thus com-
mitting the MTI to end the infiltration 
of the military and security apparatuses. 
Ghannushi viewed such actions as facili-
tating the integration of the new regime’s 
political institutions. Following this logic, 
in February 1989 the MTI became Hizb al-
Nahda (Renaissance Party), conforming to 
the party regulation laws. Yet this ignored 
the state-party strategy. Al-Nahda’s recog-
nition of political pluralism didn’t change 
a thing. The results of the 1989 legislative 
elections, according to which the “indepen-
dent lists” (the Islamists) would constitute 
the country’s second force (17 percent of the 
votes), only strengthened the anti-Islamist 
faction within the government. Given the 
regional context marked by the impressive 
ascent of the Algerian Islamic Salvation 
Front (FIS), the secular opposition was dou-
bly frightened, hence leading it to support 
Ben Ali’s repressive policies.

These circumstances opened the persecu-
tion of the Islamists and what they repre-
sented. Donning the veil once again became 
forbidden for state officers. To justify the 
refusal to recognize al-Nahda, the regime 
stressed the party’s opposition to the princi-
ple of a republican state and to the personal 
status code. Moreover, it accused al-Nahda 
of violating the party code, which prohibits 
religious political organizations. In 1990 
and 1991, several hundred Islamists were 
convicted of conspiracy. Because of the 
state’s brutal repression, the MTI leader 
left the country, first for Algeria, in 1989. 
Because of his connections, the Sudanese 
Islamist regime issued him a diplomatic 
passport. France has refused to provide 
him a safe haven, so Ghannushi continued 
his exile in London. Desperate, he called 
for a general uprising from there. The 
repression soon began to affect even for-
mer allies of the regime, including the left, 
human and women’s rights advocates, and 
other groups that had supported Ben Ali’s 
anti-Islamist crusade in its early stages. In 
order to expand its base, the regime allot-
ted 19 parliamentary seats to the “good” 
opposition, following the 1994 legislative 
elections. The situation was a far cry from 
that of 1989, when some Islamists had even 
run in the elections.

What is tunisian islamism?

Throughout the four aforementioned politi-
cal periods, the Islamist scene became 
increasingly diverse. This led to the exis-
tence of two Islamist currents. The first 
is a legalist and pragmatic faction that 
works to attain a gradual Islamic change in 
Tunisia, while the second is ideological and 
radical. The pragmatists, such as the MTI/
al-Nahda and the Progressive Islamists (IP), 
soon opted to use popular education as a 
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means of achieving their political goals. In 
contrast, the radicals such as the Islamic 
Liberation Party (PLI) or the Islamic Jihad 
(JI) hoped to seize control of the security 
institutions in order to impose their project 
for an Islamic state, sometimes through the 
use of terrorist tactics. Thus, while the first 
current seeks political integration, the sec-
ond aims for the annihilation of the political 
system.

Pragmatic currents

Despite the MTI/al-Nahda and the IP’s 
shared goal of establishing an Islamic state 
in Tunisia—which they consider a prelude 
to the establishment of the caliphate—the 
two groups differ in leadership styles as well 
as the means used to achieve their common 
Islamist strategic objective.

Le MTI/al-Nahda

The MTI/al-Nahda political and religious 
movement has between 30,000 and 50,000 
members. Its leadership is mainly composed 
of teachers and state officers, for the most 
part from the pious urban middle class. 
It presents itself as a modern party of the 
masses. Some of its leaders come from the 
Muslim Brotherhood. The MTI’s long-term 
goal is the establishment of an Islamic 
republic. It calls on youths in particular to 
conform to the Islamic principles, which it 
sees as an all-encompassing doctrine that 
embraces all domains of human activity—
from dogmas and prayer to morals and 
everyday behavior.

In an effort to provide a framework for 
the movement, the GI leaders created an 
executive and a consultative council made 
up of mosque leaders. Its charter is inspired 
by that of the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
1979 GI congress revealed two currents: 

the majority Salafi current, inspired by 
the Muslim Brotherhood and guided by 
Ghannushi and Muru, and that of a Tunisian 
orientation led by Ahmad Enneifer, Salah al-
Din Jurshi, and Ziyad Krishan—which later 
broke away from the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
guidelines. This current later led to the 
creation of the IP. The Salafi current was 
in a position of strength at the time of the 
congress and imposed a five-level pyramidal 
structure, according to Mohamed Darif:

1. The Congress: The most supreme au-
thority. It appoints the movement’s 
central leadership and meets once ev-
ery three years.

2. The National Consultative Council: 
The group’s legislative organ. It is com-
posed of members of the Congress and 
meets every three months in order to 
discuss the group’s most crucial issues.

3. The Executive Bureau: responsible for 
implementing the decisions of the Con-
gress and National Consultative Coun-
cil and comprised of eight commissions: 
the doctrinal, political, juridical, cul-
tural, economic and financial, commu-
nications, organizational, and public 
relations commissions.

4. The Presidenct (amir): He is in charge 
of nominating governors (amil), each 
of which heads a regional consultative 
council.

5. The Base: It includes three ascend-
ing levels: the clubs and “open” and 
“closed” cells (families).

Through their university networks, the 
Islamists attempted to strengthen their 
structures and to establish themselves in 
several cities countrywide. Militant train-
ing combines classical political training 
and religious education. With the help of 
their young supporters, educated in science 



  t u n i s i A  3 9 9

and technology, the Islamist leaders have 
attempted to infiltrate the country’s secu-
rity and military apparatuses.

Because of the practical difficulties, it is 
the National Council of the MTI rather than 
its congress that plays the role of supreme 
authority. It includes the president, a legis-
lative body (majlis shura), and the central 
executive bureau—which makes the most 
important decisions. It is composed of nine 
commissions, outlined by François Burgat: 
political action; follow-up and training; 
propaganda; organization; cultural action; 
labor union activities; the social, women’s, 
and financial division; the educational divi-
sion; and the division for matters of priority. 
All this reflects the MTI’s ambitious aims.

Ghannushi was chosen as the GI/MTI 
president, and Muru was made secretary 
general. Ghannushi appointed himself for 
a second term in 1981 and a third in 1984 
during the party’s congresses. Since the 
last al-Nahda congress in 2001, his leader-
ship has been questioned if not challenged. 
The Islamist youth called for a renewal of 
the party’s image in order to attract a new 
generation of members. The old guard was 
still cautious.

Foreseeing the possibility of legalization, 
the party felt it must reassure the pub-
lic and compromise with the government. 
During the 1981 congress, the party thus 
recommended an openness toward the left. 
As explained by Salwa Ibn-Yusuf al-Sharfi, 
this was a far cry from the period when 
Ghannushi’s movement fought the left, con-
sidering sovereignty in an Islamic state to 
be God’s exclusive domain.

The MTI claimed to be working to achieve 
the following objectives:

1. Tunisia’s Islamic renaissance, aimed at 
ending foreign dependence and West-
ernization;

2. The renewal of Islamic thought, based 
on the fundamentals of Islam while 
taking into account the obstacles posed 
by modern life;

3. The structuring of the economy on a 
humanist basis and with the fair distri-
bution of national wealth in accordance 
with the following Islamic principle: 
“To each according to his work and 
need”;

4. The rebirth of the Islamic political and 
civil entity—locally, regionally, and 
globally—in order to have an influence 
on world order and extricate the Mus-
lims from a state of alienation (accord-
ing to Darif).

While Ghannushi rejected secularism, 
he accepted the democratic and peaceful 
changeover system claiming it to be based 
on the Islamic concept of shura (consulta-
tion). This doctrine is fueled by a nation-
alist cultural view hostile toward secular-
ism. Such a formula thus naively combines 
incompatible elements.

As far as political action is concerned, the 
MTI claims it rejects violence as a means to 
achieve political change or to gain a monop-
oly over power in the country, because this 
could lead to civil war. According to a 1984 
letter sent to Bourguiba by Muru, Muru’s 
movement was not and did not seek to be 
Islam’s “mouthpiece.” In Muru’s eyes, Islam 
is the “religion of all [Tunisians] and nobody 
has the right to monopolize its institutions.” 
Thus the movement has apparently given 
up its claim to represent the Muslims. The 
MTI calls for the peaceful participation of 
all in national institutions, in freedom and 
transparency. For the MTI—still an illegal 
party—such a desired democratic develop-
ment could only be beneficial. The MTI’s 
legalist tactic upset the hard-liners who 
wanted to get rid of the regime. In addition 
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to the hard-liners, there were others who 
wanted the government to be confined to 
cultural and social affairs.

The Progressive Islamists

The movement had reached a deadlock, 
leading MTI leaders to break away from 
Ghannushi’s strategy and adopt the idea of 
legal associative action. The signs of this split 
were evident as early as the 1979 GI con-
gress, when the leaders of the “Tunisianist” 
current (Enneifer, Jurshi, and Krishan) 
called for a breakaway from the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s heritage—an option that had 
been rejected by the Salafi Ghannushi. 
“Tunisianist” here distinguishes a current 
of ideas among Islamists who are convinced 
of the legitimacy of a Tunisian way of being 
and of proceeding as Islamists to find local 
solutions to the country’s problems. Because 
of Ghannushi’s uncontested hegemony over 
the movement, this ideological clash may 
have concealed a personal conflict between 
Ghannushi himself and MTI members who 
were dissatisfied with the situation. In 1982 
the majority of these “Tunisianists” found-
ed the Progressive Islamists group.

Their views differ from those of the MTI 
in several ways. First, the Tunisianist strain 
is made up of several ideological streams. 
Second, it calls for cutting all ties with the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s heritage, which it 
considers outdated and has no relevance in 
the Tunisian context. Last, instead of creat-
ing a political body aimed at taking power, 
the IP considers that in the current state, 
above all the country is in need of a social 
project suited to its national character.

ideological currents

The next radical Salafi current views the 
employment of terrorism as a catalyst for 

popular uprising. It is made up of three 
main groups: al-Islam al-Jihadi (Islamic 
Jihad, JI), al-Jabhat al-Islamiyya al-Tunisi-
yya (Tunisian Islamic Front, FIT), and 
Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islami (Islamic Liberation 
Party, PLI).

Islamic Liberation Party (PLI)

The PLI is a Tunisian faction of the Liber-
a tion Party that was founded in Jordan in 
1952. It was established in Tunisia in 1982 
and was headed by Abd al-Qadim Zalum. 
It was made up of military people and low-
level state officers. The government success-
fully disbanded the movement with little 
effort. Similar to other Salafi currents, the 
PLI aspired to reestablish the caliphate and 
advocated a military takeover. Moreover, it 
called for the use of force to overthrow the 
country’s un-Islamic regime. Contrary to 
the movements favoring the Islamization 
of society and achieving power through 
popular means, the PLI rather preferred the 
infiltration of security and military appara-
tuses in order to push for Islamization from 
above. This explains its preferred recruit-
ment of officers and members of the armed 
forces and security apparatuses. Several 
dozen PLI members were convicted in 1983 
and 1985.

Islamic Jihad

The JI is an underground movement, found-
ed in 1994. It was established by a group of 
MTI dissidents disappointed by the move-
ment’s legalism in 1984. The JI opted for 
radicalization. In August 1987 it claimed 
responsibility for the hotel bombings that 
took place in the Sousse and Monastir 
regions. Three JI members, arrested imme-
diately after the attacks, were sentenced to 
death. The network employs terrorism to 
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intimidate leaders and Westernized circles 
and to harm Western interests. The group 
operated inside a jihadi structure, acting as 
a local agent of a broader network such as 
al-Qa’ida, and carrying out terror attacks 
on its behalf. This was the case in 2002, 
when a suicide bombing was carried out at 
the synagogue of la Ghriba in Djerba using 
a truck packed with explosives. It was also 
the case between December 23, 2006, and 
January 3, 2007, when security forces faced 
two major terrorist attacks in the South and 
near Tunis. Even the army was mobilized at 
this occasion to “finish the job.”

Who Are the tunisian islamists?

This question entails an analysis of the 
Islamists’ main leaders, their ideology, and 
their institutions.

islamist leadership

The ideologies of Tunisia’s founding lead-
ers were a driving force behind the devel-
opment of the Islamist movements in the 
country, which are linked to a large extent 
to the education sector.

Rashid Ghannushi

Rashid Ghannushi is the main Islamist 
figure. He is the historic leader of the MTI/
al-Nahda. He was born in 1941 in the vil-
lage of Hamma in southern Tunisia. As 
a Nasserist, in 1962, upon completion of 
his secondary studies, Ghannushi visited 
Egypt to study agronomy. He later moved 
to Damascus, Syria, where he made contact 
with the Muslim Brotherhood—the origin of 
this movement’s influence on him. In 1968 
he received a philosophy degree. His first 
experience preaching was in Paris as part of 
Jama’at al-Tabligh, an apolitical preaching 

movement. He returned to Tunisia in 1969 
and began teaching philosophy. As a colum-
nist for the al-Ma’rifa journal, Ghannushi 
was able to act as an influential cultural 
agent against the unionist and cultural left, 
even though he was a new recruit. He also 
conducted his “war” at the university and on 
the pages of the Islamist magazine he man-
aged from 1977. At the time, he rebuked the 
Marxists and Western customs, which he 
regarded as decadent. He continues to call 
for the Islamization of society and has borne 
the brunt of the regime’s ever-changing 
mood. He went into exile in London in 1993. 
Since this time, he has come closer to the 
secular opposition, while still distancing 
himself from the jihadists.

Since 2005, Ghannushi’s leadership has 
been openly contested by some al-Nahda 
members. His opponents reject his hard-line 
approach toward the Ben Ali regime. They 
gather under the banner of moussalahat 
wataniyya” (national reconciliation). These 
moderate Islamists are still in touch with 
former public figures of the banned Islamist 
party living in Tunisia.

Abd al-Fatah Muru

Born in 1942, the lawyer Muru is a petit 
bourgeois. At an early stage of his life, he 
joined a Sufi order, al-Madaniyya. This 
order was hostile to any foreign presence in 
the country. Muru was among the cofound-
ers of the MTI/al-Nahda and up to the early 
1990s one of its influential leaders. He 
graduated from the University of Tunis in 
1971. His background is a mix of religious 
and modern education. Shahin states that 
Muru started his “Islamist activities in the 
1960s by delivering religious lectures and 
forming educational circles for secondary 
school and university students at the coun-
try’s mosques.”
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Because of his Islamist activities, Muru 
has been jailed many times. Even his con-
ciliatory tone and approach were not wel-
come by a hostile regime. The regime also 
launched a defamation campaign to discred-
it his personal conduct, a tactic usually used 
against other main political opponents from 
different political streams. He has finally 
put an end to his political life.

Ahmad Enneifer

Ahmad Enneifer was born in 1942 in Tunis. He 
is the son of one of the famous religious dynas-
ties in the country. He graduated from both 
Zaytuna University and Sorbonne University 
in Paris. He taught Islamic theology at Zaytuna 
University from 1981 until 2004.

As was the case for Ghannushi and Muru, 
he preached at mosques during the 1970s. 
Enneifer was the third main Islamist figure 
(with Ghannushi and Muru) in the coun-
try. For different reasons, this Tunisianist 
left Ghannushi’s Islamist party. Among the 
Islamist leaders, he was the person who suf-
fered the least from the state’s brutal repres-
sion. He was the founder and editor of the 
15/21 Islamist cultural magazine, which was 
published from 1982 until 1991.

social and media institutions

Similar to their counterparts in other coun-
tries in the region, Tunisian Islamists have 
attempted to spread their conservative social 
ideas and thus to strengthen their positions 
through a number of institutions. In addi-
tion to their use of traditional social insti-
tutions (the family and the mosque), they 
have created their own institutions (labor 
and student unions and media).

The family served as the first social labo-
ratory for the Islamist project. It is also one 
of the main fronts through which Islamists’ 

strategy was put into practice. The institu-
tion of marriage has had several advan-
tages for the Islamists. First, it allowed for 
Islamist families to create alliances among 
themselves. These alliances consequently 
strengthened their political allegiance in the 
face of government pressure. As the mosques, 
the traditional place for Islamist preaching, 
are closely controlled, the private framework 
provided by matrimonial ties and rituals 
enabled militants to meet and exchange 
information with greater ease, under the 
guise of family visits and celebrations.

As far as Islamism is concerned, the 
mosque, the second-most traditional insti-
tution, is not only a place of worship, but 
above all represents a second front in the 
ideological battle to conquer the hearts and 
souls of the devout members of society. Until 
the authorities took control of this institu-
tion more effectively, it served the Islamists 
as a podium from which to protest against 
the government and as a means of recruiting 
new members and mobilizing activists. They 
seized every opportunity to delegitimize the 
official brand of Islam and its representatives 
in the national mosque network.

As far as the Islamists’ institutions are 
concerned, two examples will be brought 
forth: the labor union and the media. As part 
of their cultural cold war, the Islamists had 
fought the left in the UGTT. To weaken the 
left, the regime authorized the establishment 
in 1985 of the General Tunisian Union of 
Students (UGTE) by MTI students. The cen-
ter’s success became evident when its mem-
bers won the absolute majority of seats in the 
February 1988 student body elections. Yet the 
UGTE also paid the price of the government’s 
strategy of stifling the Islamist protest; the 
movement was banned in 1991, and hundreds 
of its members were arrested. This decision 
was made easier in the context of a UGTE 
that was no longer what it used to be.
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The Islamists have always been aware of 
the media as an important tool for a social 
transformation movement. This is why they 
first made use of the traditional media fol-
lowed by the modern media. This traditional 
media included several publications, as indi-
cated by Burgat and John Entelis. Most 
notable were al-Ma’rifa (Knowledge), pub-
lished between 1972 and 1979 (45 issues); al-
Mujtama (Society), founded by the GI in 1979 
and almost immediately banned; al-Habib 
(Beloved), of which only one issue was pub-
lished before it was banned in January 1980; 
al-Risala (The Message), the MTI’s main 
internal gazette after the 1981 trial; 15/21, a 
journal founded by Enneifer and Jurshi (IP); 
al-Fajr (Dawn), established by al-Nahda and 
distributed in 1990 for several months; and 
al-Raj’a (Return), the mouthpiece of the FIT.

Because of its lack of free and direct access 
to Tunisian public opinion, al-Nahda—still 
outlawed—has employed revolutionary 
global communications tools, such as the 
Internet, fax machines, mobile phones, and 
satellite television. These tools allow it to 
be present on the ground, to avoid tradi-
tional censorship, and to make itself known 
to large local and international audiences. 
Mobile phones and faxes allow the move-
ment to send and receive information in real 
time. Yet al-Nahda’s Arabic-only Web site 
is also of very low graphic quality. Satellite 
networks such as al-Jazeera also transmit 
the movement’s message.

indications for the future

Tunisia has attempted as best it could to 
stand up to the Islamist threat coming from 
its eastern border. To eradicate Islamism, the 
government combined a police-based repres-
sive policy and an ideological approach, thus 
risking an escalation. As long as presiden-
tial authoritarianism and various paternalist 

social policies persist, the Islamists are unlike-
ly—at least in the middle term—to succeed in 
posing any real threat to the Ben Ali regime.
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In a country of nearly 70 million Muslims 
with a long tradition of strict secularism, 
a rise in the manifestations of religiosity 
has created increased tensions between the 
state bureaucracy and elites on one hand 
and the mass “peripheral” elements on the 
other. Islamism has mostly sided with the 
peripheral forces. In this process, as M. 
Hakan Yavuz writes, Islamist circles have 
adopted strategies that have at times led to 
withdrawal, confrontation, and engagement. 

Still, the findings indicate that as of 2006, 
fewer than 10 percent of Turks wanted a 
Shari’a-based religious state to be estab-
lished in their country.

Political Islamist movements in Turkey 
are uniquely “Turkish.” This means their 
priority is not on creating an Islamic state 
based on Shari’a rules. Furthermore, their 
main method of achieving their aims is 
through party politics. Certainly there are 
violent and terrorist Islamist movements 
in Turkey as well. Nevertheless, politicians 
from different ideological inclinations not 
only have sought electoral support from 
nonviolent political Islamist circles in return 
for protection from the state and competing 
movements, but they have also lobbied for 
conservatism and for Islamist concerns. 
There is also an important economic dimen-

sion to the behavior of Islamist individuals 
and institutions, especially of the tariqat 
(brotherhoods) and their cemaat (religious 
communities/congregations).

Political Background and  
the rise of the electoral 
islamist Movement 

During the 1990s, an astounding pro-Isla-
mist electoral force emerged. However, the 
rise of pro-Islamist parties actually began 
with the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, 
RP), which earned a mere 7.2 percent of 
the electoral base in 1987 and increased 
its share to 17 percent in 1991 as part of 
a joint list with the Nationalist Action 
Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP). 
In the 1994 municipal elections, the RP 
captured the largest cities and then became 
the largest party in a fragmented party 
system, with 21.4 percent of the vote, in 
the December 1995 elections. The RP cad-
res are rooted in the National Salvation 
Party (Milli Selamet Partisi, MSP), which 
emerged as the successor to the National 
Order Party (Milli Nizam Partisi, MNP), 
founded in the early 1970s. The electoral 
appeal of these parties remained on the 
fringes. They did not succeed in capturing 

turkey
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more than 12 percent of the vote until the 
second half of the 1990s.

The MSP became a junior coalition part-
ner in governments after the 1973 elections, 
while the RP became the senior partner in a 
coalition following the 1995 elections. Both 
of these instances of participation in govern-
ment had disastrous outcomes, as the party 
partners quarreled, policy problems devel-
oped, and, in the latter case, the military 
pressed for the government’s downfall.

The Constitutional Court closed down the 
RP in January 1998 on the grounds that sev-
eral leaders had made speeches deemed to be 
against the secular constitution. The court 
also banned six prominent members from 
political activity for five years. The Virtue 
Party (Fazilet Partisi, FP) became the new 
address for almost all of the unbarred RP 
deputies, but that party too was closed by 
the court in June 2001, on similar grounds. 
The pro-Islamist camp then split into two 
parties: one for the old guard, the Felicity 
Party (Saadet Partisi, SP), and the other 
for the younger generation, the Justice and 
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, AKP).

The AKP, much of whose leadership came 
from the National Vision (Milli Görü ¸s) 
Movement and followed the leadership 
of Tayyip Erdo¢gan, the former mayor of 
Istanbul, signified the start of a new era 
in Turkish politics. Several crises discred-
ited the existing government and prepared 
the ground for the AKP’s rising popular-
ity. Two massive earthquakes in August 
and November 1999, and the perceived 
inadequacy of government-directed relief 
efforts, constituted the first crisis. The sec-
ond was the November 2000 economic cri-
sis, which worsened the following February. 
The Turkish lira was devaluated by about 
50 percent. By the end of 2001, about 2.3 
million people had lost their jobs, while the 

economy contracted by about 8.5 percent in 
real terms.

In 2002 the AKP won the elections with 
34 percent of the vote, and for the first time 
in Turkey a party with clear Islamist roots 
came to power alone. The AKP held three-
quarters of the seats in parliament. Due to 
the nature of Turkey’s electoral system, the 
AKP achieved this with only one-third of 
the votes. The party was thus cautious in 
implementing its policy as well as defining 
its immediate goals.

However, the AKP was thwarted by the 
Constitutional Court as well as by the fact 
that the presidency was held by a strict sec-
ularist. By 2007 the country was in a crisis 
because of an inability to elect a new presi-
dent due to the parliamentary maneuvers 
of the opposition, which demanded early 
elections. These were held in July, with the 
result being a big victory for the AKP, with 
47 percent of the vote. Despite its renewed 
electoral mandate the AKP appeared almost 
paralyzed in the aftermath of these elec-
tions due first to the sudden rise of ethnic 
terror in the southeast of the country and 
second to the heating economic crisis that 
hit Turkey following the global financial 
troubles just prior to local elections in early 
2009. As a consequence the AKP’s electoral 
support shrunk by nearly ten percentage 
points in the March 2009 local elections.

The Islamist origins of the AKP were 
widely debated, with some saying it had 
become a truly moderate, reformist party, 
while others thought it had a secret, long-
term Islamist agenda. The AKP’s voters 
themselves tended to be conservative but 
mostly non-Islamist. Some factions that lent 
support to the AKP included the Kurds—
who felt the AKP would improve their sit-
uation—and people who credited the ruling 
party with good economic performance.

The AKP viewed its large margin of vic-
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tory as a mandate to make one of its leaders, 
Abdullah Gül, the new president. The next 
step of the reelected government was to 
formulate constitutional change. Secularists 
worried what might happen on both of these 
fronts, especially regarding any challenges 
to the secularist principles enshrined in the 
constitution. The debate over neighborhood 
pressures to conform to an Islamic way of 
life, as has been widely discussed by Çakır 
and Bozan in their recent book, opened a 
discussion of whether Turkey would become 
a new Malaysia, where an increasingly 
Islamic and oppressive state has developed 
over a relatively short period of time. Nearly 
one-third of Turkish society still seems to be 
uneasy about the intentions and real objec-
tives of the AKP, given its Islamist roots.

In the battle for control of the coun-
try’s future agenda, however, it is not only 
the AKP’s own behavior that shapes the 
Islamist angle but also that of a wide range 
of other movements.

islamic Brotherhoods, orders, 
and tariqats

Among the most influential Islamic orders 
are the Kadiri Order, the Nakshibendi 
Order, and Nurcus. 

Kadiri religious order

The Kadiri Order was founded in Iraq in 
the twelfth century and moved into Anatolia 
in the fifteenth century. The center of the 
Anatolian branch is the Kadirhane, located 
in Tophane in Istanbul, just under the 
Firuza¢ga Mosque. Two cemaats emerged 
from within it: µIcmalcis and Galibis. The 
former community seems more active politi-
cally, and its leader, Haydar Ba¸s, heads 
the Independent Turkey Party. µIcmalcis 
publishes the periodical Mesaj and operates 

the TV channels Meltem and Mesaj, which 
they use to spread their views. The leader of 
the Galibis is Galip Hasan Ku¸scuo¢glu. This 
community is centered in Ankara’s Tevhid 
Mosque, as explained in a September 2006 
guide published in Sabah. It owns Mesaj TV 
and Icmal magazine.

nakshibendi religious order

The Nakshibendi Religious Order’s Hali diyye 
branch in Turkey was founded in the second 
half of the fourteenth century. The cemaats 
emerging from the order in the modern 
era are the Menzil, Erenköy, µIskenderpa¸sa, 
µIsmaila¢ga, I¸sık, and Süleymancıs. A 2002 
article in Hürriyet described these orders.

Menzil Cemaat is centered in Adıyaman in 
Southeast Turkey but also maintains a pres-
ence in Istanbul and Ankara. Its economic 
power comes from companies established by 
its members. The Adıyaman branch of the 
group has been close to the MHP, FP, and 
the Great Union Party (BBP). The Istanbul 
and Ankara branches, on the other hand, 
supported the Motherland Party (ANAP).

It is said that the leader of Erenköy 
Cemaat is Tahir Büyükkörükçü, who became 
a member of parliament from the MSP. The 
group has always provided support to the 
Islamist parties. Before the 2002 elections, 
it came out in support of the AKP.

µIskenderpa¸sa Cemaat has become larger 
and more powerful with the help of the 
waqfs (religious foundations) established by 
Esad Co¸san, including Hakyol Vakfı (True 
Way Waqf), µIlim Kültür ve Sanat Vakfı 
(Science, Culture, and Arts Waqf), Sa¢glık 
Vakfı (Health Waqf), and Hanım Dernekleri 
(Ladies Associations). It also owns Akra FM 
radio and Ak TV. It is deeply involved in 
politics. The group’s leader, Zahid Kotku, 
encouraged Necmettin Erbakan to estab-
lish the MNP, the first Islamist party in 
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Turkey. AKP leader Recep Tayyip Erdo¢gan 
and a number of high-ranking AKP offi-
cials—Minister of Finance Kemal Unakıtan, 
for example—are close to this community. 
Erdo¢gan went to one of its mosques for 
his first Friday prayer after the 2002 elec-
tions. It should be noted, though, that some  
µIskenderpa¸sa members also supported non-
Islamist parties.

µIsmaila ¢ga Cemaat is centered in the 
Çar¸samba neighborhood of the Fatih district 
in Istanbul and has a very closed lifestyle. 
The µIsmaila¢ga Science and Duty Waqf plays 
an important role in its activities. (In con-
trast to the name of this waqf, the members 
of the cemaat avoid use of technology as 
much as possible.) Members have almost 
always voted for parties with Islamic ten-
dencies, more recently the SP. The neighbor-
hood has its own Islamist-oriented publica-
tions. Most of the members are from Rize 
and Trabzon in northern Turkey. According 
to a September 2006 report in Radikal, the 
group has about 100,000 members.

Two events that took place eight years 
apart have made this cemaat famous. On May 
17, 1998, Hızır Ali Murato¢glu—the imam 
of Fatih Çukurçȩsme Mosque—was killed 
while he was giving a Sunday talk. More 
recently, Bayram Ali Öztürk—the retired 
imam of µIsmaila¢ga Cemaati—was murdered 
on September 3, 2006, during the same tra-
ditional Sunday talks that take place after 
the morning prayer in the mosque.

Süleymancıs is the most politically ori-
ented cemaat. It is argued that this cemaat 
has been divided between its late leader’s 
two sons, Ahmet and Mehmet Denizolgun. 
The former is said to be the main leader. He 
was once minister of transportation and in 
2002 unsuccessfully ran as an ANAP can-
didate for parliament. Mehmet Denizolgun 
was elected to parliament from the AKP. 
The main activity of this community is 

giving Koran courses and running student 
dormitories, both of which are very big 
operations. According to Nazlı Ilıcak and 
Mehmet Canıtatlı, there are estimated to be 
2,000 such dormitories that house 250,000 
students. They also fund students from 
lower-class families to enable them to study. 
Moreover, they run the “Helping Students 
of Courses and Schools Foundation” and 
the “Foundation for Helping Students in 
Their Education Years,” which train 30,000 
students each year. As Faik Bulut wrote in 
his 2004 work, a number of members also 
own companies, including several in trans-
port, the Hisar Intercontinental Hospital, 
Armine E ¸sarp, and the Ferpa Markets. 
Because Turkey is not a country ruled by 
Shari’a, their leaders have argued that 
receiving interest is not a sin; thus they do 
use interest in their economic activities, as 
Ru¸sen Çakır explains.

Süleymancıs publishes the Ufuk and Genç 
Akademi journals along with the Anadolu 
newspaper. Turkish workers in Germany 
are another source of income, and the group 
is influential in mosques there.

I¸sık Cemaati has been organized around 
the µIhlas Holding Company. The newspaper 
Türkiye and the TV channel TGRT belong 
to this cemaat. However, once the µIhlas 
Holding Company began to face problems, 
the cemaat lost its previous significance. It 
has fewer members than its rivals and is 
less involved in politics.

nurcus

As a September 2006 article in Sabah 
explains, many experts argue that Nurcus is 
not a tariqat but a cemaat. The community 
was established around Said Nursi’s work, 
namely Risale-i Nur (Handbook of Light). 
Nursi tried to merge scientific knowledge 
and religious faith into a single framework. 
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He was impressed by the importance given 
to religion within the American system and 
believed in the principles of an American-
style democracy. According to Çakır, while 
Nurcus started supporting the MSP in 
the 1973 elections, Erbakan’s ideas were 
not well suited for the Nurcus worldview, 
and it turned to the center-right politician 
Süleyman Demirel, with which it enjoyed 
close relations. In more recent years, it has 
been favorable to Fethullah Gülen, a char-
ismatic figure seen by some as a moderate 
Muslim and by others as an Islamist posing 
as a moderate. The group’s two branches 
today are the Yeni Asya Cemaati and Gülen 
Cemaati. It should be noted that radical 
groups such as the Med-Zehra (Hizbi Kuran) 
group or the Aczmendi groups are both radi-
cal in their stance against the regime, with 
antiestablishment and many anti-Western 
elements in their thinking.

The leader of Yeni Asya Cemaati, Mehmet 
Kutlular, is also the owner of the newspa-
per Yeni Asya. It declared its support for 
the DYP in the 2002 elections, continuing 
a policy that began in the mid-1980s, and 
advised voters not to support the AKP lest 
an AKP victory lead to a coup.

Gülen Cemaati is a larger cemaat that 
follows a modern lifestyle, fully using tech-
nological and organizational innovations. 
It has become an international organiza-
tion and puts an emphasis on education. 
Its schools in the Turkic republics of the 
Caucasus are admired by many Turks. The 
Fethullahcıs (or Fethullah faithful) have 
also been successful in business, which 
makes their group a very well-financed 
one, according to an October 2005 article 
in Hürriyet. Enterprises include the I¸sık 
Assurance Company and Asya Finance. The 
aim of the cemaat is service (hizmet)—to 
work toward the Islamization of people and 
society by transforming people’s characters 

so they want to live according to the religious 
principles of their own free will. However, it 
should be noted that Gülen often avoids 
being identified as a follower of Nursi, since 
that name is reminiscent of religious radi-
calism as well as Kurdish ethnic identity, 
which could potentially attract harsh reac-
tions from the state establishment.

The newspaper of the cemaat, Zaman, 
has hundreds of thousands of readers and 
also publishes an English-language edition, 
Zaman Today. Other parts of its media 
group include Samanyolu TV and its news 
channel, S HABER; the magazine Aksiyon; 
Cihan News Agency; and the radio channels 
Burç and Dünya. The religiously oriented TV 
channel of the group, Mehtap TV, has been 
in operation since 2006. The Journalists and 
Writers Foundation (Gazeteciler ve Yazarlar 
Vakfı, GYV) is affiliated with the Nurcus 
and organizes the Abant Platform, a confer-
ence that features subjects such as world 
politics and economics. In 2006 the eleventh 
meeting was held on the subject of “Global 
Politics and the Future of the Middle East.” 
The Foundation also organizes awards to 
scientists, politicians, and artists, as well 
as the Dialogue Euroasia Program, which 
focuses on poverty and war.

With respect to politics, Gülen and his 
community cannot come to terms with 
the Islamist parties such as the FP, SP, or 
even the AKP because their standpoint is 
one of a nationalistic Islam closely linked 
to Turkish identity. The community has 
also preferred close links to centrist par-
ties, believing this would more effectively 
make it a mainstream group able to appeal 
to less religious and even secularly orient-
ed Turks. Some members even declared 
before the 2002 elections that they would 
vote for the leftist Republican People’s 
Party. In May 2000, however, AKP leader 
Erdo ¢gan visited Gülen and improved their 
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relationship, as explained in a work by 
Hikmet Çetinkaya.

Despite its popularity and cooperation 
with conservative, non-Islamist parties as 
well as the Turkish state itself, the media 
has often attacked the movement, charging 
it with plotting to overthrow the state by 
establishing an underground organization. 
Gülen was forced to escape to the United 
States and remains there.

religious orders and the 
2007 election

The influence of religious orders comes not 
from directly controlled membership but 
rather from the informal and indirect influ-
ence through their effective use of media 
tools. Among approximately 42 million vot-
ers in 2007, those who could have a direct 
link to a tariqat through a dormitory, Koran 
course, or dergah (monastery) could not be 
more than a small fraction. It is also not 
possible to argue that all such networks sup-
port one party over the others. Hence, their 
net effect is likely to be slim. Any influence 
of the leadership of these orders, however, 
is mostly through informal networks and 
through the media sources they seem to 
control. As a result, a credible assessment is 
very difficult to make. With electoral compe-
tition tilting toward the secularist-Islamist 
division in Turkey, the predispositions of 
the religious orders have had a significant 
symbolic importance, if not a numerical 
one.

The inclination of the Süleymancı com-
munity was easiest to analyze as both of the 
leaders of the movement (the Denizolgun 
brothers) have been actively involved in poli-
tics. The Democrat Party, from which Ahmet 
Denizolgun was a candidate, was believed to 
have received considerable support from the 
Süleymancı community. This, however, does 

not mean that Mehmet Denizolgun’s AKP 
would not be able to get any votes from the 
members of this community.

The support that would be provided by 
the members of the Gülen Movement was 
actually believed to be the most important 
of all, as it is considered to be the reli-
gious order with the highest number of 
supporters—also in influential positions—
in Turkey. While the members of this com-
munity generally supported the center-right 
parties, they even once lent support to 
Bulent Ecevit’s left-leaning Democratic Left 
Party (Demokratik Sol Parti, DSP). During 
the 2007 elections, however, it is believed 
that the group supported the AKP, largely as 
a response to the crisis between the secular-
ist state forces and the AKP just before the 
presidential elections, as reported in a May 
2007 Sabah article.

Although a considerable proportion of the 
network members of the Nakshibendi order 
are expected to vote for AKP, making such 
homogenizing claims about such a divided 
and heterogeneous society might be highly 
misleading. The branch of this order that 
deserves the utmost attention with respect 
to its involvement in political life in Turkey 
is the µIskenderpa¸sa community. The official 
Web site of the order declared that its sup-
port would be for the AKP. Nevertheless, 
of the nearly 16 million votes that the 
AKP received in the 2007 election, it is 
unclear what portion could be attributed to 
the networks that are influenced by these 
Islamic orders. In terms of sheer numbers 
of people involved in activities, dormitories, 
and so forth, a large constituency can-
not be discerned. However, if the ambigu-
ous media control factor were taken out, 
how much competitive power would remain 
in AKP’s control remains uncertain. The 
media impact of these orders should also 
not be exaggerated. Only the Zaman news-
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paper remains in the top echelon of the com-
petitive Turkish media market. The rest, in 
terms of circulation or ratings, constitute 
only a small minority share. Thus, unless 
the AKP appealed to mainstream Turkish 
voters, it could not possibly have taken such 
a large share of popular support via tariqat 
voter mobilization.

radical islamist Groups

Radical Islamist groups in Turkey are much 
smaller than the movements discussed above. 
Such groups reached a peak in the 1980s and 
first half of the 1990s, inspired in part by 
Iran’s Islamist revolution, even though the 
Turks are themselves Sunni, as Ely Karmon 
explains. The radical groups attack Kemalism 
(the ideology espousing a democratic, secular 
republic) as the main obstacle to fulfilling 
their goal of a Turkish Islamist state, as 
Anat Lapidot writes. They have assassinated 
a number of secular intellectuals and have 
sometimes attacked Jews.

The three most significant such groups are 
Hizb al-Tahrir (Islamic Liberation Party), 
IBDA-C ( µIslami Büyük Do ¢gu Akıncılar 
Cephesi or Great Eastern Islamic Raiders’ 
Front), and Hezbollah (Party of God).

hizb al-tahrir

The members of Hizb al-Tahrir are mod-
ern in their outlook and attitudes, and are 
mostly university graduates. Their untradi-
tional ways and antitraditional arguments 
have deprived them of much popular sup-
port, as Alev Erkilet explains. They believe 
that rebellion against a state that does not 
govern according to the rules of God is a 
religious duty. The group is also critical not 
only of the center-right parties but even of 
the Islamist ones because of their willing-
ness to work within the system.

iBda-c

The Great Eastern Islamic Raiders’ Front 
(IBDA-C) emerged out of Akıncılar, part of 
the MSP, when members broke away, criti-
cizing the group’s rejection of violence. The 
group was weakened by its lack of a respect-
ed cleric in the leadership, according to 
¸Senol Durgun. Two special characteristics of 
the group are its anti-Shi’a and anti-Iranian 
stances. It is believed that this group has 
been influenced by Said Nursi and certain 
other Kurdish figures rather than by the 
Iranian Revolution. Another unique factor 
is its pro-left stance, as it uses Marxist-like 
arguments, according to Karmon.

The group began in the mid-1970s but has 
become more radical and active since the 
early 1990s. Its terrorist attacks in Istanbul 
targeted the HSBC bank and the British 
Consulate on November 20, 2003. The group 
also attacked two synagogues that same year. 
One leader, cited by Aķsam in August 2005, 
said the group is allied with everyone fighting 
against Jewish and Western imperialism.

hezbollah

Hezbollah, established in Southeast Turkey 
after the Iranian Revolution, has been con-
sidered to be the most powerful and dan-
gerous group, according to Karmon. The 
group split in the 1980s because many of 
its members were ethnic Kurds. The Menzil 
branch interpreted the Kurdish issue to 
be as important as jihad, whereas the µIlim 
branch did not care much about the Kurdish 
problem. As a result, the µIlim branch fought 
against the PKK, a Kurdish leftist and 
nationalist group, for primacy in Southeast 
Turkey, though the two groups signed a 
cooperation agreement in 1993. In addition, 
the two branches of Hezbollah merged with 
the stronger µIlim branch.
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The main distinction between IBDA-C 
and Hezbollah is that the latter limits its 
operations to Southeastern Turkey, where 
it controls many mosques.

The Islamist movement in Turkey has 
definitely been strengthened. However, its 
electoral successes came only as a result of 
popular disgust with previous governments. 
The once marginal parties of the Milli 
Görü¸s movement transformed themselves 
into a single-party government, starting 
with the AKP victory in 2002. At the same 
time, though, they had to make many com-
promises to do so. In many ways, the AKP 
has replaced the old conservative, center-
right parties that had generally dominated 
the country for decades. It is not yet clear 
whether the AKP will be faithful to its 
Islamist roots or if it will put the emphasis 
on pragmatism. If it takes the former road, 
the party’s electoral base could quickly col-
lapse.

The AKP’s experience in government 
has so far shown that the Islamist move-
ment still holds potential for moderation. 
Yet there is a heated debate in the country 
about the party’s policies, preferences, and 
intentions. A major reason for the continu-
ing skepticism regarding AKP’s moderation 
potential is its close ties with the under-
ground Islamist movements and tariqats. 
The direct, formal membership mobilization 
capacity of such orders, however, remains 
limited unless more indirect and ambiguous 
media support, through outlets controlled 
by the Islamic orders, is forthcoming. Such 
party linkages to Islamic brotherhoods, 
however, also characterized the behavior 
of conservative, non-Islamist parties in the 
past and even, to some extent, that of left-
of-center parties.

The tariqats also have a complex history of 
relations with the secularist state and non-
Islamist parties. Although their activities 

remain technically illegal, many tariqats 
seem to be quite active and influential in 
Turkish politics. They certainly have sought 
to avoid confrontation with the state, in part 
through obtaining protection from the state 
bureaucracy and mainstream parties.

One question that remains on the agenda 
is the role that tariqats play in modern 
Turkey. Given the restriction of Islam to the 
private sphere, the tariqats allow an outlet 
into public social activity. They also provide 
an alternative to Sunni orthodoxy through 
the Sufi tradition and mysticism.

Another partial explanation can be found 
in the psychology of the uprooted villag-
ers who have moved from their tradition-
al communities to the cities, where they 
face uncertainty and social insecurity. The 
tariqat gives them a sense of belonging to a 
community (cemaat). These groups ease the 
adjustment process by providing a network 
of people, friendships, prestige, and mate-
rial aid. They substitute for a weak govern-
ment welfare system.

In contrast, although perhaps stronger 
than in the past, the radical movements’ 
recruitment and support bases remain very 
limited. Their highly destructive attacks 
are, however, evidence that despite their 
limitations they can be very dangerous.
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In the spring of 2005 in a remote corner of 
former South Yemen, the driver of an old 
Toyota Land Cruiser displayed two seem-
ingly opposite pictures on his windshield. 
The first showed Ali Abdallah Salih, the 
president of Yemen since 1978 and a new 
ally of the United States in the “War on 
Terror,” while the second depicted Osama 
bin Ladin, the world-famous embodiment 
of terrorism. This situation reveals much 
about Yemeni society and its political sys-
tem; nevertheless, it can be framed and 
interpreted in different ways.

First of all, the relative tolerance of local 
authorities toward such a display (of bin 
Ladin) can be seen as yet another sym-
bol of the infiltration of the government 
by violent Islamist groups. These groups 
have been given much attention since the 
investigation into the bombing of the USS 
Cole in October 2000 by an al-Qa’ida cell in 
Aden. In this framework, Yemeni authori-
ties can be accused of paying only minimal 
lip service to the American antiterror-
ist agenda, while many inside the state 
directly support violence or turn a blind 
eye toward those who grant active support 
to militants.

The Land Cruiser anecdote can be consid-
ered an illustration of the ambivalent rela-

tionship between the state and the Islamists. 
It can also symbolize a manifestation of state 
and government plurality. The integration of 
various Islamist groups into the state appa-
ratus can actually be viewed as a stabilizing 
factor. It represents a way of minimizing vio-
lence through social and political integration 
rather than encouraging it through stigmati-
zation and repression.

Since the early ages of Islam, religion 
has been closely associated with political 
power in the Yemeni highlands and coastal 
areas. After it had ruled for over a millen-
nium, it was only in 1962 that Zaydi imam’s 
monarchy, with its fall, gave way to a more 
direct separation between politics and reli-
gion in Yemen. This occurred through the 
establishment of the republican regime, 
inspired by Gamal Abdel Nasser’s model 
in Egypt. The modernization of the state 
and society in North Yemen and in Marxist 
South Yemen (a former British colony that 
became independent in 1967 and that was 
the only socialist Arab state) did not really 
undermine the influence of the religious 
political actors. The same can be said of 
the unification of the two Yemens in May 
1990.

Historically, Yemeni society has been divid-
ed along two main religious identities. Zaydis 

Yemen
laurent Bonnefoy
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are constituents of a Shi’a sect often described 
as moderate in its jurisprudence, distinct from 
the Twelver Shi’as found in Iran and close to 
Sunnism in many aspects. Shafi’is are Sunni. 
Yet throughout the twentieth century, the 
divide eroded considerably, and consequently 
it does not appear to be as important as it used 
to be, when Zaydi imams ruled North Yemen. 
No accurate and trustworthy statistics exist, 
but Shafi’is are usually considered to be the 
significant majority of the 23 million people 
in Yemen, while Zaydis represent around 35 
percent of the population, with their bastions 
in the north.

Owing to recent changes—particularly 
internal and external migrations, individ-
ualization and marketization of religious 
identities, and the improvement of educa-
tion levels—most Yemenis now consider 
the divide only as symbolic. For instance, 
the president is himself of Zaydi origin 
but never refers to his primary identity. 
At the grassroots level, many Sunnis do 
not mind praying in Zaydi mosques and 
vice versa. Consequently, the religious 
divide only marginally structures politi-
cal affiliations and adherence to specific 
Islamist groups.

Yemeni islamist streams

In the Yemeni context, the plurality of 
Islamism is expressed through five distinct 
Islamist ideal types: the Muslim Brothers, 
violent “jihadi” fringes, Salafists, Sufis, and 
Zaydi revivalists. All five find their roots in 
this country’s complex, rich, and ancient his-
tory, but all are also products of contemporary 
international dynamics. Groups may overlap 
and situations change quickly. Nevertheless, 
each of these streams is structured in a 
specific way and distinguishes itself from 
the others through a number of key issues: 
participation in party politics, loyalty to the 
ruler, significant episodes of confrontation 
with the state, and overt stigmatization of 
other religious and political identities.

muslim Brothers

Groups inspired by the teachings of the 
Muslim Brotherhood are the most preva-
lent. As early as the 1940s, the reformist 
and revolutionary movements opposed to 
the Zaydi monarchy were closely associat-
ed with Islamist intellectuals. While study-
ing in Cairo, many reformists—including 

Table 1

Outline of the Strategies of the Diverse Islamist Ideal Types in Contemporary Yemen

Main leaders or 
organizations

Direct and overt 
participation in 
party politics and 
democracy

Automatic 
loyalty to the 
republican  
ruler

Significant 
episodes 
of violent 
confrontation  
with the state

Participation in 
interreligious 
violence and 
stigmatization

Muslim 
Brotherhood

Al-Islah Party    Yes   No    No    Yes

Violent “Jihadi” 
Fringes

Al-Qa’ida affiliates    No   No    Yes    Yes

Salafists Muqbil al-Wadi’i    No   Yes    No    Yes

Sufis Dar al-Mustafa    No   Yes    No    No

Zaydi Revivalists Hizb al-Haqq; 
Husayn al-Huthi

   Yes   No    Yes    Yes
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Muhammad Ahmad Nu’man (of Shafi’i ori-
gin) and Muhammad Mahmud al-Zubayri 
(of Zaydi origin)—became acquainted with 
the ideas of Hasan al-Banna, although it 
seems that some of them were never for-
mally Muslim Brothers. The failed 1948 
revolution against the Zaydi imam, Yahya, 
and the successful one in 1962 against 
his grandson, Imam Muhammad al-Badr 
(a few days after his accession to power), 
were both at least partially inspired by 
the teachings of the Muslim Brothers in 
Egypt.

During the September 26, 1962, event, 
nationalists, Nasserists, Muslim Brothers, 
and modernists united to overthrow the 
Zaydi imamate, but disagreements quickly 
emerged among the new leaders. Through 
the creation of the Hizballah (Party of God) 
in 1964, Zubayri, who felt that the new, 
Egyptian-backed republican regime lacked 
legitimacy, intended to draw together differ-
ent segments of society, most particularly 
the intellectuals (many of whom could be 
labeled as Islamist) and the tribal elements. 
Although Zubayri was assassinated in 1965, 
his project of reconciliation and integration 
of all parties became a founding principle 
of the republic. In that framework, Muslim 
Brothers were brought into various institu-
tions, most particularly the education sys-
tem and the security forces.

This association appears to have been 
successful and still lives on through the al-
Islah (Reform) party, generally described 
as the Yemeni branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. This party was created in 
September 1990 and brought together 
Islamist figures, tribal leaders, and busi-
nessmen. From its foundation until late 
2007, it was headed by Shaykh Abdallah 
al-Ahmar, chief of the most prominent 
tribal confederation (the Hashid, of which 
Ali Abdallah Salih’s tribe itself is a mem-

ber) and speaker of parliament. (At the 
time of writing, the tribal and politi-
cal consequences of Shaykh Abdallah al-
Ahmar’s death on December 29, 2007, 
while likely to have an effect on existing 
equilibriums in the long run, does not 
seem to have had the destabilizing effect 
many thought it would. His eldest son, 
Sadiq, took his place as paramount chief of 
the Hashid confederation, while another 
of his sons, Hamid, continued to emerge as 
a prominent political figure of al-Islah.)

The party loosely brings together individ-
uals with different agendas and strategies 
and has proven to be able to adapt to the 
changing internal, as well as international, 
context. Since its formation, the party has 
taken part in the democratization process, 
competing in free elections and partici-
pating in parliament. While debate over 
whether the democratic system is legiti-
mate from a religious perspective might 
take place inside the party, al-Islah overtly 
accepts the multiparty system and has 
never supported violent and direct confron-
tation with the government. It collaborates 
with the regime and could even be consid-
ered an integral part of it. In 1994, during 
the secession war pitting the Southern 
elites against the North, militias support-
ed by al-Islah assisted the government 
in defeating the socialist-led secessionists. 
Nowadays, al-Islah is well implanted in 
numerous regions of the country (including 
the former Marxist South, where antiso-
cialist reaction is strong and favors Islamist 
candidates and platforms). Nationally, the 
party gathered an average of 18 percent 
of the ballots during the 1993, 1997, and 
2003 parliamentary elections (though the 
elections’ lack of transparency reduces the 
significance of these results).

With the turn of the new millennium, a 
new strategy of alliance and collaboration 
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with other opposition movements—partic-
ularly with its former enemy, the Yemeni 
Socialist Party that headed South Yemen—
emerged among the party’s leadership. 
Although not necessarily popular among all 
activists (many consider the alliance with 
“atheist” socialists in itself a betrayal), a 
common platform was composed, and Faysal 
bin Shamlan (a former oil minister) was 
designated as the common opposition can-
didate against Salih in the September 2006 
presidential election. He gained 22 percent 
of the ballots. His relative success (consider-
ing the means monopolized by the president 
to ensure reelection) opens new horizons 
for the opposition and for the Islamists. The 
April 2009 parliamentary elections, which 
were meant to be an important test, were 
delayed for two years because of the opposi-
tion’s threat to boycott them.

Aside from its late leader Abdallah al-
Ahmar and his sons (including Hamid, a 
successful businessman), the most promi-
nent figures of al-Islah include Muhammad 
al-Yadumi, Yahya al-Fusayl, Muhammad 
Qahtan, and Abd al-Majid al-Zindani. The 
latter is probably the most famous of all 
and is said to embody the radical compo-
nent of al-Islah. This former comrade of 
Zubayri heads the al-Iman religious univer-
sity in San’a and spent many years in Saudi 
Arabia. In the 1980s he organized the travel 
of Yemeni fighters to Afghanistan and there-
by gained stature. In the post–September 11 
context, Zindani is frequently described by 
the U.S. administration as a close partner of 
bin Ladin. His historical role has protected 
him from direct government repression. He 
plays an ambiguous role, acting both as a 
mainstream popular figure (his criticism of 
U.S. foreign policy is commonly accepted by 
Yemenis) and a marginal one, as he repre-
sents a bridge to a type of violent militancy 
that does not appeal to many.

Violent “Jihadi” fringes

Although small in number, the fringes 
labeled as jihadi have played an important 
role in Yemen’s recent history, often putting 
the country on the map of international ter-
rorism. Since the 1990s, they have become 
increasingly visible in the media, a fact that 
often obscures other versions of Islamism. 
The participation of Yemenis in the Afghan 
War in the 1980s and the subsequent “jihads” 
in Bosnia, Chechnya, and Iraq have affected 
internal politics. In 1994, during the war 
against the socialist-led secessionists in the 
South, militias (some composed of former 
“Afghan Arabs”) assisted the national army, 
murdered socialists, and sacked Aden. Some 
were integrated into the security forces 
or local tribal institutions. An example is 
Tariq al-Fadli, heir of the sultan of Abyan 
and leader of the mujahidin (fighters) in 
Afghanistan, who later was appointed by 
the president to the Majlis al-Shura, the 
upper house of the parliament.

Others create cells with transnational 
links (most particularly the Aden-Abyan 
Islamic Army or other groups affiliated 
with al-Qa’ida, which eventually turned 
against government interests and explicitly 
targeted Westerners). These groups took 
part in the 1998 kidnapping of tourists; in 
the bombing of the USS Cole in 2000; and 
since September 2001, in various assas-
sinations or (often failed) bombing plots 
throughout the country, including against 
infrastructure. In November 2002, a missile 
shot by a U.S. drone in the central desert 
of Yemen near the city of Marib killed Abu 
Ali al-Harithi, alleged to be the leader of 
al-Qa’ida in Yemen. Some other activists 
were arrested and tried by the authorities. 
Nevertheless, the level of security controls 
has been considered insufficient by the new 
U.S. ally. In February 2006 the escape of 23 
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al-Qa’ida militants, including a leading oper-
ative, Jamal al-Badawi, from a high-security 
prison raised questions about infiltration 
into the state apparatus. The number and 
intensity of attacks, plots, and violence have 
risen significantly since 2007 and now seem 
to target more explicitly than before Yemeni 
authorities (attacking security forces in 
Seyun in July 2008) in addition to “Western 
interests” (attacking tourists in July 2007, 
January 2008, and March 2009, and the 
American embassy in September 2008).

Jihadi groups are generally popular in 
isolated, underdeveloped regions (such 
as Marib, Shabwa, al-Jawf, and Abyan) 
and among peripheral and marginal tribal 
groups that do not benefit from state invest-
ments and infrastructure. It is these specific 
regions that international donors are target-
ing so as to undermine violence and support 
for radical groups through the establish-
ment of development programs.

salafists

The third ideal type, the Yemeni version of 
Salafists (sometimes labeled “Wahhabis” by 
their opponents due to their real or supposed 
links to Saudi Arabia), is often inaccurately 
associated with the jihadi groups. Although 
bridges may exist connecting one group to 
another, significant differences exist. The 
Salafi movement emerged in Yemen in the 
beginning of the 1980s around the figure of 
Muqbil al-Wadi’i. He was educated in Saudi 
Arabia in the 1960s and 1970s and main-
tained ambiguous links with that country’s 
rulers and religious elites until his death in 
2001. The Salafists’ main features include a 
claim of complete loyalty to the ruler even 
when the latter is corrupt and unjust, as 
well as a will to transcend local and national 
contexts by delivering a universal message. 
Salafists, then, aim to preserve all Muslims 

from chaos (fitna) by not engaging in any 
kind of politics and not participating in elec-
tions, demonstrations, or revolutions. Yet 
they believe they can play a role in orienting 
state policies through secret advice given to 
the ruler. They usually condemn violence and 
have long been critical of terrorist operations 
targeting civilians. At the same time, they 
have supported operations against Zaydi 
individuals and Sufi shrines. They are also 
famous for stigmatizing all other religious 
and political groups, particularly the Muslim 
Brothers, accusing them of dividing Muslims 
and being morally corrupt.

In contemporary Yemeni society, the 
development of the Salafi movement is 
rendered particularly visible by a num-
ber of distinctive practices, clothing, and 
social and linguistic habits. Salafists clearly 
express their will to stay out of a “corrupt” 
society as much as possible by refusing to 
participate in prominent social events such 
as religious celebrations, traditional music 
festivals, elections, or the consumption of 
qat (a mildly narcotic plant whose leaves are 
chewed daily by the majority of the Yemeni 
population).

The “apolitical” Salafists play a very polit-
ical role and have received indirect assis-
tance and benevolent tolerance from the 
government. Their doctrine is convenient, 
as it helps undermine support of more 
political Islamist groups such as the Muslim 
Brothers and the Zaydi revivalists, as well 
as socialists in former South Yemen. The 
mainstream Salafi doctrine indeed helps 
keep parts of the population away from poli-
tics and considers all opposition to the ruler 
to be illegitimate. Consequently, abstention 
during local or national elections favors 
candidates of the ruling party. The division 
of its opponents has long been a strategy of 
Ali Abdallah Salih’s regime, and it appears 
to have been rather successful.
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sufis

Sufis constitute the fourth Islamist ideal 
type in contemporary Yemen. Like their 
most outspoken opponents, the Salafists, 
they advocate an apolitical doctrine but nev-
ertheless end up playing an important role 
in Yemeni politics. Popular in former South 
Yemen and especially in the eastern prov-
ince of Hadhramawt (through the Alawiyya 
tariqa), Sufis suffered from intense repres-
sion under the socialist regime, and many 
clerics then found refuge in Saudi Arabia 
and North Yemen. After unification, the 
support some of their leaders gave to the 
southern secessionist movement in 1994 
(essentially because of their links to Saudi 
businessmen) continued to undermine their 
position. After the war and the defeat of 
the secessionists, the government even 
turned a blind eye toward the destruction 
of Sufi shrines in Aden and Hadhramawt 
by the Salafists and some radical Muslim 
Brothers.

Since the end of the 1990s, the Sufi 
movement has experienced a significant 
revival, symbolized by the Dar al-Mustafa 
institute in Tarim. Headed by two interna-
tionally renowned figures, al-Habib Umar 
bin Hafidh and al-Habib Ali al-Jiffri (the 
son of Abd al-Rahman al-Jiffri, a promi-
nent leader of the 1994 secession), this 
religious teaching institute has received 
much attention and support from the gov-
ernment. In return, local candidates of the 
ruling Congress party were granted support 
during the 2003 parliamentary elections 
against candidates of al-Islah. While Sufis 
have been described by many analysts as a 
group threatened on all sides by government 
policies and other Islamist groups, this is no 
longer the case. Despite his small following, 
in 2003 al-Habib Umar was appointed to be 
the national television anchorman for reli-

gious programs during Ramadan. As a sign 
of the new link between this Islamist group 
and the state, President Ali Abdallah Salih 
has also paid numerous visits to Dar al-
Mustafa, benefiting from its transnational 
connections.

Like that of the Salafists, Sufi doctrine 
appears to be politically useful. It does 
indeed help weaken government support for 
other Islamist groups while broadcasting 
a supposedly more tolerant, peaceful, and 
moderate version of Islam. Indeed, the doc-
trine taught in the various Sufi institutions 
tends to focus more on individual spiritu-
ality and personal development than on 
politics. Furthermore, the doctrine does not 
appear to clash with liberal economics and 
entrepreneurship and is therefore appeal-
ing to the upper and middle classes. The 
revival of this movement is part of the wider 
process of individualization of the faith that 
is being experienced in all Muslim societies 
and is best embodied by the Egyptian figure 
Amr Khalid and by Tariq al-Suwaydan from 
Kuwait.

Zaydi revivalists

The fifth Islamist ideal type can be classified 
as Zaydi revivalist. Of all five groups, it is the 
only one that is specifically Yemeni. It finds 
its roots in an intellectually based reaction 
to the fall of the Zaydi imamate in 1962. 
Most of its supporters can be found among 
a marginal segment of the population—
the sayyids, descendants of the Prophet 
Muhammad. With their loss of the civil war 
after the 1962 revolution, the demise of their 
leadership, and the end of what constituted 
a central element of their religious doctrine, 
Zaydis have had to find new ways to legiti-
mize their position and existence. Some 
have felt the republic is in essence anti-
Zaydi and has favored the Muslim Brothers, 
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Salafists, and Saudi-backed “Wahhabis,” all 
their long-time enemies, in order to get rid 
of the Zaydi heritage.

In that context, Zaydi revivalists have 
started to react and to organize themselves. 
In the 1980s especially, a small minor-
ity turned toward Iranian Shi’ism, on the 
way abandoning much of the Zaydi dogma 
and admiring the 1979 Iranian Revolution. 
Others are eager to portray Zaydism as a 
modernist religious doctrine with potential 
for reform and enlightenment, as a move-
ment of liberal intellectuals who present the 
most severe critiques of the government. 
Another group, which remains loyal to the 
Zaydi doctrine, creates religious institu-
tions, publishes many books, and has even 
established a political party, the Party of 
Truth (Hizb al-Haqq). This party managed 
to get two of its leaders elected to parlia-
ment in 1993. In 1997 the secretary general 
of al-Haqq was chosen to head the Ministry 
of Religious Affairs.

A split in this party in the mid-1990s led 
to the creation of a more radical fringe called 
the Believing Youth (al-Shabab al-Mu’min), 
headed by Husayn Badr al-Din al-Huthi, a 
former al-Haqq member of parliament. The 
objective of this group, backed by intellec-
tuals in the region of Sa’da, was to oppose 
the rise of the Salafi movement in what 
the group’s members perceive as the cradle 
of Zaydism. At first, they received support 
from the government, but in the post–Sep-
tember 11 context, tensions started to rise. 
Huthi and his supporters were very critical 
of the regime’s new strategy and its coop-
eration in the War on Terror. In June 2004 
the government sought to arrest Husayn 
al-Huthi, who was accused of receiving aid 
from Iran and from the Lebanese Hizballah 
and of wanting to restore the Zaydi imam-
ate (which he denies). He and his supporters 
resisted. What started as a police operation 

quickly turned into a full-scale war that left 
thousands dead or injured. In May 2005 the 
prime minister admitted on television that 
525 soldiers of the Yemeni army had per-
ished in the operations, but he never gave 
estimates of civilian or rebel casualties.

Although the Believing Youth shares 
little with al-Qa’ida, the Yemeni govern-
ment, pressured by the United States, has 
been eager to show its own involvement in 
antiterrorist operations. Despite Husayn 
al-Huthi’s death in September 2004, the 
dispute remains unsettled, and new violent 
clashes have frequently erupted since then. 
In early 2008 a new round of violence (the 
fifth) was only interrupted five months 
later when President Salih announced a 
cease-fire. Zaydi revivalists managed to find 
support outside the original group among 
tribal segments tired of government repres-
sion and lack of investment in the northern 
regions. Despite the massive violence, this 
war, which by all means cannot be consid-
ered a legitimate operation of the War on 
Terror, drew little criticism from Western 
powers and scarce media attention. It is 
nevertheless likely to destabilize a political 
equilibrium that had until recently proved 
rather effective.

the logic of integration

While many analysts and journalists have 
long portrayed Yemen as ready to collapse, 
it has in fact remained surprisingly stable. 
Despite strong internal opposition (by polit-
ical and tribal actors) and hostility from 
neighbors, the republican regime and—
since 1978—Ali Abdallah Salih’s rule have 
resisted and overcome numerous periods of 
crisis: wars between antagonistic Yemeni 
regimes, clashes with Saudi Arabia, the 
unification of the two Yemens, the Gulf War, 
the subsequent eviction of around 800,000 
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Yemeni workers from Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait, and the post–September 11 crisis.

Overall, the price paid by the population 
for such institutional stability has been rela-
tively low. If Yemen is by no means a democ-
racy and suffers from endemic corruption 
and underdevelopment as well as upsurges 
of brutality, it has not experienced compa-
rable levels of state-sponsored violence, as 
in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, or deprivation of 
political liberties, as in the Saudi monarchy. 
It has not been confronted with massive 
bloodshed or repression like Algeria in the 
1990s or Egypt in the 1970s, whether from 
the state, the army, or rebels. Even during 
the 1994 war between the northern army 
and the southern secessionists, civilian casu-
alties remained scarce, and many leaders of 
the secession were later reintegrated into 
the state apparatus, some becoming close 
advisers of the president.

Participation of islamists

In that framework, the relationship between 
the state and different political groups, par-
ticularly Islamist ones, and their integra-
tion into public institutions (army, police, 
universities, and so forth) are probably the 
key to understanding such stability. While 
power sharing may have been maintained 
over the years by the regime out of self-
interest (weakening its enemies, dividing 
political and religious groups) or because of 
its own incapacity, for better and for worse, 
it is one of the main features of the system. 
The presence of a strong traditional “civil 
society” in the form of tribal and religious 
groups, most of them armed or capable of 
opposing the state, has undermined the 
regime’s capacity to monopolize all the 
levers of power and to fulfill any totalitar-
ian dreams.

Early on, the 1962 republican revolu-

tion was supported by Nasserist Egypt, 
which sent troops to Yemen for five years to 
fight the Saudi-backed royalist opposition. 
Although uncompromising at first, the new 
regime soon held dialogues with Islamists as 
well as with tribal groups, some of which had 
initially opposed the republic. From 1967 
onward, the Yemeni government sought to 
reintegrate the former royalists through 
compromise. Zaydi clerics were given high 
positions, including the prestigious rank of 
mufti of the republic. The Muslim Brothers 
were also a central proponent of the system. 
As in other countries, they focused most 
of their attention on forging the education 
system to their advantage.

In 1967 one of their leaders, Abd al-Malik 
al-Tayyib, was named minister of education 
of North Yemen. In the 1970s, Abd al-Majid 
al-Zindani, deemed to be a radical Muslim 
Brother, was in charge of religious educa-
tion; Egyptian and Sudanese teachers edu-
cated in religious universities were recruit-
ed. At the same time, individuals close to 
the Muslim Brothers also headed a parallel 
school system—the scientific institutions 
(ma’ahid ilmiyya). These were initially cre-
ated to oppose socialist expansion in the 
regions on the border with South Yemen, 
and the Saudi government continued to be 
their main source of funding, despite uni-
fication in 1990. After a harsh debate, the 
scientific institutions, then said to have had 
around 600,000 pupils, only become nation-
alized and reintegrated into the public edu-
cation system in 2002.

This power sharing with the Islamists 
became more directly political in the 1990s. 
While unification was initially built on a 
partnership between the two former ruling 
parties of North and South Yemen, northern 
elites were eager to find new allies. In 1993, 
after the first multiparty general elections, 
Abd al-Majid al-Zindani became part of the 
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five-man presidential council, while Abdallah 
al-Ahmar, a prominent tribal leader and the 
head of al-Islah, was elected as speaker of 
parliament, having garnered support from 
the ruling Congress party. As tensions rose 
with the socialist leaders in the coalition, Ali 
Abdallah Salih agreed to govern with al-Islah. 
The Muslim Brothers directly participated in 
government between 1993 and 1997, play-
ing an even greater role after the 1994 war 
and the complete demise of the socialists. 
Abd al-Wahhab al-Anisi was named deputy 
prime minister, and al-Islah members have 
held important ministries (justice, education, 
trade, and religious affairs).

While direct governmental participation 
by al-Islah was interrupted in 1997, the 
integration of all kinds of Islamist groups 
into the state apparatus has continued both 
formally and informally. Many important 
positions in the army and among security 
forces have been held by individuals identi-
fied with Islamists of all streams. That is 
the case of one of the regime’s most contro-
versial figures, Ali Muhsin al-Ahmar, a close 
relative of President Ali Abdallah Salih and 
the head of an army brigade based in San’a. 
As a result, repression of Islamist groups 
has been limited. Salafists, Sufis, Zaydi 
revivalists, Muslim Brothers, and even some 
individuals sympathetic with jihadi doc-
trines have had easy access to political and 
tribal elites.

an equilibrium  
under Pressure

The crisis consequent to the September 
11 attacks affected these political arrange-
ments but has not yet threatened their 
existence. With pressure coming from both 
its own society and from its new U.S. ally, 
the Yemeni government has tried to demon-
strate its involvement in the War on Terror 

while also remaining eager to prove its 
independence from Western powers. Along 
with cooperation with the United States, 
the government also implemented a new 
strategy of conciliation with the terrorists 
in 2002. This strategy was put into opera-
tion by Judge Hamud al-Hitar, who became 
minister of religious endowments (awqaf) 
in 2007, to show the success of dialogue as 
opposed to pure repression. Fighters coming 
home to Yemen after having participated in 
jihad abroad are frequently offered a deal 
by high-ranking officials: They will be left 
alone by the authorities and given a grant to 
start a small business provided they stop all 
their illicit activities and activism, at least 
inside Yemen. A blind eye is usually turned 
toward militants traveling to Iraq or other 
places abroad for violent activities. During 
the first few years after 2001, this prac-
tice was generally regarded as successful. 
Indeed, the regime is confronted only with 
low levels of internal violence from Islamist 
groups.

Nevertheless, growing international pres-
sure and criticism (including from former 
President George W. Bush, who wrote a 
letter to his Yemeni counterpart in 2006 
questioning the faithfulness of his com-
mitment to the War Against Terror) slowly 
contribute to change. This trend away from 
conciliation with its opponents and political 
competitors is furthered by elites inside the 
government in order to enhance their own 
power. The war in Sa’da pitting the army 
against the Believing Youth illustrates a 
structural change. Since 2007 repression in 
the form of arrests, imposed closure of reli-
gious institutes (including ones controlled 
by al-Islah), raids by the army, torture, and 
imprisonment seems to occur in tandem 
with rising instability and violence from 
Islamists affiliated with or inspired by the 
rhetoric of al-Qa’ida. Explosions targeting 
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gas facilities in September 2006, a suicide 
attack against Spanish tourists that killed 
10 in July 2007, and the attack on the 
American embassy in September 2008 are 
clear examples of such growing tensions. In 
that context, it appears as if the government 
is actually losing touch with the violent 
groups that could once be largely controlled 
through political and economic integration.

While the split with the jihadi groups is 
still questionable, incomplete, and probably 
reversible (as many inside the security forc-
es are still in contact with these cells), the 
war in Sa’da against Huthi and his support-
ers since 2004 seems to be creating a much 
deeper gap, giving it a sectarian anti-Shi’a 
dimension reminiscent of the one in Iraq 
and elsewhere in the Middle East. Along 
with the radical Zaydi revivalists, the regime 
targets Zaydi clerics and organizations that 
once were its allies. Indiscriminate violence 
by the army also enhances resentment by 
local tribal and social groups that already 
feel the state is excluding them.

By attacking Zaydi revivalists, the gov-
ernment actually seems to be taking less 
risk than if it sought to fully satisfy all 
the demands of its Western allies and if 
it repressed more representative Islamist 
groups, most specifically those identified 
with the Muslim Brotherhood. It would 
then immediately endanger its whole politi-
cal basis and most probably pave the way 
to further violence. Zaydis are indeed iso-
lated and have already been largely van-
quished by historical developments during 
the twentieth century. Apparently, by strik-
ing against them, the Yemeni state does not 
directly endanger stability, while still trying 
to maintain more or less good relations with 
the other Islamist ideal types (who often 
stigmatize Zaydis), but such a strategy will 
most likely prove to be risky in the long run 
and is increasingly hard to maintain.
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Numbering about 400,000 people, the 
Muslim community in Belgium does not dif-
fer much from other Muslim communities 
in Europe except that it is still highly cen-
tralized around ethnicity. Much of this com-
munity is composed of individuals of North 
African origin (mostly from Morocco), as 
well as individuals of Turkish origin. Other 
communities, originating in the Indian sub-
continent and sub-Saharan Africa, have also 
begun to develop.

Another particularity of Belgium in the 
European context is that it had no involve-
ment or conflict with Islam in its past 
colonial experience (a fact that may con-
tinue to affect the ways in which Islam 
and Muslims are perceived and treated 
today, as for example in France). Belgium 
does, however, have a long history of deal-
ing with diverse communities, being made 
up of both Walloon (French-speaking) and 
Flemish people. Third, Belgium’s stance on 
the public status of religion falls somewhere 
between advocating a clear separation 
between state and religion (as in the French 
method), and pragmatic state management 
of religious institutions. The concept is of a 
“neutral” rather than “secular” state. This 
permits the financing of worship and reli-
gious teaching within official educational 

programs. Since the end of the nineteenth 
century, this neutrality has been pluralistic. 
While Catholicism has a predominant place 
in Belgium, other religions—Anglicanism 
(the religion of the first king of Belgium), 
Protestantism, and Judaism—have been 
recognized and financially supported by the 
state. Since the 1970s the Eastern Orthodox 
religion and Islam have been recognized 
equally. Buddhism is in the advanced stages 
of gaining recognition as well.

The Belgian system provides a frame-
work for integrating Muslims who have 
become citizens into Belgian society, includ-
ing through the state’s financing of religion. 
There have been some successes in this 
regard. Still, Islamism has succeeded in 
offering an alternative model because of the 
organizational abilities of its members, even 
if its radical forms remain marginal.

This chapter’s aim is to analyze the devel-
opment and the current situation of funda-
mentalist currents in Belgium. The three 
criteria chosen to define fundamentalism—
a will to revitalize a return to the sources 
of Islam; religion as a dominant, or even 
exclusive, point of reference; and a global-
izing ideology understood as a vision of the 
world that induces an obligation to act and 
mobilize—explain why this chapter will not 

Belgium
Brigitte Maréchal
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analyze movements such as the European 
Arab League (La ligue arabe européenne), 
created by the Lebanese Diyyab Abu Jahjah, 
or the Turkish Gray Wolves (Loups gris) 
movement. These groups are sometimes 
associated with Islamist movements, but 
their claims are different: pan-Arabist in 
the case of the first and Turkish national-
ist with racist and fascist overtones in the 
second. For these groups, Islam serves as 
an additional form of ideological support for 
their actions, which may provide them with 
added legitimacy for Muslim populations. It 
is far from being their primary objective.

islam in Belgium

The presence of a Muslim population in 
Belgium began in the late 1950s with the 
migration of workers. It increased in the 
1960s and 1970s, continuing thereafter. 
Despite the change toward more restrictive 
immigration policies, more people arrived 
as families brought relatives, others were 
admitted as political refugees, and still oth-
ers immigrated outside of the law.

Belgium’s Muslims live throughout the 
country but especially in cities such as 
Brussels, Liège, Antwerp, and Ghent. As of 
the mid-1970s, some Muslim Belgians began 
to identify more strongly with their reli-
gious affiliation and to endow themselves 
with religious infrastructures (prayer halls, 
Koranic schools, and the like). There were 
about 130 such institutions in the early 
1980s, 200 in the early 1990s, and 310 by 
the year 2000. This expansion was boosted 
by population growth but is also an indica-
tor of the increasing vitality of religion.

Because of Belgian laws regarding educa-
tion (particularly following the “scholastic 
agreement” of May 29, 1959), classes in 
Islam are taught in public schools. According 
to research by Mohamed El Battiui and 

Meryem Kanmaz, almost 700 full- and part-
time teachers were working in this field in 
2006 in primary and secondary schools. This 
is likely the reason only one Islamic primary 
school had been opened in Belgium since 
1989 and one Islamic secondary school since 
2007, even though Belgian law allows them. 
The Turkish Sülaymanli movement also 
opened a boarding school.

Pietist fundamentalism

Until the 1970s the Muslim population 
was little involved in religion, at least pub-
licly. The practice of religious obligations 
(refraining from forbidden foods, observing 
Ramadan, reciting prayers) was limited to 
the private sphere and not followed very 
much. The big shift began in the mid-1970s, 
concurrent with a reorientation of the 
immigrants’ perspective. Until then, many 
Muslim immigrants had intended their stay 
in Europe to be temporary. Yet, with the 
birth of a second generation in Belgium 
and controls on new immigration, Muslim 
identity became of major importance and 
its transmission a family duty, according to 
Dassetto (1990).

Jama’at al-tabligh

During these years, the influence of Jama’at 
al-Tabligh greatly increased among Muslim-
Arab populations. As M.K. Masud explains, 
this movement, established in India in the 
1930s, propagates its message in many 
mosques. Its message is to live a life com-
pletely based on Islam and the imitation of the 
Prophet Muhammad in a community based on 
religion. According to Dassetto, it is a simple, 
efficient tool for almost illiterate populations 
in search of reidentification with Islam.

While the Tabligh could be considered 
Islamist on a communal level because it 
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calls for the emergence of an individual 
existence that would be totally Islamic, it is 
also relatively apolitical because it preaches 
withdrawal from an external society con-
sidered incompatible with proper Muslim 
behavior. It focuses on living an individually 
pious and family life. Some careful observ-
ers of Islamist movements, like Grignard, 
however, consider it the “substratum for 
political Islam.” While such ideas might 
heighten the hostility of some—but by no 
means all—Muslims to society, no terrorist 
connections to this group have ever been 
found in Belgium.

Since the late 1990s, the Tabligh has been 
in a state of crisis due to internal conflicts as 
well as the fact that it is both too introduc-
tory and too geared toward first-generation 
immigrants who are already very much 
culturally outside the dominant society. The 
movement argues that following religious 
practices is the most important thing. Yet, 
if this was meaningful for the illiterate, it 
is no longer the case for educated Belgian 
Muslim youths.

neo-salafism

Since at least the late 1990s, various neo-
Salafi groups have taken root in Belgium 
and have attracted youths. Neo-Salafism 
in Belgium originates from students who 
attended the universities in Saudi Arabia 
and Jordan. It is also the result of links 
established via the Internet with Salafi lead-
ers located in the Netherlands (for Flemish-
speaking Belgians), in France (for French-
speaking youth), and in Arab countries (for 
Arabic speakers). 

The neo-Salafi groups promote a norma-
tive and ritualistic approach to religion, 
which is preoccupied with differentiating 
what is licit or illicit and with an aversion to 
innovation. Individual virtue is considered 

the first step for the collective salvation of 
the Muslim community.

There are few Salafi intellectual fig-
ures in Belgium. The well-known leaders 
include Daud Van Beveren; at the Islamic 
and Cultural Center of Belgium (Centre 
islamique et culturel de Belgique), Mustafa 
Kastit (who proposes a reformist vision of 
salafiyya, referred to as salafiyya tajdidi-
yya); and Rachid Haddach. The influence of 
the neo-Salafi movement can also be found 
elsewhere. For example, Imam Muhammad 
Tujgani’s preaching at al-Khalil mosque can 
in some respect be considered part of this 
category, as he refers to many of the hadiths 
(sayings and deeds of Muhammad).

Neo-Salafist groups are usually pietist: 
They work to create mosques, training cen-
ters, and publishing houses (particularly 
al-Imam al-Bukhari), libraries, and Web 
sites (such as www.sajidine.com). However, 
sometimes, some get involved in politics. 
For example, before the legislative elections 
of June 10, 2007, an unsigned leaflet was 
circulated throughout the Muslim commu-
nity. It called on Muslims to boycott the 
elections, accusing those who participated of 
committing the most serious transgression 
as only God, not parliament, has a right to 
make laws. 

Also of note is an imam of Algerian origin, 
Abd al-Qadir Bouziane, who lived in France 
for 25 years and was expelled in 2004 by 
then Home Office minister Nicolas Sarkozy 
for defending the legitimacy of corporal 
punishment of women. He was provided 
safe haven in the Farciennes mosque in 
Wallonia until some of the mosque’s wor-
shipers protested.

sülaymanli

In the Turkish communities, there is no 
equivalent of this pietist form of fundamen-
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talism, because the presence of Turkish 
fundamentalism is mainly characterized by 
its political dimension and because the 
Sülaymanli movement has changed. When 
it was founded, by a Nak¸sibendi shaykh, 
Suleyman Hilmi Tunahan, during the 1940s, 
its purpose was to counter the creation of 
the secular Turkish state, which had closed 
religious schools. However, their presence 
intensified in Europe after the 1971 coup 
d’état in Turkey (according to Dassetto, 
1996), and their priorities were transformed. 
Landman describes the Süleymanli as mys-
tical, placing an emphasis on personal piety. 
They do not try to contact other Muslim 
groups or to become involved in the public 
debate; rather they focus exclusively on reli-
gious education. Their network includes a 
dozen Islamic cultural centers (Islam kültür 
merkezi) made up of Koranic schools and a 
boarding school (mentioned above).

sociopolitical fundamentalist 
Movements targeting  
raised Awareness

The presence of sociopolitical fundamen-
talist movements is relatively long-stand-
ing in Belgium; it is linked to the arrival 
of students and political refugees. These 
movements promote the strong individual 
commitment of their members and try to 
provide religious education to the Muslim 
community at large. In particular, during 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, this Islamic 
consciousness movement bore fruit among 
Muslims and propagated well.

the integrationalist and 
major trends of the  
muslim Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood had been active in 
the universities since the 1960s. Some mem-

bers assembled at a small center created 
at the Free University of Brussels, encour-
aged by a Syrian Muslim Brother. The 
International Union of Muslim Students 
(l’Union internationale des étudiants musul-
mans) began meeting in 1964 with around 
40 Muslim graduate students and operated 
for several years. Their activity was con-
fined to discussions, especially about Islam 
and the members’ respective countries as 
well as concerning the Muslim world in 
general (i.e., its political situations), yet it 
was also a means to meet Muslims living in 
other European countries.

By the late 1970s, newcomers settled in 
Belgium after having faced pressures or 
persecution for their Islamist activities in 
Syria, Tunisia, and Morocco. Some promi-
nent figures, such as the Syrian Isam al-
Attar (see below), established themselves 
in Aachen (in Germany, close to the Belgian 
border); later on, the Tunisian Rashid 
Gannushi did so in Great Britain. Such 
figures are major references for certain 
Muslim Brotherhood members in Belgium; 
some networks have developed around 
them, often more concerned with politics 
in their countries of origin.

As a result, the Muslim Brotherhood 
created small groups in Brussels, Liège, 
Verviers, Antwerp, and Ghent to create and/
or maintain the solidarity between them, 
but also to deepen their religious knowledge 
and promote common activities. At a nation-
al level, they organized under the Muslim 
League of Belgium (MLB, Ligue des musul-
mans de Belgique), a group of approximate-
ly 60 members whose president is Karim 
Chemlal from Antwerp. One of their intel-
lectual references is the Algerian Shaykh 
Abd al-Hamid Bouziouna, who passed away 
in 2005. Their meetings are very secretive 
because of loyalty to historical practices 
and/or to avoid trouble with pietist Muslims 
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who do not wish their mosque to be asso-
ciated with the Brotherhood, or to avoid 
creating problems with the authorities for 
those responsible for the local mosques, to 
whom they are close.

Brotherhood members are preoccupied 
with education, political awareness, and 
citizenship: They adopt a pragmatic point 
of view toward the local, the national, and 
the European scenes while promoting a 
holistic conception of Muslim identity and 
sometimes mobilizing against some unjust 
situations known by Muslims worldwide, 
especially in the Muslim world. 

Historically, some activists have given 
Arabic or Islamic classes to children in 
mosques in order to earn a living and/or to 
be able to spread the organization’s doc-
trine. They have organized youth camps 
focusing on leisure and spirituality. They 
also sometimes become imams, teach Islam 
in public schools, or help manage mosques. 

In general, today, they still try to educate 
their coreligionists to deepen their faith 
while adopting a less traditionalist vision, 
which is more pedagogical and more modern 
and according to which the collective dimen-
sion of the Muslim being is presented as pri-
mordial. Some members of the movement 
work in charitable groups (for example, 
Islamic Relief or Humanitarian al-Aqsa). 

The movement as such is also well con-
nected internationally, in part because 
Brussels is the capital of the European 
institutions. Thus, the Federation of Islamic 
Organizations in Europe (FIOE), the region-
al Muslim Brotherhood association, has an 
office in Brussels. In 1996 Islamic youth 
organizations, more or less directly influ-
enced by the Muslim Brotherhood, created 
the Forum of European Muslim Youth and 
Student Organisations (FEMYSO), whose 
office is also located in Brussels. However, 
many of the group’s members are not asso-

ciated with the Brotherhood. Its objectives 
include the promotion of their vision of the 
Muslim identity to European institutions 
and making Muslim demands heard.

At the European level and independent 
from the Muslim Brotherhood organiza-
tion is the Muslim Presence movement, 
initiated by Tariq Ramadan, which often 
gathers several hundred young people at 
lectures. Ramadan promotes a European 
Muslim citizenship and the global dimen-
sion of Islam, and he denounces the limits 
of the Western world.

milli Görü¸s (national Vision)

Islamism also exists within the Turkish pop-
ulation, but it is mainly linked to the debate 
on the secular dimension of the Kemalist 
state. After the 1971 coup d’état in Turkey, 
groups connected to the Refah Partisi 
(Welfare Party), founded by Necmettin 
Erbakan, formed the Milli Görü¸s (National 
Vision) movement in Europe. They have had 
a presence in Belgium since 1985 to support 
the Islamist movement based in Turkey. 
Two charismatic personalities, Yusuf Zeynel 
Abidin and Akgun Erbakan (Necmettin 
Erbakan’s brother), played an important 
role in setting up this movement, as Ural 
Manço writes.

In Belgium, Milli Görü¸s does not exist 
as an official structure, but its mosques 
are nevertheless joined under the Belçika 
Islam Federasyonu, which, according to El 
Battiui and Kanmaz, numbers 29 mosques. 
Initially, Turkish representatives in Belgium 
challenged these mosques because they 
wanted to keep a monopoly on Turkish 
mosques. This pressure no longer exists, 
as they now cooperate in order to lobby 
for Turkey’s membership in the European 
Union, explains Samim Akgönül.

Beyond its initial struggle between nation-
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alism and Islamism, this movement is most-
ly characterized by its attempt to create 
a synthesis of Turkish Islam that would 
celebrate, for example, the greatness of the 
Ottoman dynasty. It presents itself as hav-
ing a strong involvement in social action; in 
addition to religious services, its mosques 
offer social, cultural, educational, and sports 
activities as well as a range of halal prod-
ucts. Women’s and youth branches have 
also been created since the general congress 
in 1995. At that time, the Milli Görü¸s chose 
to emphasize its priority on Europe, but it 
also continues to seek an Islamist Turkey.

In 1992 the group established the Avicenne 
Institute for Islamic Sciences in Hensies, 
close to the city of Mons. According to 
Manço, it is a boarding school for girls focus-
ing on religious studies and also organizes 
summer camps.

Political Action in Belgium

A small fringe of political Islam attempted to 
directly initiate political action in Belgium 
by participating in the 1999 legislative elec-
tions. Noor, an Islamic party, was created by 
Redouane Ahrouch. His political program 
was vague but suggested that the promo-
tion of family and religious values was the 
solution to the problems created by a mate-
rialistic, immoral society. He won only 1,000 
votes. Thereafter, the party maintained a 
low profile but urged Muslim voters to sub-
mit blank ballots rather than support secu-
lar parties in the communal and provincial 
elections of October 2000.

In 2003 the Citizenship and Prosperity 
Party was created by two significant but 
marginal individuals: a Belgian convert 
to Islam, Jean-François Bastin, and the 
Franco-Syrian Basam Ayashi, president of 
the Belgian Islamic Center in Molenbeek, 
Brussels. Bastin then split away and formed 

the Young Muslims’ Party. It extols an 
Islamic society and state but, recognizing 
the practical impossibility of its realization 
in Europe, demands higher visibility for 
Muslims and Islam in the public sphere: 
the financing of mosques, the creation of 
Muslim shows for state radio and televi-
sion, the granting of legal holidays based on 
Muslim festivals, halal food in school cafete-
rias, and permitting Muslim women to wear 
headscarves for identity pictures. During 
the communal elections in 2000 and 2006, 
this party received several thousand votes 
but never succeeded in electing representa-
tives. In any case, the members of the party 
considered their actions a success, believing 
they had fulfilled their religious duty to call 
Muslims to the right path.

the ideological section of 
the muslim Brotherhood

Some people and small groups connected to 
the Muslim Brotherhood promote the estab-
lishment of an Islamic society, or at least a 
closed Islamic community. Their members 
promote withdrawal from Belgian society. 
They are “in opposition” to Western society 
and make demands related to what they view 
as unjust situations of Muslims worldwide.

Historically, such groups are connected 
in particular to the presence of the Syrian 
branch of the Muslim Brotherhood’s lead-
ers in Aachen, Germany. They found refuge 
there starting in the 1970s and with the 
repression of the Brotherhood by Syria in 
1982. The leader, Isam al-Attar, plays a key 
role there even if he is distancing himself 
from violent actions and promotes integra-
tion of young people into European society.

A group inspired by al-Attar, called al-
Tali’a (Islamic Vanguard), created an impor-
tant Islamic center in Brussels—the al-Khalil 
mosque, the headquarters of the Islamic 
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Mutual Aid League (la Ligue d’entraide 
islamique). Since the 1990s, aside from al-
Attar’s visits, its main leader has been Imam 
Muhammad Tujgani, who is of Moroccan 
 origin. He is a charismatic preacher who 
speaks in Arabic and does not speak French. 
Hundreds of faithful come to his Friday prayers 
from across Belgium. His sermons often 
focus on Muslim struggles in the Palestinian 
territories, Iraq, and Afghanistan, and he is 
highly critical of the West. Tujgani is influen-
tial because of his appointment as president 
of the Imams’ League in Belgium (Ligue des 
imams de Belgique), which attempts to pro-
mote the rights of imams. He has also influ-
enced a group of young preachers in Brussels, 
particularly Abu Abdallah Adil.

In the 1980s, the office of the Afghan 
mujahidin in Belgium was situated in the 
al-Khalil mosque. It was close to Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar’s Hezb-i-islami Party. This party, 
by then supported by the United States, 
has been the link to other Islamist move-
ments such as the Armed Islamic Group 
(GIA). Since the 1990s, there have been some 
changes in al-Khalil mosque as al-Attar has 
distanced himself from violent actions. These 
changes are expressed through a change of 
name; al-Attar’s movement became al-mun-
tada al-Islami fi Urubbâ (Islamic Forum in 
Europe) in 2007. This movement would also 
rightly be placed in the category of the rising 
awareness.

Another person associated with this ideo-
logical section of the Muslim Brotherhood 
is Basam Ayashi, who operates from the 
Belgian Islamic Center. Ayashi has less 
influence than Muhammad Tujgani but has 
reached many young people seeking strong 
points of reference or role models. His dis-
course is a literalist reading of the religious 
texts. Moreover, he favors creating a Muslim 
community isolated from mainstream soci-
ety, for example, holding Muslim weddings 

outside of the law. The assabyle.com Web 
site was established based on his teach-
ing, and one of his sons is the webmaster. 
Following the site’s suspension, another site 
was created, www.ribaat.org, which reports 
on the struggles of Muslims worldwide, 
although, especially in its first years, it con-
veyed a radically anti-Western message.

hizb al-adl wal-ihsan 
(Justice and charity)

This movement was founded by Abd al-
Salam Yassine in Morocco and is run by his 
daughter, Nadia Yassine. He is a Sufi cult 
figure, although he was initially influenced 
by Sayyid Qutb. As a result, he openly claims 
the establishment of a state defined by Islam 
and contests the religious statute of the 
Moroccan king as leader of the believers. 

In Belgium, the movement was mainly 
imported through Moroccan students, and 
its members remain connected to Abd al-
Salam Yassine through the Internet. The 
movement is particularly concerned with 
the remembrance of God, education, and 
social and cultural activities. Its followers 
pretend not to worry about the development 
of neo-Salafi Islam, but they end up argu-
ing for strong alternatives to this school of 
thought. The movement also hopes to use 
Western connections to pressure Morocco 
toward greater democratization, which it 
believes will lead to Islamization. 

It has met with significant success in 
Belgium, according to Amel Boubekeur and 
Samir Amghar, though it only began vis-
ible public activities there in 2005 under 
the name La Fraternité. Nadia Yassine has 
spoken in Belgium several times and has 
attracted large audiences, as when present-
ing her book Toutes voiles dehors in Brussels. 
Having a Western education, she claims 
to understand Western thought from the 
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inside but criticizes it as having enthroned 
“reason” while erasing the notion of God 
and embracing evolutionist theory, which 
eliminates the Creator.

In 2007 La Fraternité organized a Europe-
wide meeting entitled “Muslim Spirituality 
and Universal Values—Toward a Construc-
tive Convergence,” in Brussels, which dem-
onstrated the organization’s desire to gain 
larger audiences.

Militant and Armed Action

The Belgian security services were quick to 
react to radical Islamism as early as the late 
1970s. The country’s small size as well as the 
presence of valuable people who spoke Arabic 
and were trained in Islamology have aided in 
tracking the radicalization of groups.

Cores of activists were discovered and dis-
mantled so no terrorist attacks were commit-
ted. Amid the 20 or so people arrested and 
linked to individuals later charged with acts of 
terror, most were “first generation” Muslims 
who had immigrated to Belgium many years 
earlier or just arrived.

These militant groups are mostly con-
nected to actions undertaken in Muslim 
countries and not in Belgium itself. Militant 
groups in Belgium generally act as support 
bases for actions directed elsewhere, with 
one or two exceptions.

networks linked to algeria 
(mid-1990s)

The electoral success of Algeria’s Islamic 
Salvation Front (FIS) in December 1991 
and the cancellation of the second elections 
round in 1992, which this party was expect-
ed to win, set off a civil war in Algeria.

In Belgium, the Algerian community is very 
small, but since 1992 FIS activists have settled 
and have supported the FIS and the Armed 

Islamic Group (GIA), as Alain Grignard and 
Claude Moniquet explain. Leaflets and jour-
nals edited by the FIS were circulated in 
mosques. FIS’s main magazine, al-Munqidh 
(The Savior), was printed in Belgium in a 
more or less clandestine manner.

In 1995 what was known as the Zaoui 
network (after the Saint-Michel subway ter-
rorist attacks in Paris led by Ahmad Zaoui) 
was disbanded. The main purpose of this 
network had been to supply GIA members 
with logistical support (false passports, and 
sometimes weapons). Zaoui was sentenced 
to five years in prison, but he then escaped 
abroad (to Switzerland, from where he was 
later expelled to Burkina Faso, where he 
then disappeared). This network had con-
nections to groups in France, in cities such 
as Lille, Paris, and Lyon.

A second network linked to the Salafist 
Group for Preaching and Combat (Groupe 
salafiste pour la prédication et le combat) was 
dismantled in 1998. It was managed by Hasan 
Hattab in Algeria, who was initially close to 
the GIA. In January 2007 this movement 
became the “al-Qa’ida group in the Islamic 
Maghreb.” Its network of about 10 people, 
known as the Melluk network, provided logis-
tical support. It was disbanded in Belgium.

As a result of its existence, there were 
several terrorist threats against Belgium, 
as Moniquet asserts. According to some 
well-informed authors (such as Grignard), 
these groups would be the substratum of 
another movement that was created some 
time after: the Moroccan Islamic Combatant 
Group (Groupe islamique combattant maro-
cain, or al-Jama’at al-Islamiyyat al-Mujahid 
fi al-Maghrib).

the al-Qa’ida connection

On September 9, 2001, two suicide terror-
ists disguised as journalists assassinated 
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Ahmad Masud Tadjik, leader of the Northern 
Alliance, in Afghanistan. One of them, an 
al-Qa’ida sympathizer, was the Belgian-
Tunisian Abd al-Satar Dahmane. He had 
arrived in Belgium in 1987 to pursue his 
studies. According to Marie-Rose Armesto, 
he had connections with Tarik Marufi’s net-
work (discussed below). Dahmane arrived 
in Afghanistan in 2000 with his spouse, a 
Belgian-Moroccan named Malika al-Arud. 
The couple had been “reconnected to Islam” 
through Basam Ayashi’s Islamic Center, 
where, according to Moniquet, they were 
married in accordance with Islamic custom. 
Malika al-Arud, valorized as the wife of 
a martyr in jihadist groups, continued to 
promote an Islamic revival for Muslims to 
recover their dignity. In 2004, she published 
an autobiography, Les soldats de lumières, 
where she delivered her views on radical 
Islamism. She also married the Tunisian 
Moez Garsallaoui, considered the Swiss con-
tact for al-Qa’ida in Pakistan and who has 
probably returned there since 2007 after 
both were called into Swiss court for their 
Web sites, Islamic-minbar.com and sos-min-
bar, which promoted jihad and detailed how 
to build bombs. Malika was involved in vari-
ous lawsuits and criminal trials, including 
the Masud-Trabelsi trial in 2003, her Web 
site trial in 2005, and one for the Degauque 
network in 2007 (see below), but she has 
never been imprisoned because of the lack 
of proof against her.

Another network was linked to Tarik 
Marufi, a former Tunisian militant involved 
in the Zaoui movement. A soccer player of 
Tunisian origin, Nizar Trabelsi, was also 
involved. Ten people were arrested when 
Belgian security services shut down the 
network on September 13, 2001. Weapons, 
materials for explosives manufacturing, and 
false identity documents were found on 
its premises. Through this group’s arrest, 

an Italian network was also dismantled. It 
had been preparing for a series of terrorist 
attacks on the American embassy and on 
NATO’s headquarters in Brussels. Members 
of this group were convicted by the Belgian 
justice system in 2004 and received prison 
sentences of 5 to 10 years.

There may also have been links between 
groups in Belgium and the Moroccan 
Islamic Combatant Group, according to Said 
Haddad, that were manifested in the bomb-
ings in Casablanca (May 2003) and Madrid 
(March 2004). Although some arrests were 
made, this is still unproven.

Particularly noteworthy was a suicide 
attack committed in Iraq on November 9, 
2005, by a Belgian convert to Islam, Muriel 
Degauque, and her husband of Moroccan 
origin. The journey of this 38-year-old 
woman is symbolic of the passage from the 
fringes of society to a renewed identifica-
tion through marriage and conversion, fol-
lowed by recruitment, writes Pierre Guelff. 
The couple had had an Islamic wedding 
performed by Basam Ayashi. Six individu-
als were ultimately convicted in November 
2007 of involvement in terrorist activities. 
In January 2008, five individuals were ulti-
mately condemned to imprisonment ranging 
from 28 months to 10 years (the maximum 
for a terrorist group that did not directly 
attempt murder) for their involvement in 
terrorist activities such as logistical sup-
port, false documentation, and recruitment 
of youths.

In December 2008, the trial of Abdelakader 
Belliraj, a naturalized Belgian of Moroccan 
origin, started in Morocco. He is linked to 
the Palestinian movement Abu Nidal and 
some murders, such as that of the imam of 
the Islamic and Cultural Center of Belgium 
in 1989. 

In Belgium, in December 2008, 14 persons 
were arrested, including one man preparing 
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for a suicide attack. They were presum-
ably considered members of the al-Qa’ida 
network even if their target was not clearly 
determined by the police. 

Potential shifts for the future

Belgium, like most European countries, 
has not been spared a fundamentalist pres-
ence. Fundamentalist education is a neces-
sary component of the development of such 
Islamist groups, which must base their 
action on religious theorizations (Dassetto 
and Maréchal). However, this alone is not 
enough. Some individuals transform their 
feelings into radical action when there is 
also a group, an organized network, sup-
porting them. All those organizations that 
were disbanded in Belgium were composed 
of small groups based on intense personal 
relationships, under the influence of one 
leader or another.

It is also important to note that the main 
focus of Islamism in Belgium is toward for-
eign conflicts rather than domestic issues, 
though the more recent events also concern 
Belgium itself. Most, though not all, of those 
involved in radical Islamist groups are new 
immigrants rather than born and raised 
within Belgian society. However, even if indi-
viduals fitting this profile were not arrested 
in Belgium, some have been convicted of 
terrorist activities in Morocco, Afghanistan, 
and Turkey. Again, the more recent events 
seem to show some changes.
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The Islamist movement in France is not 
simply fueled by a group of fanatics seeking 
to fight the French or the West. Rather it 
has many dimensions as a social movement, 
drawing legitimacy from social grievances 
and support from a radicalized minority by 
claiming to defend an imagined Muslim com-
munity through jihad. A sense of rejection 
by French society and a life within enclosed 
poor suburbs (banlieues) have pushed activ-
ists and supporters toward a subculture in 
conflict with French society and as a result, 
with the West in general. 

The Islamist movement in France has 
many components. One such component 
consists of the “fundamentalist” groups and 
associations (in French, “intégriste” rather 
than fundamentalist, although both words 
are used). These groups do not promote 
violence and wish to be recognized both 
as part of French society and as having 
a “French-Islamic” identity. Among them 
one can distinguish between more “mod-
erate” fundamentalists and extremists. 
While the moderate subgroup (including 
religious associations such as the Union 
des Organisations Islamiques de France 
and the Tabligh among others) does not 
wish for total separation from society, the 
more extreme subgroup (such as the Salafi 

groups in France) favors a division between 
Muslims and non-Muslims as two segregat-
ed entities. Another group, much smaller in 
number and including both followers in the 
poor suburbs and converts, promotes vio-
lent action against the “heretical” French 
society. This group is connected to jihadi 
terrorism.

Unlike in the United States or even Great 
Britain, the French attitude pushes toward 
the “ideologization” and intellectualization 
of religion, thus making life as a Muslim 
in France far more complicated even in the 
day-to-day. Many Muslims express ideas and 
feelings that are not consonant with the 
sophisticated framework of French intel-
lectual life and can be easily dismissed as 
backward, anti-Semitic, or antimodern.

One reason for the resentment and frus-
tration among the second- and third-gen-
eration Muslims in France is the commu-
nity’s internal situation. Social, economic, 
and historical reasons (such as colonialism 
in some European countries) have made 
Muslim communities both in France and in 
other parts of Western Europe (the United 
Kingdom, Spain, Holland, and Belgium 
among others) breeding grounds for small 
minority jihadi terrorist groups. The majori-
ty of French Muslims arrived in the country 

france
farhad Khosrokhavar



4 4 6   e u r o P e  

in the 1960s and thereafter as blue-collar 
workers with no particular skills. The chil-
dren and grandchildren of many of these 
immigrants live in poor suburbs, where they 
suffer from economic exclusion and cul-
tural stigmatization. Under the influence of 
jihadism, these disenfranchised youths have 
joined homegrown terrorist cells through-
out much of Europe. While a small number 
of Muslims have achieved middle- or lower-
middle-class status, these individuals often 
experience deep feelings of guilt regarding 
their excluded brethren; thus they as well 
are prone to radicalization in order to save 
the “suffering umma” (nation) both within 
France and abroad.

french Political Culture

France is characterized by its adamantly 
secular constitution and culture. The prin-
ciple underlying theme of French political 
culture is this laïcité and specific ideal of 
citizenship. The latter excludes the recogni-
tion of any intermediary between the state 
and the individual; the former exclusively 
represents the nation. Laïcité signifies the 
total separation of church and state, with 
religion limited to the private sphere. Thus 
no religious symbol may be displayed in the 
public sphere or embodied in government 
institutions, especially those at the heart of 
citizen-building institutions, such as gov-
ernment schools.

The debate in France over the headscarf 
began in 1989, when Muslim girls donning 
the veil refused to remove it after arriving 
at school. This led to a 2004 law that prohib-
ited wearing the headscarf in government 
institutions—an affirmation of the French 
refusal to tolerate any religious symbol 
(be it Islamic, Jewish, or Christian) in the 
public sphere. The legislation conflicts with 
various religious tenets in Islam, in which, 

for instance, the veil is seen as protecting 
the woman’s modesty from “nonintimate” 
(unrelated) males. The principal religious 
function of the headscarf is thus in the pub-
lic sphere.

In England, women are permitted to wear 
the veil and men the turban while work-
ing in public administration, on the police 
force, as teachers, or students, for example. 
As noted above, this is strictly forbidden 
in France. Similarly, French communities 
(religious or otherwise) cannot receive any 
direct subsidy from the government or any 
other institutional bodies, whereas in many 
other European countries this is not the 
case. In France, public allegiance to any 
identity other than the “republican” iden-
tity (referring to the French nation) is ille-
gitimate; therefore, such hyphenated identi-
ties as Franco-Algerian or Franco-Islamic 
are banned from the country’s dominant 
political culture. This pushes many new 
identities into marginalization. Moreover, 
second-generation migrants are faced with 
economic barriers that further complicate 
matters. Thus total assimilation into the 
French cultural mold is very difficult.

Those who demand “communalism” (com-
munautarisme), or the recognition of their 
particular identity within the public sphere, 
are often reproached. Demanding recogni-
tion as a Franco-Muslim means to subvert 
the French identity. The accusation of “com-
munalism” is a difficult concept to translate, 
as it is related to the French political culture 
of laïcité and political citizenship. Extreme 
suspicion of groups asking for public recog-
nition of their multiple identities, particu-
larly among the Muslims, is therefore very 
common in France.

Still, in the early 1990s, in the midst of 
a crisis within European countries over 
their political and cultural identities, the 
“Muslim question” was raised in France 
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much earlier than in many other European 
countries. This was the result of imported 
terrorism from Algeria and the resistance of 
the French cultural system against accept-
ing such multiculturalism. Since 1989 the 
continuing debate over the headscarf in 
government-subsidized schools (écoles pub-
liques) and Muslim demonstrations against 
the 2004 law forbidding female students 
to wear headscarves in those schools  has 
persuaded the non-Muslim population that 
Islam in general was incompatible with 
French republican values. 

In August 2004 a female police officer 
of North African origin serving in Paris 
refused to remove her scarf from under the 
cap she wore as part of her uniform. She also 
refused to shake hands with men, explaining 
that her religion forbade her to do so. She 
was placed on a leave of absence to allow her 
a chance to reconsider. The case received 
wide media coverage. In another widely 
publicized incident in September 2003, a 
Paris municipality worker was fired when 
she began wearing a headscarf, as reported 
by the Weekly Express. Such incidents have 
swayed public opinion in the direction of 
believing that Islam cannot cope with laïcité 
and, moreover, that Islamic orthodoxy is sim-
ply fundamentalism in disguise. Successive 
terrorist attacks in many countries have 
convinced mainstream observers that Islam 
is inimical to democracy. What makes the 
identification of Islamism with radicalism 
plausible, according to public opinion, is the 
fact that some Muslims have turned violent 
and have joined radical jihadi groups.

fundamentalist Groups and 
Associations

In France, secular tradition and the cultural 
and political context make it almost impos-
sible for a political party to have a religious 

platform. The only party that makes an 
explicit reference to Islam in France (Parti 
des Musulmans de France, under the leader-
ship of Muhammad Latrèche) is marginal 
in electoral terms. However, there are still 
many cultural and religious associations that 
explicitly claim allegiance to Islam and pro-
pose social action concerning such cultural 
and political issues as the headscarf, Islamic 
rituals (particularly the collective Friday 
prayers), the sacrifice of animals on the 
Islamic Day of Sacrifice, the supply of appro-
priate food (halal), the education of religious 
clerics, and Islamic education in general.

The religious associations tarred as 
Islamist by the media and public opinion 
include the UOIF (Union des Organisations 
Islamiques de France), the FNMF 
(Fédération Nationale des Musulmans de 
France), Tabligh wal Da’wa, and the Salafi 
associations. They are perceived as inté-
griste (fundamentalist) in comparison to 
“moderate” Islamic associations such as the 
Mosquée de Paris. The various controver-
sial issues that have led these groups to be 
characterized as fundamentalist” in public 
opinion include the headscarf issue; their 
seemingly ambiguous attitude toward other 
religious communities, in particular the 
Jews; their ambivalence toward accepting 
the secular republican laws; and their refus-
al to follow the laic view, which restricts 
religion to the private sphere. Some intellec-
tuals affiliated with these associations have 
made anti-Semitic remarks though with 
the disclaimer that they were speaking only 
on their own behalf. This has been demon-
strated in the case of Hasan Iquioussen, a 
UOIF sympathizer and Islamic preacher 
well known by Muslim youths. Iquioussen 
made derogatory remarks about the Jews, 
only later to present a public apology.

The UOIF has played a prominent role 
among the religious associations accused 
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of Islamism. The association was founded 
in 1983 mainly by Tunisian students. It 
has since become one of the largest reli-
gious groups in France, mostly made up of 
French citizens of Moroccan origin. In 2003, 
during the first elections sponsored by the 
French government to establish a Muslim 
umbrella association—the CFCM (Conseil 
Français du Culte Musulman)—the UOIF 
won the majority of seats. The UOIF has 
been accused by both the media and several 
intellectuals of being the “antechamber of 
radicalism” in conjunction with the FNMF 
(which was set up by Moroccans in 1985 and 
which has held the majority of seats in the 
CFCM since 2006), Tabligh, and the Salafi 
mosques—the latter being ultrafundamen-
talist and far more dangerous, according to 
the French intelligence services. According 
to Christophe Deloire and Christophe 
Dubois, of the estimated 1,534 prayer rooms 
and mosques in France, Tabligh monitors 
some 163, while the UOIF is affiliated with 
roughly 300 associations including mosques 
and cultural centers where conferences are 
held and other socializing activities are 
organized. Approximately 32 Salafi mosques 
were listed in 2005.

Among these associations, Tabligh (which 
has a presence in the CFCM) has been 
accused of spreading a puritanical view of 
Islam, defending anti-integrationist views, 
and fomenting anti-Westernism, which in 
some cases has led to terrorism. According 
to Le Point, Hervé Djamel Loiseau, 
Stéphane Aït Idir, and Rédouane Hamadi, 
Islamist radicals who attempted terrorist 
acts in Morocco and Europe had appar-
ently attended Tablighi mosques in France. 
The accusation that Tabligh is involved in 
radical Islamism has been made in many 
other European countries, including the 
United Kingdom. According to an article 
in the Guardian, two of the July 7, 2005, 

suicide bombers in London, Muhammad 
Siddique Khan and Shehzad Tanwir, appear 
to have been connected with Tabligh. In 
addition, Richard Reid, the shoe bomber, 
likely attended mosques run by Tabligh. 
Some of the suspects held by the antiter-
rorist police, such as Waheed Zaman and 
Assad Sarwar, from Walthamslow in east 
London and High Wycombe, respectively, 
appear to have links with the group. The 
association has also been accused of money 
laundering. SaphirNews.com reported that 
some 30 defendants are to be tried for laun-
dering 1.5 million Euros for Tabligh. For its 
part, Tabligh professes to be nonpolitical 
and claims to reject violence as a means to 
achieve its religious ends.

The Salafis hold no seats in the CFCM. 
Their preaching is based on an austere view 
of Islam, isolation from non-Muslims, the 
segregation of men and women, rejection of 
Western mores, and strict obedience to the 
Koran—which excludes the use of reason to 
interpret it or to see it in the light of history. 
They compete with other religious associa-
tions such as Tabligh (which they accuse of 
having heretical features) and Ahbash (a 
Sufi group).

The Salafis have around 5,000 sympathiz-
ers, and their numbers are increasing. They 
have some 15 mosques in the Ile-de-France 
(Paris and its surroundings). For the most 
part their movement attracts young people 
from the poor suburbs in France who have 
lost any hope of economic and social inte-
gration into the French society and are in 
search of new loyalties. Islam provides them 
an identity as born-again Muslims with new 
ideals and aims in their lives (proselytizing 
and strictly practiced daily prayers that 
strengthen their selfhood). The new com-
munity bonds rescue them from a sense of 
loss and malaise in their daily lives, which 
often involve illegal dealings and drug traf-
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ficking as well as boredom and alcoholism.
From 1989 onward, the continued debate 

in France over the headscarf and the fact 
that the UOIF supported women wear-
ing the veil has been brandished by the 
media as proof of the UOIF’s fundamental-
ist tenets. Yet on other issues, the UOIF 
has shown a consensual attitude with the 
majority of the French, the most important 
being the condemnation of anti-Semitism 
among young Muslims. It concluded an 
agreement with the main Jewish association 
in France, the CRIF (Conseil Représentatif 
des Institutions Juives de France), as docu-
mented on the Web sites of both organiza-
tions, to fight anti-Semitism. The major 
problem religious associations such as the 
UOIF face is that by giving up too many of 
their Islamic tenets, their adherents might 
leave them for other, more “fundamental-
ist” organizations.

Many of the issues that French public 
opinion identifies as “fundamentalist” are 
merely viewed by many Muslims as orthodox 
Islam. In an extremely secular society such 
as France, these issues are controversial. A 
new religion has claimed recognition in a 
cultural setting, reminiscent of the old feuds 
between the Catholics and Republicans, 
which ended with the unequivocal victory 
of the latter. Islam has emerged in a society 
where the political culture remains suspi-
cious of religion. The economic exclusion 
of a sizable portion of Muslims of the lower 
classes only aggravates the problem. As 
a result, those associations that proclaim 
their dissent from French secular tenets 
gain the sympathy of Muslim French youths 
who claim to be victimized and subject to 
stigmas and Islamophobia. The religious 
associations are therefore caught up in a 
dilemma: Siding too strongly with French 
society makes them an easy target for those 
French Muslim youths in need of an anti-

thetical identity to French national identity. 
Siding with the latter, however, results in 
their denunciation by the main currents of 
French public opinion as fundamentalist.

Some religious associations, such as the 
Salafis, are at loggerheads with public opin-
ion. Their ideology of Islamic puritanism 
and anti-integration coupled with their 
proselytizing attitude, anti-Semitism, and 
anti-Westernism lead to a social and cultural 
rupture with French society. This in turn 
encourages some of the radical members of 
these associations to opt for violence and 
terrorism in the name of Islam.

Publicly, none of these associations advo-
cate violence to achieve their goals. Several 
critics underscore that they have a pros-
elytizing attitude opposed to French laïcité, 
many of them encouraging Muslims to pre-
serve an “Islamic identity” that is not con-
sonant with the French ideals of citizenship 
and assimilation. Their fundamentalism is 
an antecedent to radicalism, according to 
many secular intellectuals. Conversely, the 
restrictive view of laïcité that prohibits reli-
gious expression in the public sphere has 
frustrated many orthodox Muslims who do 
not understand the prohibition on the veil 
or on Islamic commandments within the 
society. This in turn contributes to the radi-
calization of a minority among them.

the fundamentalist and radical 
imams and intellectuals

Three types of Muslim intellectuals can be 
distinguished in France. The first group 
consists of “imported imams” who preach 
either in Arabic or in a broken French but 
whose culture is not “homegrown.” Many 
imams in France still fall under this cat-
egory. The second category is composed of 
homegrown imams who speak French, but 
who act mainly within the framework of 
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religious institutions (mosques and reli-
gious associations). The third category is 
made up of intellectuals who speak in their 
own name, but who are related directly or 
indirectly to Muslim groups or associations 
that support them. Through the media or 
their own publications, this last group of 
intellectuals addresses a wider audience, 
including non-Muslims in interfaith groups 
or public discussions.

Among the first group, some push toward 
radicalization, including imams in Britain—
such as Abu Qatada and Abu Hamza al-
Masri—who also have influence in France, 
especially through Algerian immigrants in 
Britain who have ties with their French 
counterparts. Others preach a fundamental-
ist version of Islam. They were numerous in 
France throughout the 1990s but have since 
had limited public outreach as a result of 
prosecution and police intervention.

Many others preach a Muslim self-con-
sciousness that is distinct from the rest of 
society by establishing closed groups. One 
publicized case is that of the imam Abd 
al-Qadir Bouziane. In an interview with 
the French magazine LyonMag, he men-
tioned in an ambiguous manner the neces-
sity of physical punishment administered to 
a woman by her husband in case of unruli-
ness or immodesty. The magazine published 
it as his opinion, whereas he later claimed 
that this was the Islamic commandment of 
the Holy Koran and not necessarily his own 
point of view. Feminist organizations sued 
him for inciting violence against women. 
His personal situation as a polygamous man 
with allegedly 16 children and his funda-
mentalist preaching in Vénissieux (a poor 
city near Lyon whose residents are for the 
most part North African migrants and which 
has a history of revolts and Islamic radical-
ism) made the story even more dramatic. 
The public was appalled by his polygamous 

lifestyle and the government subsidies he 
received, as well as by his views on society, 
according to Express.

Since the late 1990s, dozens of imams 
have been either condemned or expelled 
from France for their radical preaching. 
According to an August 2004 article in 
Le Monde, in the first half of 2004, seven 
imams were expelled or submitted to legal 
proceedings for deportation from France. 
A few were Turkish imams of the Kaplan 
or Milli Görü¸s group (the first founded in 
Germany by Turkish migrants, the second a 
fundamentalist religious group in Germany 
with ties to Turkey); the others were of 
North African origin.

Other imams may be characterized as 
traditionalist but not Islamist, although 
there is a fine line between the two. Some 
are traditionalist on specific issues (such 
as opposing the ban on the veil) but do not 
necessarily hold Islamist views on others 
(for instance, regarding the primacy of the 
law of Allah over democratic laws). Some of 
the imams belong to the so-called Islamist 
associations but encourage the adaptation 
of Muslims to French secular society. One 
such individual is Tariq Oubrou, imam of 
a mosque in Bordeaux who is close to the 
UOIF. In some respects he is traditionalist 
(for instance, gender relations according 
to orthodox Islam), but in others he is an 
Islamic liberal. He works on what he calls 
the “fiqh of the minority,” that is, Islamic 
rulings in a context where Muslims are a 
minority within a non-Muslim society.

Oubrou encourages Muslims to respect 
the law of the majority by adapting their 
religious tenets and rituals to the necessi-
ties of modern life in a secular society (for 
instance, to do the five daily prayers at once 
in order to avoid losing their jobs or experi-
encing other problems). He rejects recourse 
to violence as a legitimate Islamic means 
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(the jihad of the extremists) and advocates 
respect for the French secular legal system, 
which is alien to Islam. Still, many feminists 
and secularists find fault with his percep-
tion of gender relations and denounce his 
attitude as being fundamentalist.

Another Muslim intellectual of Moroccan 
origin who is very successful among the 
younger Muslim generations is Hasan 
Iquioussen, who acts like a Western televan-
gelist. He too is close to the UOIF. He sup-
ports both the self-assertion of Muslims in 
France and respect toward the democratic 
laws of a society whose majority is non-
Muslim and secular. Like Tariq Ramadan, 
he oscillates between these two extremes. 
This duality is sociological and anthropo-
logical as much as intellectual. For many 
Muslims, the main danger is the dissolution 
of Islamic identity in a deeply secular soci-
ety like France, which promotes laïcité as a 
denial of Islam in the public realm. Most of 
the Islamic commandments pertain to the 
public domain (such as wearing the veil or 
the distinction between Muslim and non-
Muslim, fasting during Ramadan, and the 
forbidding of eating publicly before sunset 
during Ramadan). Many of the exigencies of 
traditional Islam are in contradiction with 
the ultrasecular rulings of the French mind-
set and law.

Many individuals such as Iquioussen, and 
in a more subtle manner Tariq Ramadan, 
exploit the cultural chasm between Muslims 
and non-Muslims in Europe not only to gain 
publicity, but also to forge a new Muslim 
identity, distinct from the ancestral identity 
of their parents and the nonreligious mind-
set of the Europeans. Their dual and some-
times ambivalent attitude toward many 
modern issues is the expression of their 
“torn identity” as French Muslims (some-
times even as European Muslims). Yet it is 
also a deliberate attempt to please in a some-

what populist way both the Muslims and the 
majority of secular society by addressing the 
two in different manners.

In light of his statements, published in Le 
Monde, Ramadan has also been criticized 
of anti-Semitism and support for terror-
ism. However, even if raising these issues 
is justified, the main element of Ramadan’s 
ambivalence is his trying to push European 
Muslims both to preserve their Islamic 
identity—as he defines it—and to take on 
a European one. With Muslims, he under-
scores the religious aspect and with other 
Europeans, he stresses respect for citizen-
ship in a noncogent fashion. While this 
very ambiguity could be used in a populist 
manner, it may also serve as the core of a 
new consciousness for European Muslim 
youths, in dire need of self-respect and self-
appraisal. Most of the young downtrodden 
Muslims in Europe hate society as much 
as they hate themselves, and jihadi terror-
ism is in part the result of this feeling of 
self-depreciation that finds solace only in 
the total fight with a society in which they 
believe they do not have any future or pros-
pect for full citizenship.

The problem is that not many intellectuals 
like Ramadan exist who could debate each 
other and open up a new public sphere in 
which Muslims could discuss their problems 
without self-deprecation, self-flagellation, 
or hatred of the other. Prominent secular 
Muslim intellectuals such as Muhammad 
Arkoun, who denounce Islamic archaism 
and its lack of modernity, are disregarded by 
the Muslim youths in France. Rather, such 
intellectuals attract a secular middle-class 
audience in Europe. Yet it can be argued that 
mild forms of fundamentalism are urgently 
needed to fight jihadism among the second- 
and third-generation French Muslims, some 
of whom are ill at ease with total secular-
ism as well as with Islamic traditionalism. 
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Economic exclusion and the colonial past, 
too, make identification with the French 
ideal of citizenship somewhat painful. This 
may aggravate feelings of self-hatred, and 
in some cases jihadism may be seen as the 
answer. The sense of an umma equally dis-
tinct from both cold European nationalism 
and the “persecuted umma” of the Islamist 
terrorists can be promoted by intellectuals 
and imams who can maneuver between the 
two. Ramadan, Oubrou, and Iquioussen are, 
each in his own way, the epitome of this new 
Muslim intelligentsia.

Jihadi terrorism

Two major factors have played a role in rad-
icalization in the name of Allah in France. 
The first is related to Algeria and Algerian 
politics. The second is based on the prob-
lems of the Muslim diaspora in France, with 
the largest Muslim population in Western 
Europe (between 4.5 and 5 million).

In the beginning of the 1990s, the FIS 
(Front Islamique du Salut) became the most 
popular political party in Algeria and won 
the elections, but its government was over-
thrown by the military with the approval of 
the French government in 1991. The failure 
of Algeria’s postindependence national gov-
ernment to promote social participation and 
a balanced distribution of the oil income 
pushed many people toward Islamic political 
parties that promised social justice in the 
name of Islam. After its overthrow, the mar-
ginalized FIS gave birth to a set of terrorist 
groups under the name of the GIA (Groupe 
Islamique Armé), which, over the course of 
the following ten years, assassinated around 
100,000 in their attacks within Algeria.

In November 1993 three staff members 
of the French consulate were abducted in 
Algiers. This led to the beginning of the 
pursuit of the networks supporting the 

GIA in France. Eighty-eight GIA supporters 
were arrested, some of whom were expelled 
from France. In December 1994, an Air 
France Airbus was hijacked in Algiers by 
a GIA group, and three passengers were 
killed. The French counterterrorist police 
(Groupe d’Intervention de la Gendarmerie 
Nationale, or GIGN) intervened, and four 
of the kidnappers were killed. Six months 
later, Boualem Bensaid and Smain Ait Ali 
Belkacem were sent to Paris to organize a 
jihad in France. They were supported by 
Ali Touchent, who recruited young men in 
France’s poor suburbs for terrorist attacks.

In France, where Muslims of Algerian 
origin make up the largest Muslim popu-
lation (around 1.5 million), the GIA com-
mitted some major attacks. In its largest 
attack, in July 1995, the GIA bombed the 
Saint-Michel Metro (underground subway) 
in Paris; eight people were killed and 150 
wounded. Bensaid, Belkacem, and others 
of Algerian origin such as Khalid Kelkal 
and Karim Koussa all played important 
roles in this attack, as reported by Patricia 
Tourancheau. Another bomb attack in which 
12 people were wounded took place at the 
Maison Blanche metro station in Paris on 
October 6, 1995, and was also perpetrated 
by GIA. The third attack took place at the 
Musée d’Orsay station in Paris on October 
17 of the same year; 26 people were wound-

Holdings and Arrests for Islamist  
Extremism, 2002–2005

2002 2003 2004 2005

Held by police for reasons 
related to Islamist extremism 58 77 101 170

Arrested by the Direction de la 
Surveillance du Territoire (DST) 
for reasons related to Islamist 
extremism 58 41 76 55*

Source: Le Monde, May 24, 2005.
*until May 2005
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ed. Other attempted attacks were neutral-
ized by the police.

the New terrorist Player

The 1995 attacks were a watershed, push-
ing the intelligence organizations and 
judiciary to more thoroughly investigate 
the radicalized groups. There was close 
cooperation between specialized counter-
terrorist judges and the intelligence ser-
vices. As a result, there was an increase in 
the number of arrests after the September 
11, 2001, attacks on the United States, as 
follows:

the suffering umma: self-
Victimization and Jihadism

Many second- or third-generation Muslims 
define themselves in religious terms through 
a change of denomination. Until the 1970s, 
they longed for integration in France, main-
taining some features of their countries of 
origin. The “Arabs” perceived themselves 
as North Africans (Algerian, Moroccan, 
Tunisian) in France who were in the process 
of becoming French. From the end of the 
1980s on, however, national origin has been 
overshadowed by their new self-definition 
as Muslims. This does not necessarily mean 
they are practicing Muslims. In many cases, 
their knowledge of Islam is at best sketchy, 
and this factor sometimes plays a major 
role in their radicalization. They easily shift 
their hatred of society into a religious duty 
(jihad) without a real understanding of its 
religious meaning. In many cases, radical-
ization occurs before Islamization, and once 
under the spell of jihad, they try to acquire 
religious information and knowledge.

The notion of the “suffering umma” as 
the major justification for jihad has been 
built up in a new way, borrowing some 

notions from tradition but on the whole, 
espousing many features of the extreme left 
and extreme right mottos. It is possible for 
a Muslim to feel simultaneously oppressed 
“at home” and “far from home” within 
the framework of a worldwide umma. The 
media showing in real time what is going on 
in other parts of the world (the Palestinian 
territories, Chechnya, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
and so on); the new Internet networks 
allowing the creation of groups with almost 
no previous physical contact; and the capac-
ity of Islam as the only major monotheistic 
religion to mobilize new generations for the 
ultimate sacrifice in the name of lost dignity 
and their glorious past all inspire belief in 
an imaginary umma that would oppose the 
rest of the world in order to restore Muslim 
honor and hegemony.

Two factors influence jihadism in France: 
the domestic treatment of Muslims and 
international events. First and foremost 
is the situation of the banlieues, where 
there is a high concentration of second- and 
third-generation youths with roots in North 
Africa and sub-Saharan Africa and where 
the rate of unemployment is very high—up 
to 50 percent, five times higher than the 
average for France. A subculture of rupture 
with the rest of the society prevails there. 
Within the banlieues, new generations of 
Frenchmen believe that they have no future 
in terms of employment and integration in 
French society. This view can be justified 
by the fact that in Europe the number of 
Muslims in prison outpaces that of the gen-
eral population by between five- and tenfold 
(a figure cited by the authors of Muslims in 
Prison); Muslims also receive lower educa-
tion levels in poorer schools (according to 
Georges Felouzis, et al.) and face discrimi-
nation in terms of employment.

Those who find a job and become “normal 
citizens” leave the suburbs, while those who 
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remain harbor the idea that the society is 
against them and that they are victims of 
a racist France that stigmatizes them. This 
feeling of absolute victimization is contra-
dicted by the facts, because according to 
Emmanuelle Santelli as well as Catherine 
Withold de Wenden and Rémy Leveau, some 
of the second- or third-generation migrants 
from North Africa join the middle classes. 
Still, in France, Islam has become the reli-
gion of a “persecuted” people, or at least of 
the lower class.

Some become Islamic terrorists in the 
same fashion as those who became terror-
ists in 1970s Europe, when some members 
of the middle class joined leftist groups 
such as Action Directe (France), the Red 
Brigades (Italy), and Fraktion Roter Armee 
(Germany). The Islamists set themselves the 
goal of protecting the “persecuted umma” in 
the same way the middle-class leftists pro-
claimed themselves to be the vanguards of 
an imaginary proletariat. The major differ-
ence between the Islamists and the radical 
movements of the 1970s is that many people 
from the lower classes join the Islamist 
groups.

The second factor determining jihad in 
France is the idea of the “suffering umma” 
abroad. The two themes come together, 
because many Frenchmen of North African 
origin from the banlieues believe that they 
are being oppressed by French society just 
as they think Palestinians are being perse-
cuted by the Israeli army. In England, the 
same type of analogy is used by disaffected 
Pakistani youths, who believe that British 
society represses them just as they believe 
the Indian army has subdued Kashmiri 
Muslims. In both cases, the self predica-
ment is magnified in an imaginary way and 
projected onto the external world in order to 
find grounds for total violence against the 
“oppressors.”

the islamic selbsthass  
(self-hatred)

A new phenomenon is taking shape in 
Europe and more so in France in particular, 
related to the self-image of many disenfran-
chised Muslims who believe themselves to 
be “less than nothing.” Research in the poor 
French suburbs reveals the fact that many 
young and uneducated males are filled with 
a sense of unworthiness and hatred of 
society. They feel they have no future and 
accuse society of not providing them equal 
opportunities by stigmatizing them. Both 
John Rosenthal and this author (in other 
works) explain that this self-deprecation in 
part results from their parents’ colonial past 
but also from the unattainable “Frenchness” 
that they experience daily, the feeling of 
segregation, and the very high unemploy-
ment rate among them—between three to 
five times higher than the average rate. 
(A July 2004 article in Le Monde reported 
that out of some 630 poor suburbs under 
close scrutiny by the French Intelligence 
Services, half are becoming ghettos or are 
in the process of ghettoization.) The situ-
ation is only aggravated because of their 
inability to accept even minimal discipline 
for schooling or work as well as their sense 
of hopelessness.

Many young men interviewed in prison 
did not consider themselves to be French in 
spite of holding French passports. This is 
because in their daily lives they are accus-
tomed to not being considered French by 
others.

Rejecting and being rejected by soci-
ety, along with a feeling of worthlessness 
and contempt directed toward them, has 
been deeply ingrained in their minds. 
Fundamentalist, and even more so, jihadi 
Islam gives them a sense of righteousness 
and self-confidence in respect to society. 
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Being a Muslim in conflict with society is 
a means to salvage their self-respect. One 
of the features many sociologists have ana-
lyzed among these youths is their “hatred” 
(haine) of society. The word “haine” has 
become common in the banlieues and refers 
to a state of mind dominated by intolerance 
toward others and an almost irresistible 
urge to vandalize the environment (bus 
stops, school facilities, cultural associations 
financed by the municipality, etc.).

Islamic radicalism is a means to overcome 
this lack of stability in which an individual 
hates the others he thinks despise and reject 
him while at the same time he despises him-
self because of his lack of achievement in a 
society where dignity is measured by good 
employment and social or intellectual pres-
tige. For the French of North African (par-
ticularly Algerian) descent, the selbsthass is 
also related to the process of colonization, 
painful and bloody decolonization, and the 
fact that Algerians must now come to the 
country of those former colonizers (against 
whom they fought) in order to beg for jobs. 
For example, in Quand al-Qaïda parle (When 
al-Qa’ida Speaks), Ousman mentions the 
impossible task of becoming and being rec-
ognized as French, carrying the weight of 
the past colonization, and having no access 
to French citizenship—with French society 
tacitly rejecting Algerians as “noncitizens.”

In contrast, adopting radical Islam 
enhances the sense of oneself as consti-
tuting a community of the “elected” and 
“pure” engaged in a legitimate fight against 
the “infidels” who repress Muslims and seek 
the annihilation of Islam as a community. 
The anti-Semitism of these youths is in part 
the result of their self-hatred. As outlined in 
La tentation anti-Semite (The Anti-Semitic 
Temptation), the Jews have “succeeded” in 
becoming French citizens (unattainable for 
the “Arabs” from their own perspective), 

they are well-off (whereas the Arabs are 
among the lower class), and they are consid-
ered by other Frenchmen to be “French.” 
On the other hand, the “Arabs” are per-
ceived as “un-French.”

the New Jihadi Groups

Between 1992 and 2006, a few hundred peo-
ple labeled “criminals preparing a terror-
ist action” were arrested in France. Many 
were of North African origin, while others 
were converts. Many were linked to jihadi 
organizations outside France, in particular 
to branches of the GIA in Algeria. Others 
were linked to the center of other terror-
ist groups, with ties in Germany, England, 
Morocco, and the Middle East. Many also 
participate in what is being called home-
grown terrorism, that is, people born or 
raised in France who build up autonomous 
terrorist cells—ones that either do not have 
links or are only marginally connected to 
terrorist organizations abroad.

The intermingling of “homegrown terror-
ism” and transnational jihadism is a promi-
nent feature of the new wave of terrorism in 
many European countries. In some cases, the 
terrorists have a multinational background. 
In others cases, they have traveled or stayed 
in different European and American coun-
tries. The case of Zacarias Moussaoui is one 
such example. Born in France to Moroccan 
parents, he had a secular upbringing. His 
parents divorced after a few years, and his 
mother managed to work and build up a 
house of her own. After finishing school, he 
went to England to improve his English and 
study business in London. There, Moussaoui 
became influenced by jihadi groups, in par-
ticular preachers such as Abu Qatada and 
Abu Hamza. He became a radical Muslim. 
He cut all ties with his former friends and 
was unsuccessful at pushing his mother and 
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sisters toward rigorous Islamic practice. He 
then traveled to the United States as an al-
Qa’ida terrorist, possibly as the sole surviv-
ing member of the intended September 11 
hijacking team.

In other cases, ties are formed with 
Algerian cells. The case of Khalid Kelkal 
is particularly significant. According to an 
interview with Le Monde in October 1995, 
Kelkal was born in Algeria, but was raised 
and schooled in France from the age of five. 
He discovered Islam in secondary school, 
where he was exposed to racism and stig-
mas. In prison he embraced a jihadi version 
of Islam. He became involved in a GIA-
related terrorist group and bombed the 
metro at Saint-Michel in Paris in July 1995, 
killing eight people.

Currently a new type of jihadi terrorist is 
becoming a threat in France. This jihad is 
related to the French policies on both the veil 
issue and the war in Iraq. In January 2005 a 
young, charismatic Muslim preacher, 23-year-
old Farid Benyettou, was arrested in Paris for 
having sent a dozen French Muslim citizens 
to Iraq to fight against the U.S. army. Some 
had been young Frenchmen of North African 
origin who died in their fight against the 
U.S. forces in Iraq. These included Redouane 
al-Hakim, 19 years old, killed in Falluja 
on July 17, 2004; Tarek Ouinis and Karim 
(Abu Salman), who died on September 17, 
2004; and 19-year-old Abdel Halim Badjoudj, 
who died on October 20, 2004, in a suicide 
attack in Fallujah as well. Altogether, seven 
of them died in Iraq and two were impris-
oned, according to a November 2005 Agence 
France-Presse (AFP) report.

Another group, Ansar al-Fath, led by Safé 
Bourada—an Algerian jihadist already impris-
oned for his relations with the GIA in 1995—
was broken up in September 2005 in the 
Paris suburbs. Another group is represented 
by the November 2005 arrest of a 27-year-old 

Tunisian in the Paris suburbs for his alleged 
membership in a Belgian jihadi group whose 
members had committed suicide attacks in 
Iraq. There have been frequent preventive 
arrests of individuals suspected of money 
laundering for jihadi groups or trying to extort 
“Islamic taxes” on their behalf. (Islamic taxes 
refer to those paid by Muslims to Muslim 
authorities; zakat, which Muslims have to 
pay annually, is an obligatory tax required 
of Muslims. Radical groups have modern-
ized the levy of this tax to include goods that 
did not exist at the time of Muhammad.) In 
December 2005 some 20 people were arrest-
ed in the Oise (the greater Paris region) 
in connection with the illegal financing of 
jihadi groups.

The terrorist groups belong to Algerian, 
national, or transnational groups. Boundaries 
do not limit them at all. More and more, 
their ties to North Africa, England, Belgium, 
Germany, and other European or Middle 
Eastern countries or even Australia make 
them truly transnational. In this respect, 
not only Muslims by birth but also converts 
play a significant role. This is the case, for 
instance, of Pierre Richard Robert (Yacoub 
by his Islamic name), born in 1972 in a town 
near Saint-Etienne, who converted to Islam 
in 1990. In 1994, he went to Afghanistan 
for explosives training. He then went to 
Tangier and married a Moroccan girl, with 
whom he had two children. He was involved 
in terrorist acts in Casablanca on May 16, 
2003, in which 33 victims and 12 terrorists 
were killed and around 100 were wounded. 
This “blue-eyed amir,” as the Moroccans 
called him, denies the charges against him 
by the Moroccan authorities. Another con-
vert, Willie Virgile Brigitte, a Guadeloupian 
with French citizenship, converted to Islam 
and had contacts with radical Islamists in 
the Paris suburbs. He appears to have trav-
eled to Yemen, Pakistan, and Afghanistan 



  f r A n C e  4 5 7

after September 11. He fought against the 
U.S. army before traveling to Australia. He 
was extradited from Australia to France in 
2003. Another convert, Jérôme Courtailer, 
was arrested in September 2001 in Holland 
for involvement in terrorist acts in Great 
Britain.

the Nature and objectives of 
islamism in france

The nature of jihadism in France under-
scores that this type of terrorism is nei-
ther purely external nor purely internal, 
although homegrown terrorism has come 
to play a greater and greater role. It is at 
the crossroads of the internal (national) 
and external (transnational) worlds. The 
external world can be qualified as either 
real links with other parts of the world in 
terms of networks and finances or an imag-
ined tie to the external world through an 
underlying imaginary “persecuted umma.” 
The goal is to restore Islam to its glory and 
make it the universal religion. The internal 
conditions (poor suburbs, stigmas, and dis-
crimination) play a significant role in a situ-
ation where a sizable portion of the Muslim 
community believes it has no future and 
feels condemned to inexorable exclusion. 
Even those who succeed are exposed to this 
predicament. At any rate, French Muslims 
are overwhelmingly from the lower classes 
and still feel downtrodden in the second 
and even third generations. They transform 
their selbsthass into radical Islam to raise 
their self-esteem by fighting the French—
and more generally, the Western—infidels.
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The Muslim community in Germany is 
characterized by the predominance of 
Turkish migrants. Of about 3.2 million 
Muslims, 2 million are of Turkish ori-
gin, about 300,000 are of Arab origin, and 
between one-third and one-half of the Arabs 
are of Moroccan origin. As a result, Muslim 
communities tend to organize themselves in 
either Turkish or Arab groupings. Although 
the Islamists among them are especially 
keen to present themselves as untouched 
by national prejudice, they have by and 
large not managed to unite the different 
strains of German Islamism. National affili-
ation still claims preponderance over the 
ideal of a worldwide community of believ-
ers, the umma. However, there is a note-
worthy trend toward enhanced coopera-
tion between Turkish and Arab Islamists. 
Furthermore, recent years have witnessed 
development toward stronger ties between 
German Islamists and their counterparts in 
other Western European countries.

Arab Islamists gained a foothold in 
Germany when the Geneva-based Egyptian 
Said Ramadan (1926–1995)—son-in-law of 
the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Hasan al-Banna—took over the Islamic 
Center in Munich (Islamisches Zentrum 
München) in 1960, at the instigation of 

Arab students in Munich. Ramadan was 
forced to leave Egypt after the Free Officers’ 
government crackdown on the Muslim 
Brotherhood in 1954. He fled to Geneva, 
where he laid the foundations for the emer-
gence of the Brotherhood’s network in 
Europe. In the beginning, Munich served as 
a center of these efforts. In the 1950s and 
1960s, Germany became an increasingly 
popular destination for Arab students, who 
studied engineering, medicine, and sciences 
at the then well-reputed universities of West 
Germany.

A trusted aide of Ramadan, the Syrian-
Italian Ghalib Himmat—who had arrived 
in the 1950s to study in Munich and later 
became a wealthy businessman—took 
over the Islamic Center. Under Himmat’s 
leadership, it became the headquarters 
of the Brotherhood in Europe; it led to 
the creation of the Islamic Community 
in Germany (Islamische Gemeinschaft in 
Deutschland, IGD), the main representa-
tive of the Brotherhood in the country, 
headed by Himmat until 2001. The IGD has 
remained the most important Arab Islamist 
organization in Germany.

Turkish Muslim labor migration began 
in the 1950s and peaked in the 1960s. 
After 1973, when the Federal Republic 

Germany
Guido steinberg
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decided to stop hiring non-German labor-
ers from abroad, the overwhelming major-
ity of migrants had already permanently 
settled in their host country, having moved 
their families from Turkey to the industrial 
centers of West Germany. Turkish Muslim 
Islamist movements typically developed out 
of organizations active in Turkey, most 
notably Necmettin Erbakan’s Milli Görü¸s 
(National Vision), which is the most influ-
ential Islamist movement among German 
Muslims of Turkish origin.

Erbakan, who had studied manufactur-
ing systems engineering in Istanbul and 
Aachen, entered Turkish politics in 1969 as 
head of a movement demanding a re-Islam-
ization of state and society in Turkey. He 
founded various parties, which the Turkish 
military repeatedly prohibited, and was part 
of several coalition governments. From 1996 
to 1997, he served as prime minister and 
head of the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi). 
The Turkish state and its Religious Affairs 
Turkish-Islamic Union (Türkisch Islamische 
Union der Anstalt für Religion/Diyanet 
I¸sleri Türk Islam Birli¢gi, DITIB) as well 
as the German branch of the Presidency of 
Religious Affairs (Diyanet I¸sleri Ba¸skanlı¢gı) 
in Ankara controlled most of mainstream 
Turkish Muslim life. However, from the 
1970s, Erbakan’s Milli Görü¸s dominated the 
Turkish Islamist sphere in Germany. Since 
1995, it has been named Islamic Community 
Milli Görü¸s (Islamische Gemeinschaft Milli 
Görü¸s) or IGMG.

the islamic Center Aachen and 
the Central Council of Muslims 
in Germany

From the late 1990s, the Islamic Community 
in Germany (IGD) has gained influence 
among Germany’s Muslims. Following 
the 2001 resignation of Ghalib Himmat, 

in particular, it has become an important 
body. Himmat stepped down because of his 
close connection to the Switzerland-based 
al-Taqwa Bank, which had come under 
intense scrutiny following the September 
11 terror attacks. It was alleged that the 
bank had been financing terrorist organiza-
tions, most notably the Palestinian Hamas, 
the Algerian Islamic Salvation Front (Front 
Islamique du Salut, FIS), and Osama bin 
Ladin’s al-Qa’ida. Al-Taqwa Bank has been 
correctly labeled “the Bank of the Muslim 
Brotherhood,” and it is therefore likely that 
it had financial dealings with Brotherhood 
offshoots, such as Hamas and FIS. Evidence 
for its financing of al-Qa’ida, however, is 
highly dubious.

In November 2001, Himmat was desig-
nated as a financier of terrorism by the 
U.S. Treasury and therefore became unsuit-
able as chairman of the IGD. His succes-
sor, Ibrahim Faruq El-Zayyat (b. 1968), a 
German Egyptian, has led the organization 
ever since.

The IGD is structured as an umbrella 
organization of Arab mosque associations 
in Germany. Its headquarters remain in the 
Islamic Center in Munich, but it controls 
other Islamic centers in Frankfurt (Main), 
Marburg, Nuremberg, Stuttgart, Cologne, 
Münster, and other cities. Although German 
security sources estimate membership of 
the organization to be about 600, it is far 
more influential among Muslims than this 
number might suggest. One indicator is 
the IGD’s yearly meetings, attended by 
up to 5,000 or 6,000 predominantly young 
Muslims.

The IGD controls a number of affiliates, 
the most influential of which seems to be 
the Islamic Center Cologne (Islamisches 
Zentrum Köln) and the German Muslim 
Students Association (Muslim Studenten 
Vereinigung in Deutschland). The Islamic 
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Center in Cologne was founded in 1978 and 
has been closely connected to the Turkish 
Milli Görü ¸s, whose headquarters are also 
located in Cologne. It is through Ibrahim 
El-Zayyat, head of the center since 1997, 
that these connections are maintained. 
El-Zayyat has established close ties with 
the Milli Görü ¸s leadership in Germany, 
especially Mehmet Sabri Erbakan, who is 
Necmettin Erbakan’s nephew and served 
as head of Milli Görü ¸s from April 2001 
until October 2002. The German Muslim 
Students Association is an organization 
of several Muslim student associations 
at German universities. It was founded 
in Munich in 1964, and at the time was 
closely connected to the Islamic Center 
there. Today, it is located in Cologne. In 
1992, El-Zayyat was made head of the asso-
ciation, and Mehmet Sabri Erbakan his 
deputy. El-Zayyat soon became the leader 
of the IGD’s enhanced cooperation with 
Turkish circles.

The IGD is one of two dominant mem-
bers in a larger umbrella organization 
called the Central Council of Muslims 
in Germany (Zentralrat der Muslime in 
Deutschland, ZMD), which has between 
15,000 and 20,000 members, but which 
claims to represent all Muslims in Germany. 
It was founded in 1994, and Saudi-born 
Nadeem Elyas—a prominent member of 
the Islamic Center Aachen (Islamisches 
Zentrum Aachen) and a former member of 
the IGD—served as its head until February 
2006. Although the ZMD is smaller than its 
Turkish rivals IGMG and DITIB, since the 
late 1990s, Elyas has succeeded in becoming 
the most prominent Muslim representa-
tive in Germany. Following his resignation, 
however, a convert, Axel Ayyub Köhler, took 
over the presidency of the ZMD. There have 
been claims that Köhler was a compromise 
candidate in order to prevent the election of 

Ibrahim El-Zayyat. If true, such a develop-
ment would suggest that a serious division 
exists between members of the ZMD and 
also possibly between members of its two 
main constituting elements, namely the 
IGD and the Islamic Center Aachen.

The Islamic Center Aachen has been the 
second organization to play a leading role 
within the ZMD. In the 1960s, Arab stu-
dents studying at the Technical University 
in Aachen had begun the construction 
of a mosque, and in 1978, the Islamic 
Center was founded as the body responsible 
for the mosque association. Its head was 
Isam al-Attar, former head of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Syria, who left his native 
country in the 1950s. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the Islamic Center Aachen became 
the headquarters of the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood in Europe. Several writers 
have accused the center of serving as the 
command center of the Syrian Islamists’ 
insurgency against the regime of Syrian 
President Hafiz al-Asad at that time. The 
Damascus government, fully aware of this 
threat, sent secret agents to target Syrian 
Brotherhood members in Germany. In their 
most publicized attack, Isam al-Attar’s wife 
was killed in their home in Aachen in March 
1981. After Syrian troops subdued the upris-
ing in Hama in the spring of 1982, however, 
the insurgency quickly lost momentum, 
and the importance of the center in Aachen 
diminished.

The Islamic Center in Aachen maintained 
close relations to the Munich center just as 
the Syrian Muslim Brothers were closely 
connected to their Egyptian counterparts 
in Switzerland. In 1994 these connections 
culminated in the foundation of the ZMD, 
which therefore might be considered as 
the umbrella organization of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Germany. While the Syrians 
have lost some of their influence, the 
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Egyptian branch is still powerful. Nadeem 
Elyas serves as the Brotherhood’s Saudi con-
nection, most notably to the Muslim World 
League in Mecca—to which the Islamic 
Center Aachen and the ZMD are closely 
related.

The ZMD claims to represent all German 
Muslims and has frequently demanded gov-
ernment recognition as a privileged part-
ner in all matters pertaining to Muslims 
in Germany. While Nadeem Elyas has 
been successful in presenting himself as 
a moderate Muslim leader and a partner 
in religious dialogue, there remain suspi-
cions concerning his person and the ZMD. 
Though the federal and state governments 
are aware of the Brotherhood’s influence 
over the ZMD, they have engaged in dia-
logue with the organization on numer-
ous occasions. When the Interior Ministry 
convened the German Islam Conference 
(Deutsche Islamkonferenz) in September 
2006, the ZMD was one among five Muslim 
umbrella organizations represented. One 
of the goals of the conference was to work 
out a binding agreement on guidelines for 
the interaction between Muslims and non-
Muslims in Germany. The ZMD’s critics 
emphasize that its aim is not the integra-
tion of Muslims into German society, but 
rather the creation of a distinct Muslim 
sphere of influence in German society in 
which Islamic law (Shari’a) holds sway. 
Indeed, the general lack of transparency of 
the umbrella organization and its constitu-
ents alike and their Muslim Brotherhood 
leanings—which they themselves deny—
justify some skepticism as to the aims of the 
ZMD. However, it appears that the German 
public has accepted the ZMD as a primary 
legitimate voice for the Muslim side. Thus 
the Islamism debate in Germany is instead 
focused on the role of the Turkish Milli 
Görü ¸s.

the islamic Community Milli 
Görü ¸s and the islamic Council

The Islamic Community Milli Görü¸s is the 
largest Islamist organization in Germany. 
The Federal Office for the Protection of the 
Constitution (Bundesverfassungsschutz), 
the German internal intelligence service, 
estimates that there are about 27,000 mem-
bers—though the actual numbers might be 
higher. Since its foundation in 1976, the orga-
nization, originally called Turkish Union 
Europe (Türkische Union Europa/Avrupa 
Türk Birli ¢g ¢gi), has repeatedly changed 
its name. The Milli Görü¸s Association in 
Europe (Vereinigung der neuen Weltsicht 
in Europa/Avrupa Milli Görü¸s Teskilatları, 
IMGT) was founded in 1985. In 1995, sev-
eral branches of this organization were 
named the Islamic Community Milli Görü¸s. 
It is commonly known as either Milli Görü¸s 
or IGMG, and its headquarters are located 
in a small city close to Cologne. It is an 
umbrella organization for a wide variety of 
associations throughout Germany, which 
are connected to it in different ways. Some 
300 mosque associations are affiliated to 
IGMG in Germany.

Up until the late 1990s Milli Görü¸s was 
exclusively regarded as the German branch 
of the Welfare Party led by Necmettin 
Erbakan. Indeed, strong ties have existed 
between the Erbakan party and Milli Görü¸s 
from its inception. In fact, the party reacted 
to the Turkish coup d’état in 1980 by 
intensifying its activities among European 
Muslims. As a result, Milli Görü¸s became 
a German branch of Erbakan’s party and 
supported his goal of establishing an Islamic 
state in Turkey. This led the Office for the 
Protection of the Constitution to monitor 
the organization’s activities from the 1980s. 
Until 2005, the intelligence service’s annual 
reports referred to IGMG as the leading 
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Islamist organization. Although its leader-
ship in Germany has gained some indepen-
dence in recent years, it is still considered to 
be an offshoot of the Felicity Party (Saadet 
Partisi), as Erbakan’s party was named in 
the summer of 2001. However, the decline in 
Erbakan’s fortunes in Turkish politics made 
the group act more independently.

After Erbakan resigned as prime minister 
in June 1997, his Welfare Party was prohib-
ited. As a result, more moderate Islamist 
politicians surrounding the former mayor of 
Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdo¢gan, distanced 
themselves from Erbakan and founded the 
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve 
Kalkınma, or AK Party) in 2001. By disso-
ciating themselves from political Islam and 
at least publicly supporting the Kemalist 
order, the new party managed to enter 
Turkish politics and won an absolute major-
ity in the Turkish parliamentary elections 
in November 2002. Erdo¢gan’s former politi-
cal mentor, Erbakan, and his Saadet Party 
won only 2.5 percent and were thus reduced 
to insignificance.

The demise of Erbakan’s movement in 
Turkey had repercussions on the Islamist 
scene in Germany. Even though the IGMG 
remained affiliated to Erbakan and the 
Saadet Party, younger members who had 
grown up in Germany came onto the scene 
and challenged the dominance of the “older 
guard” of Turkey-oriented functionaries 
from the 1990s. While people such as cur-
rent (since 2002) IGMG general secretary 
O¢guz Uçüncü (b. 1969) attempt to pres-
ent themselves as willing to integrate into 
German society, the traditional Islamist 
leadership, with its stronger connections 
to Turkey, is still influential. Though unfa-
miliar to the German public, the current 
president of Milli Görü¸s, Osman Döring (or 
Yavuz Karahan), remains influential within 
the organization. The future of the group is 

uncertain, as evidence has suggested that 
the AK Party plans to establish a branch in 
Germany, thereby posing a major challenge 
to Milli Görü¸s. It seems that many members 
of the organization would be ready to join 
a more moderate force; such a body might 
have better chances at representing Turkish 
Muslims in a state that remains suspicious 
of the motives of Milli Görü¸s but has shown 
sympathy for the Erdo¢gan government in 
Turkey.

The IGMG realized that in order to reach 
some of its short-term goals, for instance 
the introduction of Islamic religious instruc-
tion, a larger umbrella organization was 
needed. This was the Islamic Council for 
the Federal Republic of Germany (Islamrat 
für die Bundesrepublik Deutschland), which 
was founded in 1986 and relocated its head-
quarters from Bonn to Cologne in 2005. Milli 
Görü¸s is by far the largest member organi-
zation, and the president of the Islamic 
Council has always been one of its members. 
Most observers regard it as being an IGMG 
front organization. Since 2002 Ali Kızılkaya, 
a former general secretary of the IGMG, has 
stood at the helm of the Islamic Council. So 
far, he has not had great success in gaining 
official recognition as a major representa-
tive of Muslims in Germany, in part because 
of his lack of personal charisma.

Thus, cooperation between the Islamic 
Council and the ZMD in order to attain 
shared goals is common. Nevertheless, apart 
from the ZMD, the Islamic Council is the 
only Islamist organization that was invited 
to attend the German Islam Conference in 
September 2006. Both organizations heav-
ily criticized the predominance of individ-
ual Muslim thinkers and the relatively 
weak roles of the umbrella organizations—
including DITIB, the Federation of Alevi 
Communities in Germany (Almanya Alevi 
Birlikleri Federasyonu), the Islamic Council, 
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the ZMD, and the Federation of Islamic 
Cultural Centers (Verband der Islamischen 
Kulturzentren, VIKZ)—which held only five 
out of 15 seats.

Since the late 1990s, there has been 
a debate as to whether Milli Görü¸s has 
moderated its views and whether it should 
be involved in German politics. Its critics 
argue that the organization still adheres 
to its goal of achieving an Islamic state in 
Turkey. Moreover, the critics claim that 
the German organization, having accepted 
that this is impossible, at least for the time 
being, wishes to introduce Islamic law and 
an Islamist way of life in predominantly 
Muslim quarters of the big German cities. 
Still, others stress that a new generation 
supporting integration and moderate rheto-
ric now dominates the organization.

illegal organizations

There are two important illegal but non-
militant Islamist organizations in Germany, 
namely the Islamic Liberation Party and the 
Caliph State Organization. The latter was 
banned by the German government because 
of its radical views, mainly manifested in 
violent rhetoric. However, it has not used 
violence as a means to achieve its political 
aims as of yet and is therefore categorized 
as nonmilitant here.

the islamic liberation Party 
(hizb al-tahrir)

The German Islamic Liberation Party (Hizb 
al-Tahrir) is a branch of the larger interna-
tional Islamic Liberation Party and shares 
its goals of restoration of the caliphate and 
the destruction of the State of Israel. Its 
extremely anti-Semitic rhetoric is regard-
ed as especially problematic in Germany. 
According to the reports of the Office for the 

Protection of the Constitution, it had about 
300 members in 2005. Most of its adherents 
are Arab students, hence the activities of 
the Liberation Party are confined to univer-
sity towns—especially those where technical 
universities are located.

In January 2003, the organization was 
banned by the Interior Ministry, which 
had adopted an increasingly tough stance 
toward Islamist groups after the September 
11 terror attacks. The justification for this 
step was that the Liberation Party acted 
“against the idea of international under-
standing.” The more obvious reason, how-
ever, was a meeting organized by members 
of a student association affiliated with the 
Liberation Party at the Technical University 
in Berlin. The event caused a public outcry, 
because two leading members of the right-
wing extremist National Democratic Party 
of Germany (Nationaldemokratische Partei 
Deutschlands, NPD), Udo Voigt and Horst 
Mahler, were filmed attending it. This elic-
ited public fears of cooperation between 
German extremists and Islamists and led to 
the Liberation Party’s ban.

Until 2003, the party’s main activity—
apart from meetings at universities—was the 
production and distribution of its German-
language monthly magazine Explizit and 
some leaflets. Since its ban, the organiza-
tion’s members, many of whom are closely 
monitored by the law enforcement agencies, 
have avoided public activities.

the Kaplan family and the 
“caliph state organization”

In the early 1980s, the Islamic Union Europe 
(one of the predecessors of what later became 
the IGMG) split over a conflict provoked by 
the radicalism of one of its most prominent 
members, Cemalettin Kaplan, who died in 
1995. Kaplan, a theologian, had been an 
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employee of the Presidency of Religious 
Affairs in Turkey and a mufti in Adana. 
Following the 1980 military coup and the 
ban of Erbakan’s Islamic Party of National 
Salvation (Milli Selamet Partisi), the pre-
decessor of the Welfare Party, he fled to 
Germany and became active in the Islamic 
Union Europe. There, he very soon provoked 
heated debates because of his admiration for 
the Islamic Revolution in Iran.

Kaplan rejected any participation in the 
Turkish political system and the found-
ing of political parties. In November 
1984 he founded his own organization, 
the Federation of Islamic Associations and 
Communities (Verband der Islamischen 
Vereine und Gemeinden/Islami Cemiyet ve 
Cemaatler Birli ¢gi, ICCB). This led to a 
severe crisis of the Milli Görü¸s movement 
in Germany, because Kaplan drew many 
of its members into his new organization, 
with its headquarters in Cologne. However, 
his influence proved limited; in its heyday, 
the organization had some 7,000 members. 
Kaplan, who was nicknamed the “Cologne 
Khomeini” by the German press, aimed for 
the revolutionary foundation of an Islamic 
state in Turkey and the restoration of the 
caliphate, which had been abolished by 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1924. In 1994 he 
proclaimed himself caliph and renamed his 
organization the Caliph State (Kalifatsstaat/
Hilafet Devleti).

By the time of Kaplan’s death in 1995, 
the Caliph State organization was a highly 
centralized, authoritarian movement that 
had lost its charismatic leader. Already 
from the late 1980s, Kaplan was forced to 
reorganize the movement, which had begun 
losing its support among the Turkish popu-
lation. Kaplan and his remaining supporters 
increasingly isolated themselves from their 
coreligionists (they had virtually no contact 
with German society), and the organiza-

tion adopted a sectarian, almost cult-like 
character. This trend continued even after 
Kaplan’s death; his son Metin, born in 1952, 
succeeded his father as head of the organi-
zation. However, Metin lacked his father’s 
charisma, intelligence, and talent, resulting 
in the near disintegration of the organiza-
tion. A rival caliph, Ibrahim Sofu, emerged 
among the movement’s supporters in Berlin. 
At Metin’s request (from the organization’s 
mouthpiece, Ümmet-i Muhammad), Sofu 
was assassinated in 1997.

As a result, in the late 1990s, the orga-
nization shrank to fewer than 1,000 mem-
bers from about 3,800 in 1995. In 2000, 
Metin Kaplan was sentenced to four years 
in prison for his involvement in Sofu’s 
murder. In December 2001, the Caliph 
State was outlawed, and in 2004, Kaplan 
was released from prison and extradited 
to Turkey. There, he was convicted to life 
imprisonment for allegedly ordering a ter-
rorist attack on the Atatürk mausoleum 
in Ankara. Although the movement still 
has supporters in Germany and continues 
clandestine activities, since 2005 it has been 
reduced to insignificance.

islamist terrorist organizations

Because of the laxity of German immigra-
tion and asylum laws and the country’s tol-
erance of foreign militants, since the 1970s, 
several terrorist organizations have used 
the country as a logistics base and a place of 
retreat. However, with the exception of the 
Hamburg cell of al-Qa’ida, Germany has not 
played an important role for any of these 
organizations. One of the reasons seems 
to be that the Turkish majority among 
German Muslims had not been susceptible 
to jihadist ideology before 2006. Rather, 
Arabs dominated the militant Islamist scene 
in Germany until recently.
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For instance, the Palestinian Hamas is 
reported to have about 300 members in 
Germany, without, however, having estab-
lished an identifiable organizational struc-
ture. Nevertheless, its supporters founded 
a charity organization called al-Aqsa in 
Aachen in 1991, which collected funds for 
institutions in the Palestinian territories. 
The Interior Ministry banned the organiza-
tion in August 2002, because of suspicions 
that it was financing the Hamas. Following 
the ban, it attempted to continue its activi-
ties through other organizations in North 
Rhine-Westphalia and in Bremen. These 
groups were subsequently prohibited as 
well. The infrastructure of the Lebanese 
Hizballah—the only Shi’a Islamist organi-
zation of note in Germany and with some 
900 members in the country—is more 
developed than that of the Hamas. The 
Islamic Center Münster in North Rhine-
Westphalia is regarded as its headquarters, 
but the organization has a strong presence 
in Berlin as well. Neither the Hamas nor 
Hizballah pose any threat to Germany’s 
internal security.

Until the late 1990s, Germany remained a 
logistical base and a place of retreat. It was 
only following September 11 that it became 
a target of jihadist groups. Many members of 
militant Islamist organizations found a ref-
uge there. Quite strikingly, membership in a 
foreign terrorist organization was only made 
illegal in August 2002. This was because of 
the conviction of leading government offi-
cials that these organizations should not 
be provoked to act against German targets. 
The legal loophole was well known to terror-
ism specialists, but only became a political 
burden after September 11, when it was 
established that the terror attacks had part-
ly been organized from Hamburg and that 
suspected members of the Hamburg cell and 
al-Qa’ida remained there.

The lack of a legal provision to convict 
them in the absence of concrete evidence of 
their involvement in the plot itself was high-
ly embarrassing to the German government. 
The Syrian Mamun Darkazanli, believed by 
many observers to be a key al-Qa’ida figure 
in Germany, could not even be brought to 
court because of this loophole.

From 2002, jihadist groups began to view 
Germany as a possible target for terror-
ist activities and several terror plots were 
soon uncovered. Most suspects until 2006 
were either Arabs or Iraqi Kurds. Turks 
have not yet been radicalized to the same 
extent. Several Turkish jihadist Web sites 
were popular among young Turkish and 
Kurdish radicals in Germany (i.e., www.
chihadforum.com and www.mucadele.com), 
but these individuals radicalized several 
years later than the Arabs.

In April 2002, a group named either 
Tawhid (“the profession of the unity of 
God,” a basic tenet of all Islamist move-
ments; several militant groups have 
adopted this name) or Abu Ali (after its 
leader’s alias) was dismantled in North 
Rhine-Westphalia. The suspects, the major-
ity Jordanian-Palestinians, had planned to 
attack Jewish targets in Düsseldorf and 
Berlin. They had acted on orders of the 
Jordanian terrorist leader Abu Mus’ab al-
Zarqawi (1966–2006), who was in Iran at 
the time after having fled from Afghanistan. 
The members of the group were convicted 
in 2003 and 2005 to prison terms of four to 
eight years.

The Iraq War prompted other groups 
to become active in Germany. In early 
December 2004, three Iraqi Kurds were 
arrested for plotting an attack on Iraqi 
interim prime minister Iyad Alawi, who 
was visiting Berlin at that time. The head 
of the group was a prominent member of 
the Iraqi-Kurdish Ansar al-Sunna (formerly 
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known as Ansar al-Islam), one of the most 
important insurgent groups in Iraq. The 
investigations exposed a small, but sophis-
ticated network of Iraqi Kurds in southern 
Germany who had supported their mother 
organization with funding and recruits from 
Europe. However, the tendency of German 
law enforcement agencies to arrest sus-
pected terrorists rather quickly, before suf-
ficient evidence regarding the terror plot 
had been uncovered, made it difficult to 
take legal action. However, new legislation 
has made it possible to prosecute plotters 
based on organizational affiliations. While 
this measure had been significant in fight-
ing German organizations such as the Red 
Army Faction (RAF) from the 1970s, this 
was the first time it was applied to foreign 
groups, including al-Qa’ida and Ansar al-
Sunna.

Just when it seemed that the German legal 
system and security apparatus had adapted 
to the new threat, it became apparent that 
other groups and individuals, either loosely 
or not at all affiliated to a larger terror-
ist organization, posed the greatest threat 
to the Federal Republic. In July 2006 two 
Lebanese students, one living in Kiel and 
one in Cologne, deposited two bombs in suit-
cases in two regional trains in North Rhine-
Westphalia. Because of a technical error, 
the bombs did not detonate. If they had 
exploded, the number of victims in the usu-
ally crowded trains would have been in the 
hundreds. The event caused a considerable 
shock in Germany. Many had hoped that 
Chancellor Gerhard Schröder’s decision not 
to join the Bush administration in its war 
against Iraq and the subsequent occupation 
of the country might spare Germany from 
terrorist attacks. More importantly, the 
perpetrators did not seem to have belonged 
to any larger organization, proving that the 
activities of terrorist groups in Germany 

were as incalculable as those of their coun-
terparts in other European countries.

indications for the future 

The Islamist scene in Germany continues 
to be characterized by the cleavage between 
Turks and Arabs. Notwithstanding efforts 
from both sides to overcome the divide, 
ethnic affiliation by and large remains more 
important than ideological similarities. This 
fact may have played a role in protecting 
Germany from more lethal Islamist terror-
ist attacks. Most Turks and Germans of 
Turkish origin in the country have shown 
no major inclination toward the more radical 
interpretations of Islamism and have shown 
hardly any sympathies for transnational 
groups such as al-Qa’ida. This only changed 
from 2006, when the first of several dozen 
young Turks, Arabs, and German converts 
traveled to Pakistan in order to train in 
the camps of al-Qaida, the Uzbek Islamic 
Jihad Union, and the Islamic Movement of 
Uzbekistan. In September 2007, three of 
the returnees were arrested while prepar-
ing the explosives for large-scale attacks 
on American and possibly Uzbek targets in 
Germany.

Nevertheless, it remains to be seen 
whether these events constitute a trend. 
Until 2009, the Jihadist scene remained 
small, and therefore Islamism poses less of 
a security threat to Germany than it does 
to some of its Western European neigh-
bors. However, Islamist organizations like 
the Central Council of Muslims and Milli 
Görü ¸s have expanded their activities in 
recent years. As they have been accepted 
as legitimate representatives of Muslims in 
Germany by their inclusion in the German 
Islam Conference, they will most likely 
enhance their influence in German society 
and politics in the future.
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Compared to other European countries, 
where Islamic communities tend to be more 
homogenous and have a centralized struc-
ture, Italy’s Muslims are ethnically, geo-
graphically, organizationally, and ideologi-
cally diverse. They also constitute a smaller 
proportion of the population, with an esti-
mated one million Muslims making up only 
2 percent.

Italy has also experienced the develop-
ment of Islamist movements and ideologies 
to a lesser degree than other European 
countries. This phenomenon could be attrib-
uted to the fact that Muslim immigrants 
and Italian Muslims seem to integrate bet-
ter than in other countries. Nonetheless, 
pockets of Islamists exist throughout Italy, 
mainly composed of foreign-born Salafi 
ideologues and activists associated with 
the Algerian Salafist Group for Preaching 
and Combat (GSPC), the Algerian Armed 
Islamic Group (GIA), and the Moroccan 
Islamic Combatant Group (GICM). They are 
also usually al-Qa’ida sympathizers.

immigration

As recently as 1970, the number of Muslims 
in Italy was statistically insignificant, con-
sisting mostly of students, diplomats, and 

businessmen from Muslim countries who 
were not permanent residents. There were 
no mosques, Islamic cultural centers, or 
even organized groups. By 1977 estimates 
numbered the Muslim community to be 
between 70,000 and 100,000 people, pre-
dominantly from Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, 
and Morocco. The first mosque was opened 
in 1980 in Sicily, and another one opened 
in Rome in 1995. Islam is now the second 
largest religion in Italy, although the gov-
ernment does not recognize it as an official 
religion.

The major wave of immigration did not 
begin until the 1980s and 1990s, with people 
coming, often illegally, in search of work. 
Even in the 1980s, though, the majority of 
immigrants were students who traveled to 
Italy to attend universities. They began to 
organize themselves by setting up mosques 
and Muslim organizations.

Using 1991 census figures, the Italian 
government estimated that the Moroccan 
Muslim community of 80,000 was the largest 
Muslim ethnic representation at that time, 
followed by Tunisians at 42,000; Senegalese 
at 34,000; Iranians at 15,000; Somalis at 
9,500; Pakistanis at 6,400; Muslim Yugoslavs 
at 3,500; and Albanians at 1,500.

By 2005, however, official Italian sta-

italy
Kathryn haahr-escolano
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tistics showed that this community had 
grown to almost one million. There were 
820,000 foreign residents of Muslim heri-
tage legally residing in Italy, plus another 
estimated 100,000–150,000 illegal immi-
grants. The growing number of Italian 
converts, estimated to be between 40,000 
and 50,000, must also be considered. The 
immigrant Muslims are primarily from 
Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, with a sub-
stantial number from the Balkans, Libya, 
Sri Lanka, Somalia, and the Middle East 
as well. According to the Commissione per 
la Politiche dell’Integrazione and Caritas-
Migrantes Dossier Statistico, about 227,000 
Moroccans are estimated to be in Italy. 
According to the Statistical Dossier on 
Immigration cited by Frisina, 36 percent of 
Muslims live in the northwest, 28.4 percent 
in the northeast, 21.5 percent in the center, 
and the remaining 14 percent reside in the 
south or islands.

ethnic Composition  
and Population

A tremendous ethnic and religious diversity 
exists among the Muslims in Italy, which 
in some cases is coalescing into regional 
Islams, shaped by the predominant ethnic 
group in a given Italian city or area, as 
Allievi explains. Immigrants tend to settle 
in areas where there are already popula-
tions of ethnically similar Muslims.

islamism in italy 

There is no general culture of a global jihad 
movement among Italian Muslims. While 
groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
and a few foreign imams have given verbal 
and spiritual support to violent jihadist 
groups, most Muslim organizations do not 
espouse militant Islam. However, there are 

also Middle Eastern and North African 
Islamist imams conveying radical ideologies 
and advocating militant activities, including 
jihad.

Salafi Islamism espouses recruiting for 
global jihad in sermons and outreach activi-
ties at official and unofficial mosques. The 
Italian intelligence services believe that 
the majority of Islamists in Italy espousing 
radical jihad are connected to North African 
radical groups and to Ansar al-Islam, an 
organization primarily based in the Kurdish 
areas of Iraq.

Investigations by the Italian security ser-
vices since 2001 indicate that Italy has 
become a platform for what Italian and 
European counterterrorism officials believe 
are al-Qa’ida-associated terrorist operations, 
especially by GSPC cells. The primary focus 
of Islamist activities in Italy is to recruit 
suicide bombers to conduct attacks against 
U.S.-led forces in Iraq, as well as in Italy 
and other parts of Europe. The majority of 
Italian GSPC members are first-generation 
immigrants born in Algeria who came to 
Italy probably for the purpose of setting up 
cells in support of the Islamist insurgency in 
Algeria. They are young, male, and usually 
poorly educated. The GSPC’s main bases of 
operations are in Naples, where its opera-
tives work closely with local criminal gangs 
to obtain false documents and weapons, and 
in Milan, where they have established a 
sophisticated recruiting network out of the 
city’s Islamic Cultural Institute.

The timeline of terrorist-related activity 
in Italy reveals an extensive campaign to 
support radical activities in other coun-
tries, send human and logistical resources 
to the Iraqi theater, and possibly prepare 
the ground for terrorist attacks on Italian 
soil. Italian security services investigations 
reveal that radicalization, especially within 
the Moroccan and Algerian immigrant com-
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Principal islamic and islamist sects and ideologies in italy

Mainstream Islamism—which sees the West as the next battleground of ideas between 
Islamism and liberalism—has not gained a significant foothold in Italy. Although there 
are some organizations and mosques that adhere to Islamism, including some that in 
the past supported jihadi activities, their public activities appear to be restrained.

Muslims from the Maghreb, the largest group of Italy’s Muslims, are Sunni and of the 
Maliki school.

Senegalese, mainly of the Wolof ethnic group, have actively organized themselves 
according to their brotherhood, the Murides. They established their unique social 
body, the dahira, which is halfway between a mosque and a social center in various 
Italian localities (Solsten, 1996).

Jama’at al-Tabligh (JAT): First founded in India in the first half of this century, the 
JAT is a missionary movement that aims to help Muslims practice their faith in a more 
serious manner. Most of its followers are Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, and data avail-
able as of the late 1990s indicated they resided mainly in Rome. The JAT established 
a mosque in Rio Saliceto, in Emilia-Romagna, at the initiative of Pakistanis: It is an 
important center for promoting the spread of the Tabligh association. There is an 
Egyptian community in Rio Saliceto that is fairly well integrated, where many families 
and households run stores.

Muslim Brotherhood: This Islamist group has adherents in Italy and is socially and 
politically represented by two organizations, the Union of Islamic Communities and 
Organizations in Italy and the Union of Muslim Students in Italy.

Takfir wal-Hijra (Excommunication and Exile): A theologically extreme extension of 
Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi doctrines, Takfir is dedicated to restoring the caliphate, the 
Islamic political empire that once spanned the Near and Middle East. The sects are so 
extreme that they call on followers to kill fellow Muslims who deviate from their vision 
of a pure form of Islam. The movement has a known presence in Italy, although the 
exact number of adherents is difficult to ascertain.

Milli Görü̧s: A Turkish group with a very small presence in Italy, they claim to defend 
the rights of the immigrant Turkish population in Europe. Although they publicly declare 
their interest in wanting to see Turkish immigrants integrate into European societies, 
some MG leaders have expressed contempt for democracy and Western values. According 
to some public statements, there is some evidence that members have an interest in intro-
ducing Islamic law to Muslims living in the West.

The smaller Shi’a community is formed of Iranians, Lebanese, some Pakistanis, and 
some Italians. As with the Sunni sect that has its own mosques, the Shi’a community 
has its own prayer centers: The majority of Shi’a are centered in Naples, with smaller 
pockets in Milan and elsewhere.

For a complete list of sects and ideologies, see Stefano Allievi, Islam Italiano; Viaggio 
nella Seconda Religione del Paese (Italian Islam: Journey Through the Second 
Religion of the Country).
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munities, is widespread. In 2005 Italian 
counterterrorist operatives arrested five 
Algerian nationals on suspicion of planning 
terrorist operations in Italy and the United 
States and of providing financial/weapons/
logistical assistance to other jihadi cells in 
Europe, as reported by a November article 
in La Repubblica. Italian police detained 
five of 11 Algerians suspected of member-
ship in the GSPC and investigated their 
involvement in planning a failed terrorist 
attack against the Spanish National Court 
in Madrid. The largest antiterror opera-
tion occurred in 2006, in which 12 alleged 
Moroccan and Algerian terrorists, most of 
whom reportedly had ties to the GSPC, 
GIA, and al-Qa’ida, were rounded up in 34 
provinces.

Italian security officials also are watch-
ing the activities of independent cells, such 
as the Takfir wal-Hijra and what are called 
“nonaligned mujahidin.” Members of East 
African cells are also under surveillance: 
According to a July 2005 article in Corriere 
della Sera, Italian authorities believe that 
Somalis and Eritreans have established an 
extensive network throughout the country.

A large number of foreign imams from 
North Africa have had proven ties to various 
North African terrorist groups, especially 
the GSPC and the GIA. The foreign imams 
active in terrorist activities and in preach-
ing Islamist sermons have been mobilizing 
and shaping the beliefs of immigrant and 
Italian Muslims to try to influence them to 
take an active role in defending the plight of 
Muslims around the world, particularly in 
the Middle East.

the Allure of islamist ideologies

Since September 11 Muslims in Italy have 
felt pressure to reject radical Islam and to 
adhere to European values. Former minis-

ter of the interior Giuseppe Pisanu declared 
that he was open to talking to all Muslims 
but qualified his “outreach” to specify only 
those Italian Muslims who did not support 
radical Islam. If the sense of alienation 
stemming from social difficulties (unem-
ployment, living in a “foreign” society) in 
individual ethnic Muslim communities in 
Italy increases, the development of minori-
ties of disaffected Muslim youths accept-
ing Islamist ideas will be seen, especially 
that of the “nonterritorial Islamic state” 
espoused by Islamist groups and al-Qa’ida. 
Italian journalist Magdi Allam alluded to 
this problem in his 2002 book Bin Laden 
in Italy: Travels in Radical Islam, in which 
he identified several personalities that he 
defined as Islamist (such as the director 
of the Union of Islamic Communities and 
Organizations in Italy [UCOII] and the 
Union of Muslims of Italy [UMI], as well as 
the imams of the Turin, Milan, Bologna, and 
Naples mosques) and their radical influ-
ence on Italian Muslims. Arab states try 
to organize migrants from their countries 
or to push specific political agendas within 
the Italian Muslim community. The Saudis 
advocate Wahhabism; Morocco, a more 
moderate traditional Moroccan Islam; and 
Tunisia, a more liberal version, as writes 
Lorenzo Declich in Confronti.

Cesari writes that Saudi wealth gives that 
country a great deal of leverage, leading to 
complaints from Morocco and Tunisia that 
this displaces the influence of their majority 
migrants. This has also led to complaints 
from the Italian Muslim Association, the 
Cultural Institute of the Italian Islamic 
Community, the Islamic School of Rome, 
and the Alchimia-Islamitalia Forum that 
Islamist groups are seeking to take over the 
community. Indeed, the Saudi-sponsored 
Muslim World League’s local branch con-
trols 25 cultural centers throughout Italy.
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To give an idea of the contrast among for-
eign-connected groups, the Jama’at al-Da’wa 
wal-Tabligh, connected with Pakistan and—
according to some media reports—Islamist, 
can be compared with the Associations of 
Moroccan Communities in Italy, which actu-
ally elected a woman as president in 2005.

Muslim organizations

By the early 1990s, the first Muslim orga-
nizations were established in Italy, and by 
2007 there were an estimated 628 such 
groups, according to a January 2007 article 
in La Stampa. The geographic distribution 
of multiple ethnic and national Islamic 
organizations makes it extremely difficult 
for a unified Italian Muslim community to 
exist. No one Muslim group has managed to 
make the claim that it represents Islam in 
Italy. The slogan “Who represents whom” 
continues to cause tension among many 
Muslims, especially in Rome and Milan. 
The three most important organizations 
asserting their legitimacy with the govern-
ment are the UCOII, affiliated with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic Religious 
Community (COREIS), and the Islamic 
Cultural Center in Rome.

The Unione delle Comunita ed 
Organizzazioni Islamiche in Italia (UCOII) 
is Italy’s largest Muslim organization, a 
federation of about 50 mosques across the 
country. It is the best-organized official enti-
ty representing Muslims in Italy. According 
to some accounts, such as those by Stefano 
Allievi and Lorenzo Declich, the UCOII 
is a Muslim Brotherhood organization. 
According to other sources, such as Cesari 
and Pacini, the leadership of the UCOII is 
Wahhabi or generally Islamist. Some of the 
foreign imams at UCOII-affiliated mosques 
have preached radical jihadism and violence. 
Its membership disagreed over the organi-

zation’s condemnation of the September 11 
attacks. Magdi Allam estimates that about 
5 percent of Italian Muslim immigrants are 
aligned with the UCOII.

The UCOII is an umbrella association 
claiming to represent 80 to 90 percent of 
all the Muslim mosques and associations in 
Italy, principally in university towns, mainly 
in the center and north. In 1998 the UCOII 
and the Centro Islamico Culturale d’Italia, 
affiliated with the mosque in Rome, made 
an attempt to unite by forming the Consiglio 
Islamico d’Italia, or the Islamic Council 
of Italy, and submitted a joint proposal of 
agreement to the government. This effort 
immediately led to a controversy on issues 
of representation and hegemony over the 
Muslim faithful living in Italy. As a result, 
most members of the Council resigned. Still, 
the UCOII is now the de facto entity that 
represents Muslim’s social, religious, and 
political needs and is an active interlocutor 
with the Italian state.

The Union of Muslim Students in Italy 
(USMI) was founded by a group of for-
eign Muslim students and is part of the 
International Islamic Federation of Student 
Organizations. At first its activities focused 
on establishing sites of prayer for Muslim 
students. The ideological points of reference 
of its members reflected the political and 
religious dynamics in progress at that time 
in Arab immigrants’ countries of origin, par-
ticularly that of the Muslim Brotherhood. 
According to both Allievi and Declich, the 
USMI is a Muslim Brotherhood organiza-
tion. The USMI’s al-Nur mosque in Bologna 
has received a lot of Italian media atten-
tion for being a site where moderate and 
radical members of the Muslim leadership 
frequently clash. According to Allievi, the 
mosque’s leaders have often been confront-
ed by Tunisian adherents to the extremist 
movement Takfir wal-Hijra (whose spiritual 
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leader has legitimized holy war).
The USMI has opened sites in all of 

Italy’s principal cities. The group started an 
initiative in the cultural realm to promote 
publications in Italian of Muslim authors. 
The selection of publications is significant 
because of the ideological orientation of 
its members. Writings can be found by 

authors pertaining to two principal radical 
Islamist “streams”: that of the Pakistani 
Mawdudi, the Jama’at al-Islam; and that of 
the Egyptian Sayyid Qutb, a leader of the 
Muslim Brotherhood.

Two very different groups are the 
Associazione Musulmani Italiani (Italian 
Muslim Association, AMI) and the Istituto 

Al-Qaradawi’s Philosophy and influence

The prominent Muslim scholar Shaykh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the Qatari-based 
spiritual authority for the worldwide Muslim Brotherhood, issued an Islamic 
ruling that Islam will definitely prevail and eventually become master of 
the entire world. One of the signs of Islamic victory will be the conquest of 
the Italian capital, Rome, by the Muslims. Occupying Europe and defeating 
Christianity will become possible, according to al-Qaradawi, with the spread of 
Islam inside Europe until it becomes strong enough to take over the whole con-
tinent. Al-Qaradawi asserts that “the signs of salvation are absolute, numerous, 
and as plain as day, indicating that the future belongs to Islam and that Allah’s 
religion will defeat all other religions.” He relies on ancient Islamic traditions 
quoting the Prophet Muhammad, who allegedly argued that the conquests of 
Constantinople (Istanbul) and then Rome are considered signs of the victory of 
Islam. Al-Qaradawi wrote:

And Romia is the city we name Rome, the capital of Italy. The city of Herqel 
[Constantinople] was conquered in 1453 by the young Ottoman, aged 23, 
Muhammad Ibn Murad, known by his nickname Muhammad the Conqueror. 
Nowadays, the conquest of the other city Romia [Rome] remains unfulfilled. 
Namely, Islam will return once more to Europe as a conqueror and as a vic-
torious power after it was expelled twice from the continent. . . . I assume 
that next time the conquest [of Europe] will not be achieved by the sword 
[i.e., war] but by preaching (da’wa) and spreading the ideology [of Islam]. . . . 
The conquest of Romia [Rome] and the expansion of Islam will reach all the 
areas where the sun shines and the moon appears [i.e., the entire world]. . . . 
That will be the result of a planted seed and the beginning of the righteous 
Caliphate’s return. . . . [The Islamic Caliphate] deserves to lead the nation 
to the plains of victory. (http://www.islamonline.net)

Al-Qaradawi’s influence, it should be stressed, is widespread. His religious rul-
ings not only appear on the Web sites of Muslim Brotherhood subsidiaries such 
as Hamas but also on the Web sites of Saudi-inspired groups fighting the United 
States in western Iraq and on the Web sites of Chechen Islamists (www.jcpa.org).
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Culturale della Comunit Islamica Italiana 
(Cultural Institute of the Italian Islamic 
Community, ICCII). The AMI is predomi-
nantly composed of Italian citizens who 
have converted to Islam and is mainly pro-
Western and antifundamentalist. The ICCII 
is said to represent an “official” Islam or a 
more secular view of society—as opposed 
to the Islamic Center in Milan, which is 
reportedly more traditionalist and religious 
in its views, according to Solsten. The two 
organizations had been cooperating in the 
beginning and shared the same principles, 
especially that of interreligious dialogue.

In 1991 some AMI members founded the 
ICCII in Rome, whose stated goal was to 
increase the knowledge of Islamic sciences 
in Italy. In 1993 the AMI board and the 
ICCII leadership decided to unify the two 
organizations. The ICCII is the only associa-
tion that the Ministry of Interior officially 
recognizes, and its leadership tends to be 
composed of individuals tied to Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt. The main activities conducted 
by the two organizations are conversions 
to Islam, marriages according to Shari’a, 
Arabic courses, Italian for foreigners, Islamic 
sciences, and Koranic recitation. The two 
organizations have radio and TV programs. 
The AMI itself, however, has split into 
two groups: one (Associazione Musulmani 
Italiani) headed by Danilo Speranza and the 
other (Associazione Musulmana Italiana) by 
Abd al-Hadi Palazzi.

The Young Italian Muslims Association 
(Musulmani d’Italia, GMI) was created in 
2001 from the remnants of the first Islamic 
organization for Italian youths, the Islamic 
Youth Group (Gruppo e Islamic, GGI). The 
GMI is affiliated with the UCOII. The 
generational shift between ethnic/national 
Islam and a more secular, “young” Islam 
is prevalent in this organization. It was 
formed, after all, by the offspring of the 

Muslim immigrant generation. The major-
ity of members are between 15 and 17, 
whereas the leaders are older, between 18 
and 24. Girls are both more numerous and 
more active in the association. The majority 
comes from Morocco (around 46 percent as 
of 2004), and there are Tunisians (4 per-
cent), Algerians (2 percent), and Syrians (25 
percent), according to Frisina. The largest 
local sections of the GMI are those in Emilia 
Romagna; in Lombardy, where it has its 
headquarters in Milan; and in Piedmont; 
Trentino; Alto-Adige; Tuscany; and Umbria. 
This association is interesting because it is 
the only Islamic youth association active 
in Italy and because it was created only 10 
days after September 11. The author of an 
article on its Web site on Osama bin Ladin 
claims that the U.S. government blamed bin 
Ladin for the attacks “without having any 
evidence.”

The Islamic Religious Community of Italy 
(COREIS) has 10 branches, with its head-
quarters in Milan. COREIS is pro-West and 
works to resist the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
and Saudi Arabia’s fundamentalist ten-
dencies by organizing cultural activities 
and meetings. Nevertheless, the group 
also receives funds from the Saudi-backed 
Muslim World League.

A number of other groups are labeled 
as Islamist radical by some sources. These 
include the L’Associazione Islamica Zayd 
ibn Thabit in Naples, which provides immi-
grants with free medical service, legal assis-
tance, and courses in Arabic and religion. A 
parallel group exists in Milan, the Islamic 
Cultural Institute (ICI), which is a known 
hub for Islamist terrorists and for radi-
cal imams, almost all of whom have been 
deported in the last decade. The ICI was 
founded in 1989, predominantly by Egyptian 
immigrants displeased with the more mod-
erate views of the Islamic Center of Milan 
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and Lombardy. Over time, the ICI’s leader-
ship became more extreme and criticized 
the Muslim Brotherhood and the UCOII. 
According to Lorenzo Vidino, militants from 
Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, and other coun-
tries became active at the ICI’s mosque, 
where they advocated global jihad.

There are also some Shi’a organizations, 
especially the Islamic Association Ahl al-
Bayt, which was founded by Italian converts 
and maintains a direct relationship with 
Iran.

Many of Italy’s Islamic Web sites have 
close ties with the Islamic fundamentalist 
world and espouse anti-imperialist rhetoric 
and strongly worded anti-Zionism. Web sites 
include Informazione di Cultura Araba ed 
Islamica in Italia (www.arabcomint.com), 
Associazione Islamica Ahl al Bait (www.
shia-islam.org), and Arab.it (www.arab.it).

Mosques

In 1993 Italy had 59 mosques and Islamic cen-
ters, according to Allievi. By January 2007 
the number of officially registered mosques 
reached 258, according to a January 2007 
report in La Stampa. The continuing pref-
erence for establishing mosques based on 
their ethnic origins complicates the efforts 
of Muslim groups to organize around either 
representational or political lines. Moreover, 
according to estimates cited by La Stampa, 
mosque-going Muslims make up fewer than 
half the Muslims in Italy. In addition, many 
imams are self-trained.

The dizzying diversity of mosques in 
Italy, both in political and ethnic terms, is 
illustrated by providing examples of some 
of the most important among them. In 
Milan, which has three major mosques, the 
Viale Jenner mosque—the main one—is 
controlled by radical Islamists who demand 
Muslim-only classes in public schools and 

reject integration into Italian society. Its 
spiritual leader, Allam writes, has stated 
publicly his aspiration of converting Italy to 
Islam within 10 years.

Both the mosque and its cultural institute, 
the Islamic Center of Milan and Lombardy, 
have been identified as active centers of 
Islamism and as involved in numerous ter-
rorist plots. The second-largest mosque, 
however, the al-Rahman Mosque, is known 
as being traditional and apolitical, as com-
pared to the nonintegrationist orientation 
of the Viale Jenner mosque.

In Palermo, however, the main mosque 
is actually controlled by the Tunisian gov-
ernment, and all the top officials come 
from that country. Each of the three major 
mosques there is controlled by a differ-
ent group in terms of origin. Two of the 
mosques in Rome received large donations 
from the Saudi royal family, while the Corso 
Lucci mosque, in Naples’ Campania region, 
belongs to the UCOII and is led by radicals, 
according to Italian media accounts. Its pre-
vious imam was imprisoned for belonging to 
a terrorist organization, the Islamic Armed 
Group of Algeria (GIA).

Interior Minister Pisanu announced in 
2005 that the state had finalized prepara-
tions for a Consultative Council for Islam 
(Consulta Islamica) to serve as an advi-
sory council to help resolve problems of 
Muslim integration into Italian society. 
The council includes 16 members from 
Muslim associations (including the chief 
of the World Islamic League in Italy, two 
imams and four women) as well as repre-
sentatives of individual Muslim communi-
ties. Nevertheless, despite over a decade of 
efforts, there is still no signed agreement 
with the government for representation, 
given the multiple and competing Muslim 
organizations that claim to represent the 
entire Muslim community.
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the Character of Contemporary 
italian islam

One of the most interesting developments is 
the evolution of Islam among the younger, 
Italian-born generation. According to Cesari 
and Pacini, many of these younger people 
feel more comfortable with European society 
and certainly are less tied to their country of 
origin. Stefano Allievi qualifies Italian Islam 
as an Islam that is no longer “newly arrived” 
but as one that is going through a phase of 
stabilization. The second generation is driv-
ing the institutionalization of Italian Islam. 
In contrast to Muslims elsewhere in Europe, 
the members of the younger generation of 
Italian Muslims are often more moderate 
than their parents. This does not mean that 
radical groups will not develop, but they do 
face a considerably tougher environment for 
winning support for Islam in Italy than in 
other European countries.
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Islamism in the Netherlands—defined as a 
political movement that aims to impose a 
strict version of Islam as the dominant or 
major factor in the regulation of societies—
is not a “post–September 11” phenomenon. 
The first signs of radical Islamism date back 
to the 1980s. However, since the attacks on 
the United States in 2001, Islamism has 
been generally regarded as a threat to the 
state, Dutch society, and Muslim immigrant 
communities in general. This feeling was 
intensified by a series of terrorist incidents 
and numerous scandals in the Netherlands 
that revealed extremist, discriminatory, and 
illegal practices by a number of radical 
Islamist groups and institutions.

the rise of islamism

The first signs of radical Islamism date back 
to the 1980s, when individuals and groups 
started to organize themselves around 
issues such the start of the first Palestinian 
intifada in 1987 and the row over Salman 
Rushdie’s Satanic Verses in 1988. The dem-
onstrations related to these events alarmed 
the Dutch minister of the interior, who was 
aware that these incidents could lead to 
increasing tensions in the Netherlands with 
regard to Islamism.

Following the Rushdie affair, fears regard-
ing the influence of radical Islamism within 
Muslim communities increased. This con-
cern led to publication of the first public 
reports on radical Islamist groups’ activities, 
produced by the Dutch General Intelligence 
and Security Service (then known simply as 
the “Security Service”). In 1991, the Service 
revealed the existence of small groups of mil-
itant fundamentalists and expressed concern 
regarding its consequences for the integra-
tion of Muslims into mainstream society; the 
Service indicated the possibility that these 
militants might perilously offer their services 
to foreign powers or that they were already 
being directed by these countries.

Partly based on the idea that the existence 
of such groups could hamper the integra-
tion process, the Erasmus University of 
Rotterdam was asked to investigate this 
potential threat. Its classified study, whose 
main conclusions were made public in 1994, 
found that radical Islamists had indeed 
attempted to impede the integration process 
but had not been very successful in their 
endeavor. Furthermore, it concluded that 
there were very few Muslims who wanted 
to challenge existing social structures in the 
Netherlands.

The idea that the threat of radical 

Netherlands
edwin Bakker and Michael Andrew Berger
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Is lamism was rather limited was reaffirmed 
in the 1995 annual report of the Service. It 
stated that there was no real threat from 
Islamic society in the Netherlands. However, 
it noted serious prejudices toward Islam that 
had a negative impact on the integration of 
Muslims into mainstream society. Various 
terrorist attacks by Islamists—including 
those in France (attacks by the Algerian 
Groupe Islamique Armé), Israel (suicide 
attacks on buses in Jerusalem), and the 
United States (the 1993 attack on the World 
Trade Center)—were among the factors 
leading to such negative stereotypes.

After 1995, the Dutch General Intelligence 
and Security Services abandoned the idea 
that the threat posed by radical Islamism 
was insignificant. From 1996 onward, warn-
ings about the potential danger were repeat-
ed in all public documents on this issue. 
Moreover, the 1996 annual report spoke 
for the first time of information on possible 
attacks in the Netherlands, by Hizballah, 
which had been investigated by the Service.

In response to the increase in Islamist ter-
rorist activities worldwide as well as grow-
ing concern over domestic developments, a 
report on political Islam in the Netherlands 
was published in 1998. In this report, the 
Service described the various political orga-
nizations based on Islam. Most of them, in 
one way or another, rejected Western society 
and the integration of Muslims into that 
society. Yet the report revealed that only 
small groups of Muslims had radical opin-
ions and were prepared to pursue their ideal 
of an Islamic state or world order through 
violent means. With regard to mosques, the 
report depicted them as political arenas in 
which many different political actors oper-
ated. The main “political” issues were inte-
gration and education. Some of the actors 
were supported or influenced by foreign 
powers, with Iran, Libya, and Saudi Arabia 

being mentioned as examples. In addition, 
the governments of some of the mother 
countries of Muslim migrants were known 
to be interfering in the political-religious 
lives of their (former) nationals in the 
Netherlands—something particularly evi-
dent in the cases of Morocco and Turkey.

The interference of external forces was 
also apparent in the field of education. 
For instance, the Libyan al-Da’wa move-
ment (which is linked to the Islamic Call 
Society), was involved in the establishment 
of an Islamic university in Rotterdam. The 
same holds for the Turkish government’s 
Directorate for Religious Affairs (Diyanet 
Iserli Baskanligi).

Concerning political-religious organiza-
tions, the report showed that most were 
established on a national basis. Their focus of 
interest mainly pertained to their countries 
of origin and not the fate of the Muslims in 
the West. However, they did try to gain sup-
port from this diaspora by way of taking a 
strong anti-Western, anti-integration, and 
isolationist position. Although anti-Western 
feelings and resistance to integration were 
relatively widespread, the Service concluded 
that political Islam played a minor role 
within Muslim communities. Moreover, it 
did not anticipate that the more radical vari-
ants of political Islamism in the Netherlands 
would gain in power and size. However, it 
did warn that ongoing marginalization of 
Muslim immigrants would possibly pose a 
long-term threat in regard to the growth 
of radical groups. Ideological polarization 
between Muslims and their surrounding 
society was considered to be the conse-
quence of that, which could possibly lead to 
a negative impact on the integration pro-
cess, as well as undermine the peaceful and 
democratic coexistence of different cultures 
in the Netherlands.

By the end of the 1990s, the threat of radi-
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cal Islamism in the Netherlands was still 
more or less a distant one. Threat percep-
tions were dominated by events taking place 
both outside the Netherlands and even 
beyond Europe. Moreover, on its territory, 
the main players were “foreign” in the sense 
that the groups mainly consisted of foreign 
nationals who predominantly focused on 
their mother countries without receiving 
active support within the local Muslim com-
munities. Nonetheless, the diversity of these 
groups continued to grow.

One of the leading causes of this growth 
was the increase in both legal and illegal 
immigrants with an Islamist background, 
including asylum seekers from Algeria, 
Bosnia, Chechnya, Egypt, Iraq, and Syria. 
In the Netherlands, these individuals estab-
lished political-religious organizations that 
were strongly oriented toward their moth-
er countries. Examples include fundraising 
organizations for the Palestinians, Bosnia, 
Chechnya, Afghanistan, and Algeria; some 
of these groups emphasized both ties to their 
mother countries and a strong rejection of 
the Western society in which they lived.

By the turn of the century, the most impor-
tant radical political organizations active in 
the Netherlands, or that had followers that 
somehow supported these groups, included 
the organizations listed as follows.

milli Görü¸s

Milli Görü ¸s, or “National Vision,” is a 
Turkish orthodox-Islamic movement that 
has clear political aspirations. Its aim is 
to Islamize the Turkish state and soci-
ety through democratic ways. Milli Görü¸s 
has approximately 40,000 members in the 
Netherlands. The movement is part of 
the European Milli Görü ¸s organization, 
whose headquarters are located in Cologne, 
Germany.

teblig movement  
(islami cemiyet ve  
cemaatlar Birligi)

The Teblig movement, also known as 
Kaplanci’s, is a radical splinter group of the 
Milli Görü¸s movement. Its goal is the estab-
lishment of an Islamist Turkish state, if nec-
essary through the use of force. Following 
the death of its spiritual leader, Cemalettin 
Kaplan, in 1995, the organization dispersed 
into different factions. In the Netherlands, 
there are about 200 Muslims active within 
two separate Kaplan factions.

İslami Büyük do¢gu akıncılar 
cephesi (iBda-c)

The Great Eastern Islamic Raiders’ Front 
follows the “Great East” ideology of Necip 
Fazil Kisaktürek, a well-known Turkish 
author and Islamist ideologue. This orga-
nization’s goal is the creation of a Sunni 
Islamist federal state in the Middle East and 
the reestablishment of the caliphate. The 
Front is responsible for a series of terrorist 
attacks in Turkey, including the dual syna-
gogue bombings in Istanbul in November 
2003 as well as the subsequent attack on 
the HSBC Bank and the British consulate. 
While support for this movement exists 
in the Netherlands, it has been limited in 
scope.

hizb al-tahrir

Established in 1953 by Shaykh Taqi al-
Din al-Nabhani, Hizb al-Tahrir (Party of 
Liberation) is an Islamist political party 
whose goal is to reestablish the caliph-
ate. The party has been banned in many 
Arab countries, Central Asia, and a few 
Western countries (such as Germany). Its 
activities in Europe are concentrated in 
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the United Kingdom, though the organiza-
tion also has a branch in the Netherlands. 
Most of its supporters are of Turkish or 
Moroccan background, and they are orga-
nized in small groups, each numbering a few 
dozen people.

hamas

Hamas, or the Islamic Resistance Movement, 
is a Palestinian Sunni Islamist organiza-
tion. It was established in 1987 by Shaykh 
Ahmad Yassin of the Gaza wing of the 
Muslim Brotherhood at the beginning of 
the first intifada. It is listed as a terror-
ist organization by the European Union. 
About a dozen individuals of Palestinian 
descent are actively involved in Hamas in 
the Netherlands, and they receive passive 
support from a few hundred sympathizers.

al-Jama’a al-islamiyya (aJai)

Al-Jama’a al-Islamiyya, or the Egyptian 
Islamic Jihad, is an Islamist group active 
since the late 1970s with origins in the 
Muslim Brotherhood. The organization’s 
primary goal is to overthrow the Egyptian 
government and replace it with an Islamic 
state. The organization is responsible for 
several terrorist attacks against high-level 
Egyptian government personnel and offi-
cial U.S. and Egyptian facilities. A few key 
members of AJAI live or have lived in the 
Netherlands, among them Usama Rushdi 
Ali Kalifa (who lived there until 2003).

Groupe islamique  
armé (Gia)

The Armed Islamic Group is a militant 
Islamist organization with the declared aim 
of overthrowing the Algerian government 
and replacing it with an Islamic state. The 

GIA adopted violent tactics in 1992, after 
the Algerian military government voided 
the victory of the Islamic Salvation Front in 
the first round of legislative elections held 
in December 1991. It conducted a violent 
campaign of civilian massacres in Algeria. 
The GIA has also established a presence in 
Europe. In France, it was responsible for sev-
eral terrorist attacks, and some of its mem-
bers who were wanted by French authorities 
reportedly are hiding in the Netherlands.

Gaining Momentum

Until 2000 the growth of Islamism in the 
Netherlands was very gradual and not 
very significant. As the aforementioned 
reports of the Dutch General Intelligence 
and Security Services in the 1990s indi-
cated, radical Islamist groups did not 
appear to receive much support among 
Muslims in the Netherlands, and there 
were no indications of growing radical-
ization within Muslim communities. This 
situation began to change, however, before 
the September 2001 attacks on the United 
States. Gradually, radical Islamism began 
to gain momentum and was greatly pro-
pelled as a consequence of the anti-Muslim 
atmosphere following September 11, the 
Madrid bombings in March 2004, and other 
attacks in Europe.

the mumni affair

In May 2001 a Moroccan imam, Khalid 
al-Mumni of the al-Nasr Mosque in 
Rotterdam, was interviewed on television. 
The interview took place against a back-
drop of growing discrimination against 
homosexuals by Moroccan youths. When 
questioned about homosexuality, Mumni 
described it as a disease that was pandemic 
the world over and that posed a threat to 
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Muslim youths. The interview led to a pub-
lic outcry, causing leading members of par-
liament, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and ministers to hold weighty 
discussions. Following this incident, a news 
agency began investigating Mumni’s past. 
The agency revealed that the controversial 
imam was forced to leave Morocco because 
of his fundamentalist views and sermons in 
which he described Christians as pigs. The 
interview and article about Mumni led to 
debates in parliament that called for clos-
ing Islamist mosques and possibly expelling 
radical imams. Even key members of liberal 
Muslim groups have supported the idea of 
the closure of certain mosques. As a result 
of this and other comparable incidents, 
the Dutch government is under increas-
ing pressure to take a tougher stance on 
Islamism than ever before.

anti-muslim sentiments

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, 
growing anti-Muslim sentiment in reaction 
to cases such as the Mumni affair escalated. 
Newspaper reports about a group of nine 
adolescents of Moroccan descent “celebrat-
ing” the terrorist attacks caused public 
fury and rendered substantial damage to 
the image of Muslims in the Netherlands. 
In addition, a series of arrests of suspected 
Islamist terrorists led some to question the 
loyalty of Muslim communities in regard 
to the Dutch state, norms, and values. 
Spurious findings by opinion polls employ-
ing questionable methodology further added 
fuel to the fire by fostering the notion that 
there was indeed a lack of loyalty exhibited 
in the Dutch Muslim population. Moreover, 
in the weeks following the attacks, the 
media “discovered” many scandals and 
potential threats, thereby exacerbating the 
situation. For example, there was a report 

about propaganda in Islamic schools that 
glorified terrorism and quoted from radi-
cal anti-Western speeches by Salafi imams. 
Many of these reports later turned out to 
be based on hearsay or misinterpretations 
of texts and events, with most of the sus-
pected terrorists being released within days 
or weeks; however, the damage had already 
been done.

The impact of September 11 and the pre-
viously mentioned incidents was profound, 
resulting in a tougher tone of debate. While 
in the past, few in the Netherlands dared 
to speak out against Islamist radicalism, 
the Dutch community suddenly became 
unbridled in its (often negative) expressions 
regarding Islamism.

A number of public opinion polls in the 
months following these attacks consequently 
revealed strong anti-Muslim sentiment and a 
fear of Islam. One survey indicated that about 
three-quarters of the Dutch were in favor 
of providing military support to the United 
States. At the same time, 60 percent also 
feared that this might lead to terrorist attacks 
in the Netherlands. Another poll showed that 
a clear majority of the Dutch wanted Muslims 
with anti-Western opinions to be expelled 
from the country. These opinions and fears 
were further fed by a survey among Muslims 
that appeared in a multicultural weekly. The 
results of the survey showed that the major-
ity of those interviewed believed there was at 
least some justification for the attacks on the 
United States.

Young dutch Jihadists

The idea that Muslims posed a threat to 
Dutch society—even to the extent of con-
sidering them a Trojan horse or a fifth 
column—was gaining ground. This percep-
tion was bolstered by reports about the 
December 2001 deaths at the hands of 
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Indian security forces in Kashmir of two 
Dutch citizens of Moroccan descent who 
were believed to be jihadists.

The aforementioned incidents also wor-
ried many politicians and policymakers, 
leading them to request information about 
the extent and nature of Islamist terrorism 
in the Netherlands from the Dutch General 
Intelligence and Security Services. In a 
report published in March 2004, the Service 
estimated the number of radical Islamists to 
be between 100 and 200 activists. According 
to the General Intelligence and Security 
Services, this group included so-called vet-
erans from Afghanistan and Chechnya who 
played an important role in the develop-
ment of young Muslims into potential jihad-
ists. Moreover, the Service contended that 
there were several dozen young Muslims 
being prepared for jihad. This jihad includes 
both conflict areas in the Muslim world and 
potential targets in Europe.

Furthermore, the role of these “veterans” 
is not the only decisive factor in the devel-
opment of new recruits. Indeed, internal 
dynamics within groups of radical young 
Islamists play an important developmental 
role as well. This was observed through 
intensive Internet discussions by young 
Muslims on the developing patterns of strife 
in arenas of conflict such as Chechnya, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq, which resulted in the 
development of increasingly radical opinions. 
Additionally, anti-Muslim feelings—brought 
on by incidents in the Netherlands as well 
as the Madrid bombings and other Islamist 
terrorist attacks abroad—also contributed to 
this radicalization. Consequently, a number 
of these Muslim youths developed an exceed-
ingly hostile attitude toward the Dutch state 
and society to the extent that these young-
sters, predominantly of Moroccan descent, 
developed views so extreme as to embrace 
the use of violence.

theo van Gogh

In spring 2004, against the backdrop of 
growing anti-Muslim sentiment and increas-
ing radicalization among certain groups of 
Muslims, the Dutch General Intelligence and 
Security Service issued a clear and unprec-
edented warning in its report Background 
of Jihad Recruits in the Netherlands (March 
10, 2004). The report warned about “a 
growing number of Muslims who feel [that 
they are] treated disrespectfully by opinion-
makers and opinion-leaders. . . . In addition, 
from their perspective, the government’s 
attitude is [either] not impartial enough or 
not impartial at all.” These feelings were 
deeply shared by a small group of radical 
Islamists, but they also existed among the 
larger community of Muslim individuals 
who felt loyal to the democratic principles of 
the Dutch state. In particular, young second- 
and third-generation Muslim immigrants 
appeared to feel strongly about the alleged 
alienation between society and Muslim citi-
zens. It was found that this group of Muslim 
youths felt that they were treated disre-
spectfully, which made them a vulnerable 
potential target for radicalization and pos-
sibly recruitment processes.

One of these opinion makers was the 
filmmaker Theo van Gogh, who had earned 
a reputation in the Netherlands as an 
outspoken provocateur. In his short film 
Submission, shown on Dutch television, van 
Gogh adopted an adversarial stance toward 
Islamism. It challenged the abuse of women 
in the Islamic world based on verses from 
the Koran, which were projected onto the 
bodies of naked women wearing only veils. 
The script was written by a Dutch parlia-
mentary deputy, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a woman 
of Muslim Somali origin. A member of the 
liberal Freedom and Democracy Party, Hirsi 
Ali is a known critic of Islamism. Following 
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the showing of the film Submission, both 
Hirsi Ali and Theo van Gogh received death 
threats via the Internet.

One such individual who took the issu-
ance of these threats very seriously was 
a young man of Moroccan descent by the 
name of Muhammad Bouyeri. For some 
time Bouyeri had been alienated from his 
family and friends and estranged from the 
leaders of his local religious community. As 
a boy he had been taught the Koran at a 
neighborhood mosque. In his adult life, he 
spent months attempting to gain a more in-
depth knowledge of Islam. Often, he would 
lock himself up in his home and sit behind 
his computer for hours, downloading, read-
ing, and translating radical Islamist texts, 
writing articles, and distributing his work 
via the Internet under a pseudonym.

By the summer of 2003, Bouyeri had 
become so radicalized that he even rejected 
the most prototypical orthodox al-Tawhid 
Mosque as being too liberal. In his radical-
ization, Bouyeri adopted an ideology con-
tending that violence against both unbeliev-
ers and moderate Muslims—often charac-
terized as renegades—was justified. He was 
a member of the Hofstad network, one of 
many loose-knit, local radical groupings.

On November 2, 2004, Bouyeri assassi-
nated Theo van Gogh by slitting his throat. 
Bouyeri was apprehended by police while 
attempting to die a martyr’s death—a fact 
confirmed by a farewell letter that was 
found on him. While Bouyeri may have 
failed to become a martyr, he succeeded in 
underscoring the indigenous terrorist threat 
that currently faces the Netherlands.

rapid radicalization

Following van Gogh’s murder and the sub-
sequent arrests of more than a dozen pre-
dominantly homegrown jihadists, Islamist 

terrorism became regarded as the number 
one security issue in the Netherlands. The 
authorities exhibited a growing awareness 
that radical Islamist individuals and groups 
appeared to be increasingly successful at 
targeting and recruiting erstwhile “moder-
ate” Dutch Muslims. Noting this, a Dutch 
General Intelligence and Security Service 
report titled From Dawa to Jihad issued 
clear warnings about the rapid radicaliza-
tion of young Muslims. The report indicated 
that the potential group of jihadists was on 
the rise. Moreover, the report asserted that 
even the more Da’wa-oriented forms of radi-
cal Islamism constituted a potential threat 
to the Dutch democratic system.

the Current situation

To portray a clear picture of the current situ-
ation in the Netherlands vis-à-vis Islamism, 
it is important to discuss such contempo-
rary issues as the different types of radi-
cal Islamism now manifest throughout the 
Netherlands, the variety of threats posed 
by radical Islamism in both violent and 
nonviolent forms, and the effect that radical 
Islamism has on both mainstream Muslim 
and non-Muslim communities.

Variations in radical islamism

In the Netherlands, three variations of 
 radical Islamism can be described as “puri-
tanical,” “Muslim National,” and “anti-
democratic.”

Puritanical radical Islamism emphasizes 
resistance against Western cultural oppres-
sion and contempt for the nature of human 
relations in Western society. Western views 
on equal rights for women, freedom of 
speech, respect for ideological multiformity, 
autonomy in privacy, and the secular nature 
of the state are despised. As an alterna-
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tive, a social order is proposed based on the 
Islamic morals set out in the Shari’a. In 
present-day radical Islamism, this radical 
puritanism is manifested within such move-
ments as Salafism and Wahhabism, which 
put primary emphasis on “purifying” Islam 
from “heretical” influences. Thus the goal 
of radical Islamist puritanism is the return 
of all Muslims to the “purity” of Islam’s 
early stages before it was “tarnished” by 
the influences of Shi’ism, Hinduism, and 
Western thinking.

Those following the path of Muslim 
Nationalism consider themselves to be 
reacting against both the political and cul-
tural dominance of the West—though their 
actions are less religiously motivated in 
this proposed alternative. Thus Muslim 
Nationalists focus less on Islam as a religion 
and more on what it means to be Muslim in 
terms of the “imagined community” of the 
“Muslim nation” and worldwide Muslim 
solidarity.

The prime objective of Antidemocractic 
radicals is the realization of a form of gov-
ernment different from a Western, liberal 
democracy. Supporters of this type of radi-
calism are often motivated by a general non-
acceptance of the democratic forms of gov-
ernment or by a partial rejection of essen-
tial elements of a democracy. Consequently, 
antidemocratic radicals can opt for various 
strategies to achieve their objective, includ-
ing both armed combat with the intention 
of overthrowing the democratic form of 
government and insidiously undermining 
it by gradually winning over the public by 
means of propaganda or covert financing 
and influence.

While all three strands may pursue differ-
ent objectives, a particular commonality can 
be observed. Puritanical, Muslim National, 
and antidemocratic radical Islamists all 
share a strong mobilizing force provided by 

the idea of the umma—the Islamic global 
community. The umma is seen as a source 
of inspiration for identification and organi-
zation and is a fundamental concept that is 
used by all three variants for the implemen-
tation of radical Islamism.

da’wa and Jihad

The threats posed by radical Islamism are 
both violent and nonviolent. In its violent 
form, the threat from radical Islamism is 
referred to as jihad, and in its nonviolent 
incarnation, it is referred to as da’wa. Both 
forms currently present a threat to Dutch 
society.

While violent jihad against Dutch society 
poses the most obvious threat to security and 
democracy in the Netherlands, nonviolent 
da’wa as the propagation of radical Islamist 
ideology strives for the “re-Islamization” 
of Muslim minorities in the West—a long-
term strategy of continually influencing 
them toward extreme puritanical, intoler-
ant, and anti-Western ideals. Their goal is 
for Muslims in the West to reject Western 
values and standards, propagating extreme 
isolation from Western society and often 
intolerance toward other groups such as 
Jews and homosexuals.

Da’wa-oriented radicals encourage 
Mu slims to develop parallel structures in 
society and often to take the law into their 
own hands so that they “turn their backs” 
on the non-Islamic government while set-
ting up their own autonomous power struc-
ture based on a specific interpretation of the 
Shari’a. Generally, Islamist radicals of this 
persuasion pose a threat in that they reject 
the open nature of Western society, Western 
respect for diversity, and personal autonomy 
in the areas of ethics and ideology.

In particular, da’wa-oriented radicals pose 
three specific threats. The first is that of 
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radical “isolationism,” which involves the 
isolation of Muslim groups from social and 
political life. The second is radical “exclusiv-
ism,” which entails the pursued withdrawal 
of the Muslim community from society, 
involving expressions of a strong discrimi-
natory nature toward the rest of society or 
certain groups within society. The third is 
that of radical “parallelism,” which involves 
not only a withdrawal from society but also 
the pursuit of an entirely parallel society 
within the surrounding population, whereby 
parallel power structures are developed and 
the law is taken into one’s own hands.

different categories of da’wa 
and Jihad-oriented Groups

According to the Dutch General Intelligence 
and Security Service, four different catego-
ries exist in regard to the groups that pur-
sue da’wa and jihad. These categories can 
be divided as Overt Da’wa, Covert Da’wa, 
Covert Jihad, and Overt Jihad. Each group 
has unique characteristics and composition. 
Some groups pursue multiple strategies, 
so there is not always a clear distinction 
between networks or individuals that con-
centrate on da’wa and those that concentrate 
on jihad. Thus, the choice of da’wa- oriented 
groups to pursue nonviolent activities does 
not always imply that they are nonviolent 
in principle. Often such groups simply have 
not yet considered armed jihad appropri-
ately expedient for practical or religious 
reasons. The same is true among groups 
pursuing either overt or covert variations of 
da’wa or jihad.

Overt Da’wa

The Overt Da’wa group is engaged in efforts 
to create antidemocratic views of the state 
by nonviolent means. This involves activi-

ties by antidemocratic political Islam and 
nonviolent radical Muslim Nationals and 
is best demonstrated in the Netherlands by 
the Arab European League (AEL), which 
seeks to introduce Shari’a via elections. 
The second type of group, meanwhile, seeks 
to propagate exclusivism and parallelism. 
This group is composed of nonviolent radi-
cal Islamist Puritanism in the Netherlands 
from Salafi groups such as the ultraortho-
dox Jama’at-al-Tabligh wal-Da’wa (Society 
for Propagation and Preaching) movement.

Covert Da’wa

Within the category of Covert Da’wa, one 
type of group focuses primarily on the covert 
propagation of exclusivism and parallelism 
through the application of hidden agendas 
under false pretenses. This group is com-
posed of nonviolent radical Islamist puri-
tans. This is evidenced by radical Islamist 
NGOs from Islamic model countries, such 
as the radical puritan Islamist mission-
ary, sociocultural, and finance organizations 
from Saudi Arabia and the Gulf. Moreover, 
itinerant imams, radical Web sites, and 
recruiters/converters in prisons, mosques, 
and schools can also present this type of 
threat. The other group pursuing this form 
of Covert Da’wa, meanwhile, is preoccupied 
with covert attempts to undermine the 
structure of the democratic legal order. This 
threat involves nonviolent antidemocratic 
political Islam and can be witnessed on the 
international level by the various branches 
of the Muslim Brotherhood.

Covert Jihad

The first category of Covert Jihad groups 
pursues the subversion of the democrat-
ic legal order. This type of threat comes 
from violent antidemocratic political Islam, 
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though at present no examples of this form 
of threat currently exist in the Western 
world. The second focuses on the secret 
encouragement of serious tension among 
groups in society that may lead to violence. 
Radical Islamist puritanism and violent 
Muslim Nationalism pose such a threat, the 
former of which has been demonstrated by 
the activities of the Hizb al-Tahrir, an inter-
national radical Islamist organization that 
is active in the Netherlands.

Overt Jihad

There are some 10 to 20 loose-knit struc-
tures that can be qualified as jihadist or ter-
rorist networks. Most of these networks are 
autonomous, acting independently of for-
eign influence, such as the aforementioned 
Hofstad group. Additionally, there are also 
a considerable number of locally embed-
ded international networks controlled from 
abroad, or in a manner whereby foreign 
recruiters residing in the Netherlands play 
a key role.

In this most extreme category of radical 
Islamism, the first group is composed of indi-
viduals and networks in pursuit of exclusiv-
ism and parallelism via overtly violent activ-
ities. This threat is posed by violent radical 
Islamist puritanism such as the Salafiyya 
Jihadiyya, which advocates violent radical 
puritan Islamism, as well as the Takfir wal 
Hijra movement in the Netherlands, which 
contends that all non-Muslims and all mod-
erate Muslims are heretics and should thus 
be combated by whatever means necessary. 
In the case of the latter example, this con-
tention was most starkly depicted by the 
Hofstad group, which was connected with 
the murder of Theo van Gogh.

The second group is characterized by 
individuals and networks bent on creating 
antidemocratic views against the state by 

violent means. This threat is put forth by 
violent antidemocratic political Islamists 
and violent radical Muslim Nationalists 
and can be witnessed internationally by 
the al-Qa’ida network, as well as in the 
Netherlands by the dozens of second-gen-
eration Dutch immigrants “wrestling with 
their identity,” who have struck out for 
Iraq’s Sunni Triangle.

impact on  
mainstream communities

Having observed the variety of threats posed 
by both violent jihad and nonviolent da’wa, 
it is also important to address the effect of 
radical Islamism on Dutch society on both 
the mainstream Muslim and non-Muslim 
communities.

Impact on Mainstream  
Muslim Communities

Within mainstream Muslim communities, 
the ability to resist the influence of radical 
Islamism is low, in that moderating indi-
viduals and organizations either hold insuf-
ficient insight into the effects of these radi-
calizing forces or are unable to assess and 
neutralize these effects. As a consequence, 
such moderating forces have been unable to 
counterbalance the forces of Islamist radi-
calization. This has especially been the case 
concerning recent arrivals—and especially 
those of North African origin—because of a 
lack of education, frustration, and anger at 
the inability to “make ends meet” in their 
adopted country. As a result, international 
jihadist networks have been “stealthily tak-
ing root in Dutch society” by co-opting 
estranged Dutch-born Muslim youths.

Moreover, after the murder of van Gogh, 
and toward the end of 2004, Dutch authori-
ties exhibited a growing awareness that 
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radical Islamist individuals and groups 
appeared to be increasingly successful at 
targeting and recruiting “moderate” Dutch 
Muslims. According to the Dutch Ministry 
of the Interior, the murder of van Gogh, 
along with the terrorist attacks in New 
York, Madrid, and London, served as “trig-
ger events” that directly influenced the rad-
icalization and jihadization of many young 
Muslims in the mainstream, because they 
channeled latent feelings of political and 
social discontent in a specific direction. As 
a result, the attraction of radical Islamism 
for mainstream Muslim youths seems to 
have grown, which is displayed through 
provocative behavior and the way Muslim 
youths have applauded terrorist outrages 
and praised attackers as activists for Islam. 
Consequently, radical Islamism has now 
been able to take hold as a homegrown phe-
nomenon within the Netherlands.

Impact on Non-Muslim Society

For non-Muslim Dutch society, the combi-
nation of wide-ranging individual freedoms 
and the rapid stream of immigrants within 
a short period of time has drastically altered 
societal relations and placed authorities and 
traditions under pressure. These pressures, 
combined with the Dutch reaction to the 
assassination of van Gogh, have resulted in 
a collision between multiculturalism and lib-
eralism, privacy rights, and national security. 
This became increasingly apparent in the 
violent reactions—more than 100 incidents 
of arson and assault directed at mosques and 
individuals—among the Dutch population 
following the van Gogh murder. The Dutch 
were shocked not only by the crime itself, 
but also by the manner in which the basic 
principles of the Netherlands’ democratic 
constitutional state were challenged.

Moreover, not only did Dutch society 

exhibit outrage over the murder, but many 
in the non-Muslim community also sought 
violent revenge. Extreme right groups 
exploited the situation to incite hatred and 
violence against Moroccans, Muslims, and 
immigrants in general. As Albert Benschop 
elaborates in Chronicle of a Political Murder 
Foretold (2005), “The Islam-inspired mur-
der of van Gogh was grist to the political 
mill of extremely nationalist and racist 
groups . . . [which] seized the event to 
give vent to their violent and venomous 
opinions.” Consequently, the Netherlands 
has witnessed a growing climate of intoler-
ance in its non-Muslim community followed 
by increased episodes of attacks against 
Muslims and cases of discrimination.

indications for the future

Radical Islamism has taken root in the 
Netherlands and so have extremists with-
in Islamist circles. Since the murder of 
van Gogh, many individuals have been 
arrested, a dozen of whom were convicted 
on terrorism-related charges. Yet Islamism 
still appears to be gaining momentum 
among certain scenes, a fact that is per-
ceived as a serious threat to the Dutch 
state, society, and mainstream Muslim 
communities. Furthermore, it remains 
unclear whether this trend will continue 
or lead to additional terrorist acts. The fol-
lowing developments may serve to play a 
role with regard to the future of Islamism 
in the Netherlands.

Islamists are dominant in the “religious 
market of ideas.” Thus, while the large 
majority of European citizens of Muslim 
descent share core European values, they 
are promulgating their views on the religious 
market rather sparsely in contrast to their 
more extreme counterparts. This therefore 
leaves the field rather open to people with a 
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more radical vision. Accordingly, these radi-
cals increasingly use the Dutch language in 
publications, lectures, and sermons, which 
has enabled them to reach growing numbers 
of young Muslims—most of whom do not 
speak Arabic.

The strong position in the religious market 
of Islamists is also reflected in the influence 
on mosques and (charity) organizations. 
According to reports by the Dutch National 
Coordinator for Counterterrorism (NCTb), 
Islamists have taken over a number of 
mainstream mosques through membership 
on their boards. The NCTb also observed a 
growing influence of Salafi ideologies, both 
in mosques and on the Internet. 

The Internet has come to play a large role 
in jihadist groups, allowing them to become 
much more dynamic, fluid, and diffuse. They 
rely heavily on virtual networks and train-
ing through the Internet and then shift into 
actual, operational networks. According to 
the Dutch General Intelligence and Security 
Service report The Violent Jihad in the 
Netherlands (April 13, 2006), the Internet 
serves as “the cement” of these new terror-
ist networks.

Moreover, according to the Dutch Ministry 
of the Interior, “An ongoing threat from 
Islamist terrorism in Europe may ulti-
mately lead to mounting distrust between 
Islamic and non-Islamic population groups 
and hence to an elevated national threat 
level,” creating a vicious circle. As such, 
radical Islamism also presents a long-term 
threat to the Netherlands, as polarization 
between Holland’s ethnic-religious popula-
tions may undermine social cohesion, and, 
consequently, the democratic order as well.

Perhaps most worrisome are reports that 
Dutch radical Islamist groups are more inter-
nationally orientated than ever before, with 
the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. Again, 
the Internet plays a quintessential role in 

delivering Islamist explanations of what is 
transpiring in these salient conflict zones to 
young Muslims in the Netherlands.

A positive development that may play a 
role with regard to the future of Islamism 
in the Netherlands is the increased aware-
ness of and insight into radical Islamism. 
Consequently, not only the Secret Service, 
but also the police, local governments, and 
other relevant players now have a much 
more responsive attitude toward radicaliza-
tion and recruitment within Muslim com-
munities. Further, the understanding of the 
threat is growing, thanks to studies funded 
and conducted after the Madrid bombings 
and the killing of Theo van Gogh. Moreover, 
Dutch authorities, including local officials 
and policemen, have learned from radical-
ization and terrorism elsewhere in Europe, 
most notably the two London bombings in 
July 2005.

Lessons learned have contributed to 
much-needed initiatives that have increased 
resilience against Islamism and Islamist ter-
rorism in the Netherlands. For instance, the 
NCTb has been able to produce a guide for 
local authorities on counterterrorism. The 
four largest cities—Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
The Hague, and Utrecht—focus on the 
problem from a variety of angles, such as 
youth employment, education, public safety, 
integration, and antidiscrimination.

Positive developments within the Muslim 
communities include their steadily growing 
willingness to recognize and tackle the prob-
lems of radicalization and recruitment. The 
latest progress report of the NCTb specifi-
cally mentions this, while also pointing out 
various initiatives that are currently being 
taken to foster diversity in the political 
and religious debate. In addition, a grow-
ing number of moderate Muslim groups are 
starting to copy the influential approaches 
of radical groups both by producing their 



  n e t h e r l A n d s  4 9 1

own religious products in the Dutch lan-
guage and by focusing more intensively on 
issues important to today’s Muslim youths.

The Dutch General Intelligence and 
Security Services have concluded that imams 
and board members of Salafi mosques have 
appeared to take care that worshippers are 
not openly incited to participation in violent 
jihad. This change seems mainly caused by 
external pressure from—among others—
the media, politicians, local authorities, and 
moderate Muslim organizations. Finally, 
the tone of the public debate on Islam and 
Islamist terrorism has become less radical. 
This could be a prelude to less polarization 
between Muslims and non-Muslims, which 
might give more room for moderate Muslim 
forces to counterbalance the growing influ-
ence of Islamists within Dutch Muslim 
communities. Since February 2006, the 
Terrorist Threat Assessments Netherlands 
have reported that resistance among Dutch 
Muslims to radicalization and extremism 
is on the rise. The leading Islamic organi-
zations realize that violence and polariza-
tion along ethnic and religious lines will 
fuel existing anti-Islamic sentiments in the 
Netherlands. According to the 12th Terrorist 
Threat Assessment Netherlands, the many 
efforts undertaken to boost social resistance 
and defuse tensions probably tend to appeal 
to the more moderate wings of the various 
groups. Nonetheless, an increasingly vigi-
lant community can reduce the likelihood 
that an individual undergoing radicalization 
would turn to violence, and greater social 
resistance can also restrict the size of the 
“comfort zone” in which jihadists can oper-
ate. However, individuals who are already 
confirmed radicals and willing to use vio-
lence to further their goals may only isolate 
themselves even more from mainstream 
society and from their less radical coreli-
gionists, whom they may see as “weak” and 

overly inclined to compromise, according to 
the Assessment.

Despite growing social resistance, no 
apparent cessation of Dutch radical Islamism 
can be found. The increasing willingness of 
mainstream Muslim groups to recognize 
and tackle the problems of radicalization 
and recruitment within their own commu-
nities may have a mitigating effect on the 
growth of radical Islamism. Nonetheless, 
the Islamist movement has firmly taken 
root. Therefore, in the coming years, the 
Netherlands is still more likely to be con-
fronted with radical acts related to Islamism 
than to see its decline.
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None of the world’s other Muslim popula-
tions and Islamist movements live in such 
close proximity to such large stockpiles of 
materials and weapons of mass destruc-
tion (MWMDs) as do Russia’s increasingly 
Islamist Chechen militants and their grow-
ing number of allies in other Russian regions. 
Indeed, an Islamist terrorist revolution-
ary jihad is stirring in Russia’s Chechnya, 
North Caucasus, perhaps the Middle Volga 
titular Muslim republics of Tatarstan and 
Bashkortostan, and even beyond.

An increasingly sophisticated and effec-
tive jihadi network organized by Russia’s 
number-one terrorist, Shamil Basaev, under 
the guerrilla government of the under-
ground Chechen Republic of Ichkeriya 
(ChRI), is expanding the territorial scope 
of its presence and operations with inspira-
tion and some assistance from the global 
jihadi movement. The goal of the revolution 
for many in the movement is the estab-
lishment of an Islamist caliphate covering 
the entire North Caucasus and perhaps 
beyond. The strategy for achieving this goal 
has been to establish a network of combat 
jama’ats (militant communities) through-
out the North Caucasus regions, especially 
in the titular Muslim republics. Like other 
nodes in the international Islamist network, 

the Chechen-led Russian network seeks to 
co-opt nationalist as well as Islamic senti-
ments and movements to the cause of jihad. 
In addition, the network’s ideology reflects 
strong antipathy toward the United States 
and its allies and sympathy for the global 
jihadi movement.

There are three main causal factors that 
combine to spark Russian jihadi Islamism. 
First, the Russian security and law enforce-
ment agencies’ tough stance in the ongoing 
Chechen quagmire has led to an increas-
ingly Islamist and terrorist Chechen sepa-
ratist movement, the goals of which have 
expanded from Chechen independence to 
the establishment of a North Caucasian 
caliphate under the rule of a Salafi interpre-
tation of Shari’a law.

Second, Russia’s geopolitical position just 
north of an Islamic crescent stretching from 
Turkey to Pakistan, and beset by a burgeon-
ing Islamist revolution and the renewal of 
historical ties between the Muslim world 
and Russia’s Muslim peoples, has left it 
highly vulnerable to infiltration by the 
global Islamist movement.

Third, former Russian president Vladimir 
Putin’s rollback of democracy and federalism 
risks provoking nationalism in the national 
republics, eight of which (including Chechnya) 

the russian federation
Gordon M. hahn
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are titular Muslim republics, named after eth-
nic Muslim groups with large populations in 
these regions (with the exception of Dagestan, 
which is a geographical designation).

The context in which this jihad has 
emerged is threatening to the political sta-
bility and state integrity of Russia. Russia’s 
“ethnic Muslims” (ethnic peoples tradi-
tionally of Muslim faith) are undergoing 
a demographic explosion that will make 
them a plurality of Russia’s population in 
the second half of the century. On top of 
this, the demographic growth is occurring 
primarily among Russia’s poorest ethnic 
Muslim groups, who live isolated in the 
mountainous, developmentally challenged 
North Caucasus, where jihad has already 
emerged.

the lay of russia’s  
Muslim lands

The Chechen jihad has already expanded 
across the North Caucasus’s five titular 
Muslim republics: Ingushetiya, Dagestan, 
Kabardino-Balkariya (KBR), Karachaevo-
Cherkessiya (KChR), and Adygeya. This 
reflects a capacity to spread across Russia’s 
ethnic, regional, and geographic divides. Its 
spread beyond Chechnya and Ingushetiya 
to Dagestan, consisting of some 20 ethnic 
Muslim groups, signaled the jihadi net-
work’s potential to establish a pan-Islamic 
movement across Russia’s Muslim ethnic 
groups.

The expansion of the jihad to Dagestan 
is pivotal for the realization of the radi-
cal Islamists’ aspirations. It is the North 
Caucasus’s most important Muslim repub-
lic. Its Muslims have been some of the most 
devout of Russia’s Muslim groups and the 
region was the base of the strongest, lon-
gest-lasting armed resistance in the North 
Caucasus to the establishment of Russian 

rule in the nineteenth century. The spread 
of the Islamist jama’at network to the 
KBR is important, as it is the geographical 
and ethnopolitical gateway to the western-
northwestern North Caucasus. This area 
includes the Muslim republics of the KChR 
and Adygeya, in addition to the KBR and 
two key ethnic groupings, the Circassian 
and Balkar-Karachai groups. The KBR is 
the easternmost of these three republics, 
and the Kabards are a subgroup of the 
Circassian ethnic group, along with the 
KChR’s Cherkess and Adygeya’s Adygeis. 
In addition, the KBR’s Balkars are closely 
related linguistically and culturally to the 
KChR’s Karachais. Therefore, the emer-
gence of Islamist cells, jama’ats, or a full-
fledged network node in the KBR—the 
Yarmuk jama’at discussed below—further 
underscores the jihadi movement’s pan-
Caucasus and pan-Islamic potential.

The Volga area’s Muslim republics, 
Tatarstan and Bashkortostan, are different. 
Tatarstan is central to the jihadi move-
ment’s prospects for spreading beyond the 
North Caucasus and becoming a Russian-
wide movement. First, it is the region with 
the largest number of ethnic Muslims, most 
of them ethnic Tatars. Second, ethnic Tatars 
are the largest traditionally Muslim ethnic 
group in Russia, with large communities 
spread across the Middle Volga to Siberia 
and in Moscow and many of Russia’s other 
large urban centers. By dint of their his-
torical roots in the Hanafi school of Islamic 
jurisprudence and jadidist Islamic reform 
movement, Tatars are considered to be 
more moderate believers and would there-
fore be more susceptible to peaceful rather 
than violent Islamist appeals.

The Tatars’ urbanization and seculariza-
tion during the Soviet period, their high 
degree of Russification, their adherence to 
the traditionally moderate Hanafi school 
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of Islam, and their historical role in the 
Islamic educational reform movement jadid-
ism or “new teaching” will test the appeal 
of Islamism in Russia. The potential for 
radicalism in Tatarstan is largely confined 
to its radical nationalists, who might win 
greater support in the wake of the Putin 
counterrevolution’s recentralization policies. 
Tatarstan’s moderate nationalists, who large-
ly led the fight for the creation of a federal 
system under President Boris Yeltsin, have 
lost much ground as a result of Putin and his 
chosen successor Dmitry Medvedev’s anti-
federalist and assimilative policies. Radical 
Tatar nationalists, who stand the most to 
gain, tend to be more Islamic.

Although the eclecticism of Islamism and 
the global jihadi movement, especially that 
of al-Qa’ida and its ideology, gives its pres-
ence anywhere less than indigenous origins, 
the artificial nature of Islamism in Russia 
is particularly pronounced, as Faisal Devci 
purports in Landscapes of Jihad: Militancy, 
Morality, and Modernity. The emergence of 
Islamists in Russia is the product of both 
the peculiar domestic developments of a 
weak state culled from a failed one—the 
former USSR—and missionary activity by 
both foreign Islamic states and Islamist 
terrorist groups, including al-Qa’ida, made 
possible by Soviet reforms and the USSR’s 
ensuing collapse. Saudi missionary and 
“philanthropic” organizations entered 
post–Soviet Russia immediately upon the 
Soviet collapse.

With the start of the first post-Soviet 
Chechen War in December 1994, al-Qa’ida 
began to send operatives to the region, and 
mujahidin from Afghanistan and other coun-
tries arrived to join the ranks of these mer-
cenary fighting units. However, these units 
composed a small part of the Chechen resis-
tance forces, led first by Chechen president 
Dzhokar Dudaev and then by his successor, 

Aslan Maskhadov, during the second war 
(1999–present). These leaders were essen-
tially Chechen nationalists, not Islamists or 
jihadists. However, the potential for evolu-
tion into the latter existed in the North 
Caucasus ethnic Muslims’ close association 
of Islam with their national identity.

russia’s islamists outside the 
North Caucasus Network

Aside from a few minor exceptions, all 
Islamist elements in Russia today, whether 
indigenous or foreign, are allied to the 
Chechen, or “Ichkeriyan,” guerilla govern-
ment—the ChRI—and its forces. Nationalist 
movements among Russia’s ethnic Tatars 
have shown potential for producing radical 
Islamic-oriented nationalist, if not Islamist, 
groups. With a strong desire for self-deter-
mination, the Tatars led Russia’s nation-
al minorities, Muslim and non-Muslim, in 
forcing Moscow to establish a loose federal 
system during the 1990s in the wake of the 
Soviet collapse. In contrast to Chechnya’s 
Dudaev, Tatarstan’s moderate communist 
elite, led by Mintimer Shaimiev, negotiated 
in February 1994 the first power-sharing 
treaty with Moscow, which afforded Kazan 
broad political, economic, and cultural 
autonomy.

However, behind the moderate elite stood 
several radical nationalist movements that 
threatened to push the republic toward a 
violent confrontation with the Kremlin, 
not unlike the one in which Chechnya has 
found itself. In particular, the Tatar nation-
alist All-Tatar Public Center (VTOTs) and 
“Ittifak,” Tatar versions of radical political 
Islam, amassed weapons and suffered mass 
arrests in the early 1990s. However, includ-
ing them in the category of Islamist groups 
would be stretching the definition. Although 
they seek a role for Shari’a law in an inde-
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pendent Tatar state, it is unclear whether 
their interpretation of Islam is particularly 
strict. One caveat to this judgment lies in 
cooperation with the Chechen jihadi net-
work by some representatives of the radical 
and more Islamic (as opposed to nationalist) 
wing of VTOTs from Tatarstan’s second 
largest city, Naberezhnyi Chelny. In 2005 
the leader of this VTOTs branch, Rafis 
Kashapov, began to publish his articles 
on the pro-Basaev Web site Kavkaz-Tsentr. 
Other Tatars from Tatarstan have done the 
same, but their organizational allegiance, 
if any, was not specified, making it unclear 
whether other branches of VTOTs or Ittifak 
are becoming more Islamist than Islamic.

the ichkeriyan-led  
Jihadi Network

Aside from the opening given to radical 
Chechen nationalists by the Soviet collapse 
and the intervention of foreign jihadists, the 
rise of an Islamist-oriented, as opposed to a 
nationalist-dominated, ChRI is the result 
of the Russians’ failure to defeat the ChRI, 
the failure of the ChRI to establish effective 
nationalist governance in the interwar peri-
od (1996–99), and the ChRI’s long exposure 
to Islamist operatives and ideas throughout 
the 1990s.

the Jihadization of the 
chechen resistance

Al-Qa’ida focused on the Chechen conflict 
as a potentially pivotal one for global jihad. 
In 1996 Osama bin Ladin’s chief deputy, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, was arrested by Russian 
law enforcement bodies as he tried to enter 
Chechnya. He was accidentally let free by 
the authorities, who were not aware of his 
true identity. Later, Zawahiri articulated 
his vision of a southern Eurasian caliphate, 

arguing that Islamist control of Chechnya 
and the Caucasus as a whole would frag-
ment Russia and weaken an ally in the U.S. 
war on terrorism, as cited by Jeffrey M. 
Bale: “The liberation of the Caucasus would 
constitute a hotbed of jihad . . . and that 
region would become the shelter of thou-
sands of Muslim mujahidin.”

The Islamization of leading Chechen lead-
ers and terrorists, in particular the second 
Chechen president, Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev, 
and field commanders Shamil Basaev and 
Salman Raduyev, became pivotal as the third 
Chechen president, Maskhadov, sought to 
consolidate his and state power after his 
victory in the 1997 presidential election. 
Maskhadov’s policy of seeking at least a 
temporary modus vivendi with the Russians 
and developing a Chechen protostate nomi-
nally embedded within Russia was based on a 
slightly more secularized form of traditional 
Chechen Sufi Islam. However, the radicaliza-
tion of Basaev and other field commanders 
led to the kidnapping of hundreds of foreign 
aid workers and journalists and numer-
ous clashes between pro-Maskhadov forces 
and those of the radical field commanders. 
Partly to find compromise with the radicals, 
Maskhadov began to Islamize the Chechen 
state and law. Shari’a courts were estab-
lished, and public mutilations and death 
sentences were carried out on the orders 
of such courts. In October 1997 Chechnya 
was declared an Islamic republic in a new 
constitution. Maskhadov also appointed radi-
cal figures to government office; Basaev, 
for example, was appointed prime minister. 
Nevertheless, relations between Maskhadov 
and the increasingly Islamist opposition con-
tinued to deteriorate.

A driving force behind the radical 
Islamization of field commanders like Basaev 
was the al-Qa’ida emissary for the Caucasus, 
Samir bin Salih al-Suwaylam, alias Khattab. 
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In 1998–99, Khattab and Basaev began 
organizing an effort to expand the sphere 
of Islamist influence beyond Chechnya into 
the neighboring Muslim-dominated republic 
of Dagestan, establishing ties with Islamists 
there and encouraging them to declare 
“Islamist republics” in several districts. In 
August 1999 a combined force of Chechen, 
Dagestani, other North Caucasus ethnic 
Muslims, and foreign mujahidin crossed 
the border from Chechnya to link up with 
self-declared Islamic republics in Dagestan. 
This, along with apartment building bomb-
ings in Moscow and Volgadonsk, sparked a 
Russian incursion into Chechnya and finally 
a full invasion and reoccupation. However, 
Russian forces were never fully able to quell 
the Chechen resistance, which melted into 
the southern mountains, and by day into 
the urban population, only to emerge to con-
duct raids and increasingly terrorist attacks 
throughout Chechnya and beyond.

The Russians’ war of attrition wore down 
but did not end the resistance, which became 
more desperate and willing to accept the 
increasingly Islamist jihadi critique made 
by Basaev and other field commanders of 
Maskhadov’s policy. The consolidation of the 
Chechen Islamists’ place within the resis-
tance’s structures of power came at a sum-
mer 2002 meeting of the ChRI guerilla gov-
ernment attended by President Maskhadov, 
Basaev, other field commanders, and several 
foreign Islamists with ties to al-Qa’ida. One 
report, in Russki Zhurnal, claimed the 
meeting was conducted in Arabic, with 
one Abd al-Khalim Sadulaev translating for 
Maskhadov, who did not know the Arabic 
language. The meeting was a coup of sorts 
for the pro-jihad forces. It established a 
Shari’a-based order within the ChRI and the 
goal of expanding Islamist jihad throughout 
the North Caucasus.

The August 2002 meeting created a 

new governing body, called the Majlis al-
Shura (MSh), to supercede the Chechen 
government. It was essentially combined 
with the ChRI State Defense Committee 
(Gosudartvennyi Komitet Oborony, or 
GKO). Subsequently, the president was also 
identified as chairman of the GKO-MSh 
in official documents. The meeting also 
adopted amendments to the ChRI consti-
tution. As Paul Murphy writes, the most 
important amendments stipulated that 
“[t]he Madzhlisul Shura is the ChRI’s high-
est organ of power” and that “the Koran 
and Sunna are the sources of all decisions” 
it makes. The MSh’s composition, accord-
ing to another amendment, “is confirmed 
by the head of state with the agreement of 
the Supreme Shariat Court,” which is also 
to ensure that the MSh makes no decision 
that contradicts the Koran or Sunna. This 
principle was also enshrined in the amended 
constitution: “The Majlis al-Shura is not 
permitted to adopt decisions that contradict 
the Koran and Sunna.”

Appointments made by Maskhadov to the 
Shura and its committees in the meeting’s 
wake confirmed the jihadists’ advances. 
Several al-Qa’ida jihadists were appointed 
to top ChRI military and political offices 
by alleged foreign Islamist operatives. One, 
“Amir Supyan,” chaired the finance com-
mittee, and one, “Bashir,” became head of 
the Internal Information Service. One, Amir 
Kamad, was appointed commander of the 
Northern Front, and Saudi al-Qa’ida opera-
tive Amir Abu Walid was appointed to com-
mand the Eastern Front. Old Maskhadov 
hand Ahmad Zakaev was appointed head of 
the Information Committee, and Basaev’s 
chief propagandist and director of the 
Kavkaz-Tsentr Web site, Movladi Udugov, 
was charged to run the Foreign Information 
Service.

Shaykh Abu Omar (Muhammad bin 
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Abdallah) al-Sayf was appointed the dep-
uty of Maskhadov’s future successor, Abd 
al-Khalim Abu Salamovich Sadulaev, and 
was regarded by Russian Islam scholar 
Aleksandr Ignatenko as the committee’s 
real leader. His appointment was indicative 
of the rise of foreign Islamists in the ChRI 
“government.” Shaykh Abu Omar, born in 
Saudi Arabia, spent 10 years in the North 
Caucasus working with Basaev and Khattab 
to establish a separate Islamic state in the 
North Caucasus. Like other foreign muja-
hidin arriving in the North Caucasus, he 
soon married a young Dagestani girl from 
the village of Karamahi. This was one of the 
Dagestani villages (along with Chabanmahi) 
where Abu Omar and other jihadists estab-
lished jama’ats and sought to establish a 
bridgehead for a caliphate in the August 
1999 Basaev-Khattab invasion that sparked 
the second post-Soviet Russo-Chechen War. 
In 1997 he took part in Khattab’s raid on 
the Russian military base in Buinaksk, 
Dagestan.

According to Murphy, Abu Omar was chair-
man of the Committee of Judges and Fatwas 
in the ChRI Shura’s Shari’a Committee and 
issued fatwas (religious edicts) in support of 
carrying out acts of terrorism and blessed 
terrorist attacks. According to Russian intel-
ligence, Abu Omar was an “emissary” of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the Haramain 
Islamic Foundation and arranged foreign 
financing for terrorism in Moscow (includ-
ing the October 2002 Dubrovka theater 
hostage-taking and the 1999 apartment 
building bombings), Chechnya, Dagestan, 
Ingushetia, and North Ossetiya, including 
the infamous Beslan school seizure. He is 
said by Murphy to have made appeals to 
Muslims for “assistance in the information-
al, social, and military realms” through the 
Kavkaz-Tsentr. Adam Dekkushev, sentenced 
for participation in the 1999 Moscow apart-

ment building bombings, testified that Abu 
Omar taught him how to make explosives at 
his training camp in 1997. The ChRI’s lead-
ing religious authority, Abu Omar was killed 
by Russian forces in 2006.

The most important appointment was 
of Abd al-Khalim Sadulaev as chairman of 
the MSh’s Shari’a Committee and Head 
of the ChRI Shari’a Court. The holder of 
these posts, the meeting decided, would be 
the designated successor to the president in 
accordance with the summer meeting’s con-
stitutional changes, according to a report 
on Kavkaz-Tsentr. Subsequently, in 2004 
Maskhadov appointed the relatively young 
Sadulaev as his vice president. Sadulaev has 
substantial religious education, knowledge, 
and authority. He received religious training 
at home and from Chechen theologians near 
his home village of Argun (his local familial 
clan, or teip, Ustradoi, is considered to have 
been the founders of Argun), studied in 
Chechnya State University’s Department of 
Philology, has good knowledge of Arabic, and 
has completed the hajj to Mecca once. He was 
chief Islam expert for Shamil Basaev and 
Movladi Udugov and reportedly close to the 
first head of the Chechen Supreme Shari’a 
Court, Shams al-Din Batukaev, before the 
second Chechen War and was imam of an 
Argun mosque.

During the interwar period, Sadulaev 
organized and conducted popular Islamic 
programming and sermons on the ChRI’s 
“Kavkaz” channel. Religiously and militar-
ily, he headed the Islamic Jama’at in Argun, 
which took part in the August 1999 invasion 
of Dagestan that helped spark the second 
war. His Argun People’s Militia appears 
to have continued operations in Chechnya 
through 2001, according to Kavkaz-Tsentr. 
The extent of his role in military operations 
and command is still unclear, but it appears 
to have been limited as compared to that 
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of others such as Maskhadov, Basaev, and 
Gelaev. He may have turned to terrorist 
activity before moving into the top leader-
ship as the top religious figure. The Russian 
General Prosecutor’s Office claims he was 
behind the kidnapping of the head of the 
humanitarian mission of Doctors Without 
Borders in 2001. Russian radio station Ekho 
Moskvy reports that other sources contend 
Sadulaev led the Wahhabi underground 
in Chechnya and organized female suicide 
bombers. In a March 2002 meeting of field 
commanders, he was identified as a lead-
ing Islamic scholar of the Chechen guerilla 
forces, Paul Tumelty notes. In short, before 
his rise to designated successor, his role was 
primarily one of Islamist religious authority 
and political ideologist.

Sadulaev’s meteoric ascent through the 
Chechen ranks is sometimes attributed to 
his value to Maskhadov as an instrument 
for containing even more radical Islamist 
commanders such as Belaev, Raduev, and 
Khattab. An April 1, 2002, Chechen Press 
agency report, as cited by Tumelty, claimed 
that Sadulaev’s first public appearance, in 
which he stated at a March 2002 meeting 
of field commanders that Maskhadov was 
“in full control of Islamic military detach-
ments,” was a direct response to charges 
that Maskhadov had lost control over the 
Basaev-Gelaev faction of radical field com-
manders. However, in March 2004 former 
ChRI defense minister Magomed Khambiev 
asserted that Sadulaev is a “Wahhabi Amir” 
whom the radical Islamists sought to have 
appointed ChRI president. Islamist pres-
sures reportedly prompted Maskhadov to 
appoint him as a member of the State 
Commission on Constitutional Shari’a 
Reform in 1999, according to Tumelty. Thus 
Islamists like Basaev probably secured 
Sadulaev’s appointment in summer 2002 
to the posts of head of the Shura’s Shari’a 

Committee and head of the Shari’a Court. 
Sadulaev may have a deeply personal reason 
for fighting the Russians. According to the 
militants’ site Kavkaz-Tsentr, Sadulaev’s 
wife was killed by Russian forces in 2003. 
Kavkaz-Tsentr has countered early Russian 
media reports that Sadulaev was born in 
Saudi Arabia by stressing that he has never 
been outside Chechnya but for a hajj to 
Mecca.

With the jihadists’ rise to power, 
Maskhadov had made a Faustian bargain. 
Although he was able to maintain the sup-
port of Basaev’s considerable forces and 
access to al-Qa’ida funding, by associating 
himself with the jihadi strategy and terror-
ist tactics of the Islamists, he paved their 
way to power after his death in March 2005. 
Thus the last years of Maskhadov’s reign as 
leader of the Chechen rebels were ones of 
considerable fluctuation in policy driven by 
the pressures of growing Islamist sentiment 
within the ChRI leadership and Russian mil-
itary pressures on the Chechens. It is clear 
that by mid-2004 Maskhadov began shifting 
to the Islamists’ strategy of expanding the 
war beyond Chechnya. This coincided with 
the rise of Islamist Shari’a expert Sadulaev 
through the ranks of the ChRI to the post of 
vice president.

In an August 2004 interview, Maskhadov 
acknowledged that he had authorized the 
formation of an “Ingushetiyan Sector” 
before the June 2004 Ingush and Chechen 
jihadists’ raid on Nazran that saw the 
capital of the Muslim-dominated republic 
of Ingushetiya occupied for several hours. 
A month later, an Ingush jama’at played a 
leading role in the Beslan hostage taking 
and massacre in the neighboring republic 
of North Ossetiya. With Maskhadov’s death 
at the hands of Russian forces on March 8, 
2005, the Islamist jihadists’ consolidation of 
power in the ChRI was complete. Although 
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Maskhadov’s strategic goal may have been 
limited to Chechen independence, his jiha-
di colleagues sought to establish a North 
Caucasus caliphate.

organization

This effort became clear upon Sadulaev’s 
assumption of the Ichkeriyan emirship and 
presidency after Maskhadov’s death. The 
ChRI’s leadership was reshuffled, and a net-
work of combat groups, or jama’ats (boevyie 
dzhamaaty), organized by Basaev was set up 
under the ChRI armed forces along with the 
formation of a North Caucasus Front. These 
changes in effect institutionalized jihad and 
the goal of establishing a caliphate under the 
ChRI government. The ChRI jihadi network 
mirrors the flexible but still somewhat disci-
plined “free-scale network” employed by al-
Qa’ida, consisting of a central hub connecting 
associated nodes to it and with each other. 
Its hub, or coordinating center, is the ChRI 
leadership, in particular its State Defense 
Committee, or Majlis al-Shura (GKO-MSh), 
which constitutes the nucleus of the move-
ment’s network (see Table 1). It serves as 
the coordinating center for the associated 
nationalist and Islamist groups and for the 
major operations requiring the involvement 

of several jama’ats or cells, a source of 
ideological influence and perhaps direction, 
and as the conduit for weapons, financing, 
and other resources, including those coming 
from the international network.

At the apex of the network is the chair-
man of the GKO-MSh and the ChRI presi-
dent. The Shura’s structure resembles that 
of al-Qa’ida’s, and its founding in 2002 coin-
cides with the ascendancy of Islamist influ-
ence within the Chechen movement. The 
al-Qa’ida Shura’s committees for defense, 
propaganda, and fatwa are replicated by 
the Chechens’ Military, Information, and 
Shari’a Committees, just as Osama’s depu-
ty, al-Zawahiri, headed both the Shura and 
the Fatwa Committees, writes terror expert 
Rohan Gunaratna.

Sadulaev served not only as Maskhadov’s 
vice president but also as head of the Shari’a 
Court and the Shura’s Shari’a Committee. 
Sadulaev enjoys an unprecedented concen-
tration of power, at least on paper. Like 
Maskhadov, he holds the offices of ChRI 
president, supreme commander-in-chief of 
the armed forces of the ChRI, and emir 
of the Majlis al-Shura. Yet he remains in 
charge of Shari’a interpretation as chair-
man of the Supreme Shari’a Court as well, 
according to the Chechen Press. As noted 
above, according to the 2002 ChRI consti-
tution adopted at the July–August 2002 
enlarged meeting of ChRI leadership and 
field commanders, the holder of the posts of 
chairman of the Shura’s Shari’a Committee 
and head of the Shari’a Court becomes 
the emir/president’s designated successor in 
the event of his death. That system seems 
to have been abandoned, at least for the 
moment. Sadulaev retains these successor 
posts, and Vice President Doku Umarov has 
no credentials to take these religious posts. 
Indeed, as noted before, Basaev appears to 
be Sadulaev’s near coequal.

Table 1 

The Top Leadership Structure of the Jihadi Guerilla 
Government of the Chechen Republic of Ichkeriya 
(ChRI)

Majlis al-Shura
Presidency/ 
Government Cabinet

Emir—Abd al-Khalim 
Sadulaev

President/Premier—Abd 
al-Khalim Sadulaev

Shari’a Committee Head—
Abd al-Khalim Sadulaev 

Vice President—Doku 
Umarov

Military Committee Head—
Shamil Basaev

First Vice Premier—Shamil 
Basaev 

Information Committee 
Head—Movladi Udugov 

Vice Premier—Ahmad 
Zakaev
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Sadulaev also reorganized the “military-
political” structure of the ChRI. The number 
of fronts was increased from four to six—the 
Caucasus and Dagestan fronts were added to 
the Eastern, Western, Northern, and Grozny 
(Dzhokar) fronts (see Table 2). These are fur-

ther broken down into 35 sectors sometimes 
called “sektory,” sometimes “napravlenii.” 
Sadulaev himself explained the changes to 
the military-political structure in his August 
19, 2005, declaration to the Chechen people, 
quoted by Kavkaz-Tsentr, as a consequence 

Table 2

Structure of the ChRI Armed Forces and the Combat Jama’at Network in the  
North Caucasus and Elsewhere in Russia

Front Front Leader Sectors and sub-Sectors, with Sector Leaders

Eastern Front Ahmad Avdorkhanov, 
killed by Russian forces 
on September 12, 2005

Chechan Sector: Emir—Ahmed Avdorkhanov
Argun Sector: Emir—Islam
Gudermes Sector: Emir—Abd al-Rashid
Kurchaloev Sector: Emir—Khalid

Western Front (southern 
regions bordering Georgia) 

Doku Umarov Sernovodskyi Sector: Emir—Abd al-Salamov 

Northern Front Lechi Eskiyev, killed in 
January 2006

Dzhokarsjii (Groznyi) Front Abu Umar al-Sayf, 
killed February 2006

Northern Sector: Emir—Abd al-Rahman

Caucasus Front Abu Muslim Ingush Sector

•	Ingush Jama’at: Emir—Ilyas Gorchkhanov, killed 
October 13, 2005

•	Khalifat Jama’at

•	Amanat Jama’at
Ossetian Sector

•	Ossetian Jama’at: Emir—Aslam Digorskii 
Kabardino-Balkarian Sector

•	Yarmuk Jama’at—Emir Anzor Astemirov (Muslim Atayev 
and Ruslan Bekanov killed successively in 2005)

Karachevo-Cherkesskii Sector

•	Jama’at Number 3

•	Jamagat Jama’at
Adygei Sector

•	Nogai Jama’at
Krasnodar Sector
Stavropol Sector

Dagestan Front Ribbani Dzhalilov Jannat Jama’at, destroyed January 2005: Emir—R. 
Makasharipov

Shari’a Jama’at: Emir—Mur’ad Lakhiyalov (R. 
Makasharipov killed by Russian forces in July 2005)

Jama’ats outside the North 
Caucasus

Islamic Jama’at in Naberezhnyi Chelny in Tatarstan and 
perhaps Bashkortostan

Islamic Jama’at in Bashkortostan and perhaps Tatarstan
Moscow Jama’at in Moscow and KBR
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of “the broadening of the theatre of combat 
operations in the Caucasus.”

It remains unclear whether the decision 
to turn to expanded war and jihad across 
the North Caucasus was driven by a sense 
of desperation, after the ChRI guerillas 
spent several long winters in the cold 
and isolation of Ichkeriya’s mountainous 
landscape with dwindling funds from an 
equally besieged al-Qa’ida or by a grow-
ing confidence and ideological transforma-
tion. Regardless of how one answers this 
“chicken or the egg” conundrum, there is 
no doubt that an ideological transforma-
tion has occurred.

ideology

The ideology of the ChRI and its Islamist 
network is increasingly imbued with both the 
theological foundations and political tenets of 
Salafi/Wahhabi or Mawdidi/Qutbist jihadism. 
This can be seen in the ideology’s corner-
stones: first, the pan-Muslim Islamism and 
the rejection of ethnonationalism; second, the 
establishment of an Islamist state or caliph-
ate; third, a Shari’a law–based and antidemo-
cratic caliphate; fourth, the obligation of jihad 
toward establishing the caliphate; and fifth, a 
culture of martyrdom within the jihad.

Pan-Muslim Islamism

Al-Qa’ida’s success shows that a multiethnic 
Islamist terrorist network can be politically 
viable and operationally effective. Russia’s 
North Caucasus jihadi network seeks to 
build on this experience by co-opting and 
transforming ethnonationalist movements 
among Russia’s ethnic Muslims inside and 
outside the North Caucasus into Islamic 
and Islamist allies. The approach is to 
erase ethnic boundaries, beginning with the 
Chechen-Ingush “Vainakh” dyad, moving to 

a consolidation of Dagestan’s numerous eth-
nic Muslim groups and their incorporation 
into the Vainakh core, and then proceeding 
to the western North Caucasus republics of 
Kabardino-Balkariya (KBR), Karachaevo-
Cherkessiya (KChR), and Adygeya, with 
their Circassian and Karachai-Balkar ethnic 
groups. Finally, they would expand beyond 
the North Caucasus by “crossing the Volga,” 
as Basaev threatened in January 2006, in 
order to spread the jihadi movement to 
Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and other Tatar 
and Bashkir communities across Russia.

For example, in a 2005 article titled 
“Siberia’s Islamic Choice,” Kavkaz-Tsentr 
revealed that the jihadists have had their 
eyes on Siberia: “Siberia is beginning to take 
the chance to cease being a Russian colony. 
This process is only just beginning but in a 
number of Siberia’s regions—Omsk, Tomsk, 
Tyumen, and Chita Oblasts—it is very obvi-
ously being felt.” The authors argue that the 
“more optimal” path for Siberia’s post-Rus-
sian development is a “model built on Islamic 
principles of intercommunal relations.” The 
“Islamic model of statehood” is “extraterrito-
rial” in contrast to the Russian and Western 
models, and the “main social formation” 
is not the nation but the Muslim umma. 
Moreover, they propose that the principle in 
Shari’a law under which a Muslim jama’at 
may not subordinate itself to non-Islamic 
authorities should become “the main point” 
in discussion of social development “on the 
territory of the former USSR.”

Sadulaev introduced such an ideological 
pinning behind the June 2004 raid on Nazran, 
noting: “As far as the Ingushetiyans go, we 
call them and ourselves ‘the Vainakhs’ [our 
people] because we are one nation. Allah says 
that if your brothers ask for your help, you 
are obligated to provide help.” The key here is 
Sadulaev’s leap from the unity of the Chechen 
and Ingush peoples to that of all Muslims. 
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The ChRI’s official Web sites, such as Kavkaz-
Tsentr.com, Chechenpress.org, and Daymohk.
ru are replete with articles and appeals cover-
ing ethnic Muslim movements and communi-
ties across Russia—indeed, across the world.

The Caucasus Caliphate

The minimum goal toward which the jihadi 
ideology is driving Russia’s Islamists now is 
the liberation of the entire North Caucasus 
and, if possible, all of southern Eurasia 
and the creation there of an Islamic, if not 
Islamist, caliphate. ChRI Emir/President 
Sadulaev explicitly stated this, as quoted in 
the Chechen Press: “We are obliged to cre-
ate here, on our indigenous land, an Islamic 
state.” The opening statement of Sadulaev’s 
June 2005 address to the Chechen people, 
cited in Kavkaz-Tsentr, reflects the new 
emphasis on the pan-Islamic, expansionist 
designs for a Caucasus caliphate:

I greet all the brothers and sisters in 
the faith, who take pains on the path of 
Allah for the sake of gaining freedom so 
that the religion of truth would be estab-
lished on our much suffering homeland 
and there would rule beneficial morals 
and pure thoughts. . . .

[O]ur enemies will have to abandon 
any hope of defeating us. The Russian 
colonizers will have to part with their 
centuries’-long dreams not only for the 
subjugation of Chechnya but also of the 
entire Caucasus. And then, Allah will-
ing, they will answer for all that they 
have done here.

In his article “All That Does Not 
Correspond to the Shariat Is Illegitimate,” 
the apparent chief ideologist of the North 
Caucasus jihad, Movladi Udugov, referred 
to Osama bin Ladin’s teacher and al-Qa’ida 

founder, Abdallah Azzam, and renounced 
the idea of national self-determination 
(“nationalism and national apartments”) 
and any possibility of reviving Chechen 
statehood, which he regards as having been 
destroyed during the second Chechen War. 
Instead, he has declared the subordination 
of all of the North Caucasus’s jihadists and 
combat jama’ats to the Ichkeriyan emir by 
virtue of the combat jama’at emir’s bayat 
(oath) to Sadulaev upon his succession 
of Maskhadov. Moreover, according to a 
report on Kavkaz-Tsentr, Udugov calls for 
the formal subordination of all of Russia’s 
Muslims to Amir Sadulaev.

The Shari’a Regime

There is no doubt in the jihadists’ minds 
that a Caucasus caliphate ought to be 
an Islamist state in line with the tradi-
tional Salafi sense of a Shari’a law–based 
state, in accordance with Egyptian Shaykh 
Qutb’s prescription that strict Shari’a law 
dominate any future caliphate. In his first 
interview as the new emir in July 2005, 
Sadulaev stressed the leading and pervasive 
role Islam will enjoy in the Chechen state 
and the coming Caucasus caliphate: “The 
Islamic religion should occupy the leading 
place in the Chechen state,” though accord-
ing to the report on Kavkaz-Tsentr, he 
claimed there would be freedom of religion. 
He elaborated on this in his first official 
statement, an appeal to the Chechen people. 
The ChRI Web site, Kavkaz-Tsentr, made 
sure to format the appeal in prayer-like 
form as reproduced here:

Even a small detail in our daily life as 
conduct during eating, even that is not 
forgotten by the religion of Islam. Such 
is Allah’s Law, and we do not intend 
to deviate from it on our path. Any 
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normative acts and resolutions of the 
Chechen State will be formulated only 
on this basis. After Aslan [Maskhadov] 
(the Martyr, Allah Willing) established 
Shariat rule in the ChRI, he never 
issued serious resolutions without first 
getting the agreement from his advisors 
who were of the scholar-alims [Shari’a 
legal scholars]. Our main goal is to help 
those under illusions. To send a Muslim 
brother, who is violating Allah’s Law, 
on the true way or a sister under illu-
sions, a Chechen woman or non-Chech-
en woman—there is no difference.

The growing role of Shari’a is evidenced 
in both the actions and pronouncements of 
the ChRI “state” and its militant leaders. 
Already at the July–August 2002 broadened 
meeting of the Shura—at which Sadulaev 
was appointed to head the Shura’s Shari’a 
Committee and the ChRI’s Shari’a Court, 
becoming Maskhadov’s designated succes-
sor—all these top military and political 
figures (the members of the ChRI Majlis 
al-Shura, the ChRI government, the ChRI 
parliament, local administrations, and the 
military field commanders) were required to 
take an “Islamic Oath” (which was referred 
to by the participants with the Arabic word 
bayat) to Maskhadov “as long as he observes 
and defends Shari’a”—not as long as he 
defends Chechnya’s constitution, but as 
long as he defends Shari’a.

In the August 1, 2004, interview with 
Maskhadov and Sadulaev, the former 
acknowledged that all the guerilla opera-
tions in the North Caucasus were under-
taken in accordance with Shari’a as inter-
preted by Sadulaev. In September 2005, 
the pro-Chechen militant Web site Kavkaz-
Tsentr reported that the Shari’a courts and 
investigative groups were being established 
for all six fronts in the theater of operations 

of the ChRI mujahidin. The spokesman of 
the Initiative of the Group of the Muslims of 
Kabardino-Balkariya, which turned out to be 
the political wing of the ChRI-allied “United 
Islamic Combat Jama’at ‘Yarmuk,’” also 
stipulated how best to organize jihadi terror 
and conduct partisan or guerilla warfare, 
basing his instructions on Shari’a law.

In his article, “All That Does Not 
Correspond to the Shari’a Is Illegitimate,” 
Udugov argued that the Shari’a-based 
caliphate is a “counterweight to the demo-
cratic point of view.” Explicitly referencing 
Qutb in order to explain his view, he asserts 
that “the modern Western world (despite 
the presence of God’s revelation) continues 
to be in a state of jahiliya and is imposing 
this jahiliya on the rest of the entire world.” 
Not only does the West suffer from “the igno-
rance” (literally, jahiliya), but it is mired in 
the worst, more complex form of jahiliya (in 
Arabic, jahlu murakkab), which “borders on 
clinical retardation.” For Udugov and other 
like-minded Islamists, one manifestation 
of “retardation” is democracy. In the old 
Marxist dialectical materialism terminol-
ogy, an Islamist Shari’a-based state is the 
rising antithesis to the reigning thesis of 
global democratization. Udugov declares 
that “democracy contradicts the Shari’a, 
and therefore we are exactly for the Shari’a, 
and not for democracy.”

In contrast to infidel democracy, the 
Shari’a is the product of divine, not human, 
inspiration. Therefore, it should not be 
confined to the social sphere but serve as 
the foundation for Islamic state-building. 
In line with the neotraditionalist thought 
of Qutb, Udugov firmly places Shari’a law 
above the Koran and Sunna:

[T]he Shari’a is the real and concrete 
embodiment of the Koran and Sunna 
into life! It is the real and concrete 
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establishment of the Allah’s Power on 
earth! This is the ONLY LAW, pre-
scribed to Muslims. Usman ibn Affan, 
Allah be pleased by him, said: “Power 
can do that which the Koran can-
not.” For our democrats let us explain 
that here under “power” is understood 
Shari’a power . . .

. . . Only the Shari’a never changes, 
because it is not human conjuring, but 
the Law, granted by God.

For Udugov and other Islamists:

Justice can only be from Allah, and this 
justice is called the Shari’a. All the rest 
that is thought up by people themselves 
is only an imitation of “justice” and 
from the devil. . . . Truly, we believe in 
this! And once more we believe in this! 
And all Muslims believe in this, and 
they fear those roads that lead to Hell! 
Therefore, a question naturally arises: 
What relation to the Sunna, willed 
to us by the Prophet . . . or the true 
caliphs, does the demand to observe 
“international law,” “the rules of the 
UN,” and “democracy” have? And we 
answer—not any!

This approach ensures, of course, that the 
power to establish the rules, institutions, 
and ultimately the nature of the caliphate 
will be left to a small circle of jihadi leaders 
and Islamic scholars.

Chechen and other nationalists among 
Russia’s ethnic Muslims, especially in the 
North Caucasus, are being told and perhaps 
convinced by ChRI jihadists that their sub-
jugation to Russian rule is a result of their 
imperfect or incomplete Islamization before 
Imperial Russia’s expansion. The ChRI jiha-
dists’ emphasis on Muslims’ deviations from 
Allah’s path and a general crisis of values 

reflected in greed, corruption, and promis-
cuity surely rings true to devout and even 
some semidevout Muslims, as these vices are 
rampant in post-Soviet Russia’s society and 
culture, including among the Muslim repub-
lics’ elites. Most important, these ideological 
tenets define a revolutionary goal broader 
than Chechen or even North Caucasus inde-
pendence; rather, they support the estab-
lishment of an Islamist caliphate ruled on 
the basis of the most strictly traditionalist 
interpretation of Shari’a law on any Russian 
territory where Muslims live.

The extent to which Shari’a law will 
be enforced under a strict, archaic, and 
selectively literal interpretation can be 
gleaned from the statements and writings of 
Sadulaev and other ChRI leaders. According 
to Kavkaz-Tsentr, for example, in discuss-
ing the appropriate punishment for the 
ostensible accidental death of a child dur-
ing a mujahidin operation, Emir Sadulaev 
stressed that Shari’a law indicates a fine 
equal to “the value of 100 camels.”

Thus, the ChRI jihadists’ view of the 
Shari’a is sharply opposed to the reformist 
or rationalist view of the Shari’a reflected 
in jadidist thought and Turkish and early 
Pakistani practice. Indeed, a significant 
element among Russia’s jihadists directly 
opposes the claims of some Muslim reform-
ers not only that is there no contradiction 
between Islamic and democratic principles, 
but also that Islamic thought and practice 
include elements of constitutionalism and 
even elections, as Aslan explains.

The Obligation of Jihad and the 
Culture of Martyrdom

Russia’s jihadists adhere to and proselytize 
jihad as one of the five pillars of Islam, and 
true Muslims are obliged to perform it. 
For example, Kavkaz-Tsentr cites Sadulaev’s 
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June 2005 “appeal to the people” in which 
he intermittently quoted Koranic verses, 
urging his people:

The straight way is the true way; this is 
our way. And we are conducting Jihad in 
order to attain the right to go along this 
way [of Islam]. . . .

“Allah tests us in order to clarify who 
has come to believe the truth.”

Allah knows all ours that is secret and 
manifest. Through trials Allah reveals 
the true believers for ourselves.

“And to bring out from you the 
Martyrs.”

To bring them near to Him.
“And Allah does not love the makers 

of injustice.”
And Allah says more:
“To cleanse those who have come to 

believe from you.”
Just as they temper and cleanse 

iron from various admixtures, so Allah 
cleanses us. Only trials cleanse people.

“Do you really think that you will 
enter Heaven before Allah distinguishes 
from among you those who complete 
Jihad and who endure . . .”

“And those who respond to Allah’s call 
are those He awards.”

Of those who keep to Allah’s religion
“Not one soul will die, except with 

Allah’s attribution.”
If we die it is only according to God’s 

assent.
In such a case what holds us back 

from the true path? Islamic scholars say 
that when the enemy steps onto Islamic 
land, the Muslim should slay [him], but 
only with the intention of ennobling the 
Word of God. The Jihad of the person, 
who does not know this rule and goes 
to war with the knowledge that he is 
defending Muslim land, freeing it from 

the enemy, also will be accepted by Allah. 
The Prophet Muhammad, Allah bless 
him, speaks about this and welcomes it:

“He who is killed defending his honor 
will be a Martyr. [He] who is killed 
defending his blood (life) is a Martyr. 
[He]” who defends property is a Martyr.

In the same appeal, using the Arab term 
for “apostate” (munafik), Sadulaev warned 
Russia’s Muslims: “It is possible for one to 
enter Heaven only in the event that [one] 
fulfills the will of Allah.” ChRI-associated 
Islamists in the KBR also parse the Koran for 
legal justifications of jihad, declaring military 
jihad or insisting it to be “obligatory” for all 
Muslims. According to the KBR jihadists’ 
spokesman, Musa, after Russian forces killed 
Atayev-Sayfullah, the leader of the KBR 
combat jama’at Yarmuk, all Muslims were 
now required by Shari’a law to join in jihad 
against nonbelievers. The sin of abstention 
from jihad, according to Musa, would ren-
der Muslims nonbelievers who having “left 
Islam” worthy only of death, as are nonbe-
lievers, as reported in a March 2004 article 
on Kavkaz-Tsentr. Musa, quoted by the same 
article, interpreted the January 2005 killing 
of Atayev-Sayfullah, his wife, and two-year-
old son by Russian troops in terms of jihadi 
martyrdom: “Amir Seifullah showed a fine 
example of how a Muslim should defend his 
family and honor from the Russian aggres-
sors and their loyal dogs. He concluded an 
advantageous deal and received the great 
profit which Allah promises those who carry 
out a true trade in the name of Jihad.”

anti-infidelism

Other than a reluctance to declare explicitly 
the West and the United States to be enemies, 
the ChRI network’s ideology does not differ 
appreciably from the rest of the international 
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Islamist network in its “anti-infidelism.” The 
North Caucasus jihadists express their sup-
port for all branches of the global jihad and a 
seething hatred for non-Muslims, the United 
States, the West, Israel, and Jews. In a March 
2005 interview, Basaev expressed simultane-
ously his admiration for Osama bin Ladin 
and his disdain for the United States:

I would very much like to meet him. 
. . . One thing I know for certain is that 
he cannot fundamentally be a villain 
because his face gives out a strong light 
in all the photographs which I have been 
lucky enough to see. From my own expe-
rience I know that America and Rusnya 
[derogatory term for “Russia”] love to 
decide who the guilty people are and do 
not allow them even a word to say in 
order to justify themselves. An example 
of this is the story of the weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq and Saddam, whose 
overthrow I always supported, but not 
for the benefit of America, but because I 
saw in this advantage for the Muslims.

Basaev noted, “Scoundrel Western cru-
saders, bogged down in lechery, and you, 
hoggish Jews, I have ordered my Muslim 
brothers and sisters, the Chechens, staying 
in your filthy countries to annihilate you 
without taking any compassion on you.” 
According to Tom de Waal, these com-
ments were in an e-mail purportedly sent 
by Basaev to the Institute for War and Peace 
Reporting on August 27, 2004, just days 
before the Beslan school siege.

During the visit to Moscow by Western 
leaders, including President George Bush, 
to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the 
Allied victory over Nazi Germany, Sadulaev 
condemned Western leaders as “leader-
 hypocrites” and charged them with “incite-
ment for the murder of 45,000 Chechen 

children,” according to a May 2005 report 
on ChRI’s Web site Kavkaz-Tsentr. Under 
Sadulaev, Kavkaz-Tsentr published an article 
accusing the United States of assisting the 
Russians in killing President Dudaev in 1995 
and Chechen field commander Ruslan Gelaev 
in 2003. Such transgressions are punished by 
death in Islamist and Chechen circles.

The following are typical representa-
tions of America, the West, and democ-
racy to be found on the ChRI jihadists’ Web 
site Kavkaz-Tsentr: “Satanism in Action: 
‘Skull and Bones’ Rules America”; “The 
Americans Burned Women and Children 
With White Phosphorous”; “The USA Is 
Sending Murderers of Children to Iraq”; 
“It Looks Like Western ‘Freedom’ Is Quite 
Satanized”; “To Be Live Cattle—That’s 
Western Democracy”; and “Moscow’s 
Militia Has Protected the Scarecrow of 
Putin, Bush and Blair.” A November 2005 
article, “Shamil Basaev Bought a Knife,” 
urges jihadists to “break the heads of Bush 
and Condoleezza Rice.”

themes in a Worldview

ChRI communiqués and official statements 
by its leaders are full of repeated incanta-
tions to Allah and frequent citations from 
the Koran and Sunna. Whereas Maskhadov’s 
Islamic salutations to Allah at the beginning 
of interviews were typically limited to one 
line when they appeared at all, Sadulaev 
routinely opens interviews with extensive 
references to Allah, as in the following to a 
foreign correspondent:

I run to Allah from the evil of the 
cursed Satan! In the name of Allah the 
Compassionate and Merciful! Praise to 
Allah, the Ruler of worlds! Allah’s Peace 
and Mercy to the best of the proph-
ets, his family, his accomplices, and all 
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Muslims! The Peace and Mercy of Allah 
to you! I will answer the questions of the 
correspondent of Radio Liberty Aslan 
Dukaev, God willing!

Islamist symbolism even includes the 
naming of individual Chechens, thus iden-
tifying them with Arab Muslim culture. 
Consequently, Basaev has taken an Arab 
name, Abdallah Shamil Abu Idris.

The local combat jama’ats’ statements 
are also replete with references to Allah, 
citations from and extremist interpreta-
tions of the Koran and Shari’a law, and the 
inflammatory language of radical Islam. 
For example, in justifying the obligatory 
jihad for all Muslims, KBR jihadi spokes-
man Musa condemned the republic leader-
ship’s actions in typical Islamist fashion, as 
reported by Kavkaz-Tsentr in March 2005: 
“All this was accompanied by an uncensored 
abuse of the Most High Allah and His mes-
senger Muhammad, Allah bless and wel-
come him. . . . Soon Satan’s servants spilled 
the first blood.” Similarly, ChRI affiliates 
throughout the North Caucasus, such as the 
Shari’at Jama’at, include numerous cita-
tions from the Koran in its communiqués to 
justify its guerilla and terrorist operations.

Goals, strategies, and tactics

As Islamist ideology and the global jihad’s 
goals infected the Chechen movement, they 
introduced elements of the global jihadi 
goals and strategy, both geopolitical and 
operational, into the movement. Al-Qa’ida’s 
founder, Shaykh Azzam, preached that all 
lands from the Philippines to Spain that 
had once been Islamic—going back to the 
fifteenth century—must be liberated from 
the infidels. The theater and goal of al-
Qa’ida’s operations now encompass if not 
the globe than certainly a broad swath of 

“Muslim lands.” For Russia’s jihadists, cor-
respondingly, the entire North Caucasus, 
Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and necessarily, 
so it seems, other regions in Russia densely 
populated by Muslims—“Muslim lands”—
are targets. They have become so not only 
for the Chechens but also for the global jihad. 
Chechnya is routinely mentioned now in the 
statements of bin Ladin, Zawahiri, and other 
radical Islamists and Islamic clerics.

caucasus or  
eurasian caliphate?

The ChRI jihadists’ pan-Islamic ideology 
dictates the goal of establishing a Caucasus 
caliphate. Accordingly, the ChRI guerillas’ 
leadership has denounced “narrow nation-
alism” and creating “national apartments” 
for Chechen independence, “Vainakh” 
(Chechen and Ingush) independence, and 
North Caucasus independence. There are 
recent signs of an even broader goal of 
freeing and perhaps including in at least 
one caliphate all “former Muslim lands” on 
Russia’s territory. This would include not 
only Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, Orenburg, 
and other regions in the Volga and southern 
Urals areas (the former Kazan Khanate) 
but also many regions of Siberia once part 
of a Muslim khanate where the Siberian 
Tatars now reside. If the goal is to allow all 
Russia’s Muslims to live under Shari’a law, 
then Moscow and St. Petersburg—indeed 
almost all Russia—would be within the 
North Caucasus jihadists’ sights in order to 
form a “little” Eurasian caliphate, rather 
than an attempt to take all Russia and 
establish a “great” Eurasian caliphate. It 
seems that for now the goal is limited to the 
liberation of “former Muslim lands,” but it 
seems all variations presuppose a Chechen-
led caliphate embedded within the global 
jihad’s most far-reaching ambitions.
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Sadulaev, Basaev, and other ChRI lead-
ers have indicated goals beyond the North 
Caucasus. On August 31, 2005, quoted on 
Kavkaz-Tsentr, Basaev left no doubt about 
his plans to expand the jihadi network to all 
“Muslim lands” in Russia:

With Allah’s blessing, we established the 
Caucasian front this year. Next year we 
will open fronts in Moscow, the Volga 
region, and Urals. Jihad is spreading. 
More and more oppressed nations under-
stand they should unite their forces to 
liberate themselves from Rusnya’s yoke.

In a January 2006 interview on Kavkaz-
Tsentr, Basaev warned that the North 
Caucasus jihad would “cross the Volga” in 
summer 2006, seeming to suggest Tatarstan 
and Bashkortostan as targets. Sadulaev, 
however, seemed to imply the more expan-
sive goal of establishing a broad Eurasian 
caliphate when he stated in September 2005 
that the “main policy of the Muslims” is the 
unity of all Muslims—“Chechen mujahi-
din, fighters from Kabardino-Balkariya, the 
Ingush brother, the brothers of the Cherkess, 
Turk, Arab, Dagestani or Russian who has 
accepted Islam”—regardless of national-
ity, further suggesting that the pretensions 
of an Islamic state are not limited to the 
boundaries of the republic of Chechnya/
Ichkeriya or even the North Caucasus.

Political and  
military strategy

The goal determines strategy. The central 
aspect of the Chechen-led Islamists’ political 
strategy is to use nationalism among disen-
franchised, alienated ethnic Muslim groups 
and interconfessional and interethnic ten-
sions in the North Caucasus to drive a wedge 
between Russia and its Muslims. Specifically, 

they seek to ally with, co-opt, and then 
Islamize ethnic Muslims’ nationalist move-
ments in order to build a larger movement 
capable of expelling Russia from the North 
Caucasus and force a larger zone of war and 
terrorism for the creation of a caliphate on 
“former Muslim lands” on Russia’s territory. 
General or secular political instability as well 
as intra-Muslim interethnic tensions and 
conflict also might be exploited by Islamists. 
As shown below, the political strategy of 
fomenting intercommunal conflicts upon 
which they might feed is reflected in many 
of the areas the jihadists have targeted for 
military and terrorist operations under the 
ChRI’s expanded war doctrine.

To unite various ethnic Muslim groups 
behind their jihad and set the foundations for 
the future caliphate, the Chechen Islamists 
and their global allies are attempting to build 
a broad, Russia-wide Chechen-led Islamist 
network. They are simultaneously expanding 
both the theater of operations and the defini-
tion of the nation from the Muslim Chechen 
to the Muslim Vainakh to the Muslim 
Caucasian, and finally to the pan-Islamist 
community in Russia under the Islamist flag 
and ally it with an Islamist umma. The new 
goal and strategy have been operationalized 
with the expansion of the ChRI jihad zone to 
the entire North Caucasus and institution-
alized with the formation of the “Caucasus 
Front” and the “Dagestan Front” discussed 
above, the recruitment of local Muslims from 
various ethnic Muslim groups and regions, 
and the formation of local jihadi combat 
jama’ats in the Muslim republics and some 
other regions of Russia for carrying out 
various forms of warfare and terrorism (see 
Table 2).

The mobilization and organizational strat-
egies of the Chechen-led Islamist network is 
to establish and transform small combat 
jama’ats on the basis of either nationalist 
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groups or, where possible, already exist-
ing Islamist sentiment. In the case of the 
former, the goal is then to transform senti-
ments for national self-determination and 
secession into struggle for a Shari’a-based 
Islamist way of life, which is attainable only 
with full self-determination to be won by 
separatism. This strategy has some viability, 
because people of more traditional societies, 
not only in Russia but throughout most of 
the former USSR and the Balkans, tend to 
equate one’s nationality with one’s religion. 
It is being applied among all of the North 
Caucasus ethnic Muslim peoples, increas-
ingly so among the Tatars of the Volga, 
Urals, and Siberian areas as well as among 
the various ethnic Muslim diasporas in 
Moscow and some other large cities. Already 
in 2005, former associates of Chechen emirs 
and field commanders have been arrested in 
Kemerovo and Irkutsk Oblasts in Siberia, 
where they may have been sent to establish 
jama’ats for the implementation of a plan 
outlined by supposedly “nationalist” ChRI 
vice president Umarov, to create three new, 
large sectors, megasectors, or zones—West-
ern, Siberian, and Far Eastern—in order to 
extend war and terror to Russia’s “economic 
heart,” as Paul Tumelty explains. Members 
of diasporas in Moscow and elsewhere and 
ethnic Russian converts can be and have 
been used in terrorist attacks in the rear.

There are several advantages to Ichkeriya’s 
expanded war doctrine. It dilutes Russian 
resources in Chechnya. It has already 
spread diffused existing deployments and 
required additional forces across the North 
Caucasus. In the summer of 2005, Moscow 
needed to reinforce the troops in the North 
Caucasus with several thousand additional 
Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) troops 
and special forces and announced it would 
be establishing two new military bases, one 
in the KBR and one in Dagestan, to combat 

the expanding theater of Islamist militants’ 
operations. In addition, just as al-Qa’ida has 
drawn the United States into combat with 
indigenous peoples in lands where mujahi-
din operatives or associates were active, so 
too the Chechens, by expanding war and 
terror outside Chechnya, have drawn the 
Russians’ heavy-handed military and secu-
rity services into battle with ethnic Muslims 
located throughout the federation.

This is used deftly in the ChRI’s for-
eign propaganda. As Kavkaz-Tsentr reports, 
its foreign delegations emphasize to their 
interlocutors abroad that the Russians are 
“gradually transforming the war into one 
against all the peoples of the Caucasus” and 
are committing “genocide against Adygeis, 
Abkhazis, Balkars, Ingush, Karachais, 
Kalmyks, Crimean Tatars, Meskhetian 
Turks, and others.”

In the long run, by forcing the Russians 
to expand the zone of counterterrorism 
and antiterrorism operations and police 
patrols, the strategy also is likely to force 
the Russians to expend greater material 
and financial resources. Thus, there were 
extra deployments of personnel from the 
Russian Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) 
and Federal Security Service (FSB) to the 
KBR and KChR in the conduct of sweeps 
in March 2005. Moreover, Der Spiegel 
reported that a leaked draft of the Beslan 
investigation commission’s final report 
included a proposal to expand the “Zone of 
Anti-Terrorist Operations” from the more 
limited Chechnya war zone to encompass 
“the republics of Ingushetia, Dagestan and 
Northern Ossetia.”

The Russian Defense Ministry announced 
in September 2005 that it was establishing 
as a priority the formation of special moun-
tain forces to conduct operations in the 
area. This immediately presented a chal-
lenge to the less than fully capable Russian 
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state. The North Caucasus Military District 
Commander Aleksandr Baranov reported in 
September 2005 that there was a shortage 
of “special equipment” needed for outfitting 
the new “high-priority” mountain troops. 
By expanding the zone of violence, the 
North Caucasus jihad forces the Russians to 
stretch the federal budget, which could bring 
the war closer to Russian citizens, Muslim 
and non-Muslim alike. This would come 
against a background of the war’s declin-
ing popularity. Polling by Russia’s Levada 
Center shows the falling public support for 
the war, from 24 percent of respondents 
favoring peace talks in November 2000, to 
45 percent favoring them in October 2002, 
61 percent in October 2003, and 69 percent 
in November 2005, at at time when the con-
flict was ending.

Moscow’s declining support and the jiha-
dists’ own ideology combine to explain the 
ChRI jihadists’ refusal to negotiate peace. 
The tensions between the almost mysti-
cal belief in the victory of jihad and a hard 
calculus of the correlation between politi-
cal and military forces produce some real 
ambiguities in the strategy and tactics of 
Russia’s jihadists. Maskhadov’s ChRI once 
desired an international reputation as hav-
ing a potentially reliable state leadership 
and as a potential negotiating partner for 
the Russians. This required that the ChRI 
president maintain at least some appearance 
of tight command and control and condemn 
Basaev’s terrorism, which Maskhadov nev-
ertheless hoped would force the Russians to 
the negotiating table.

Maskhadov’s schizophrenic later policies 
are in some ways continuing today. Sadulaev 
has not ruled out negotiations with the 
Russians, but both he and Basaev said they 
would not open any peace talks. In one of 
his first interviews—on Chechen.org—as 
ChRI president, Sadulaev elaborated on this 

position: “[O]ur strategic mission will be to 
force peace on the Kremlin. . . . The leader-
ship of the Chechen resistance is always 
open to a real political dialogue with Russia 
on the basis of the principles put forward by 
Maskhadov. However, we will never ask the 
Kremlin for peace again.” In addition, even 
the hard-line Udugov has acknowledged, as 
reported by Kavkaz-Tsentr, that Shari’a law 
permits treaties with infidels. At the same 
time, the Koran and Sunna are frequently 
cited by Udugov and other ChRI-affiliated 
jihadists to the effect that 12,000 Muslim 
warriors can defeat the world. Indeed, the 
already noted ideological imperatives as 
well as the operational strategy and tactics 
of ChRI jihadism hardly seem to reflect a 
willingness to wage peace.

operational strategies  
and tactics

As in al-Qa’ida, the expanded jihad doc-
trine has sparked disagreement within the 
ChRI leadership over issues of operational 
strategy, and terrorist tactics provoked dis-
agreements over strategy. The ChRI jihad-
ists seem to be wrestling with their own 
dilemma over whether to put the priority 
on attacking Moscow directly or operating 
only in their own neighborhood. Thus, the 
numerous terrorist attacks in Moscow in 
2002–2004 seemed to signal a shift in strat-
egy to a focus on the far enemy, a strategy 
buttressed by mass terrorist attacks outside 
of the North Caucasus, most notably the 
September 2004 Beslan school hostage tak-
ing. In 2005 the North Caucasus jihadists 
appeared to shift to terrorism targeting the 
local enemy—various officials of the “pup-
pet regimes” in the North Caucasus.

The Beslan school hostage taking and sub-
sequent massacre shocked the world, but it 
was, in fact, the logical climax of a long esca-
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lation of terrorist acts and mounting Muslim 
mobilization in the Putin era, coinciding with 
the ChRI’s jihadization, consolidated in 2002. 
Before Beslan, research documented a nearly 
30-fold increase in the number of terrorist 
acts, from 20 terrorist attacks in 1999 to 561 
in 2003. In fact, the 2004 report by Natalia 
Lopashenko, Director of the Saratov branch 
of the Center for Transnational Crime and 
Corruption, in the Russian Regional Report, 
notes in connection with the data:

The growth trend is not the only negative 
aspect of Russian terrorism. Terrorists 
and the acts they commit are becoming 
more cruel and extreme. . . . In Russia, 
terrorists have struck at crowded out-
door markets, apartment houses, cem-
eteries, hospitals, holiday gatherings, 
popular musicals, and the subway. The 
cynicism of terrorist attacks is only 
growing. Given past experience, it is 
possible to predict that terrorists will 
attack schools, critical infrastructure 
(the municipal water system, the elec-
tricity grid), and important factories.

Behind these numbers was a sharp esca-
lation in the scale of terror and death, 
beginning with the October 2002 Dubrovka 
Theater seizure, the first Chechen terror-
ist attack replete with tactics and orches-
trated imagery of the al-Qa’ida method. 
The year 2004 saw an escalating scale and 
frequency of mass terrorist attacks through 
the summer across Russia, leading up to the 
September Beslan massacre: On February 
6, 2004, a subway train leaving Moscow’s 
Avtozavodskaya metro station exploded, kill-
ing more than 40 and injuring over 130. On 
May 9 Chechen president Ahmad Kadyrov 
and six others were killed in a bomb attack 
at a crowded stadium in the Chechen capital, 
Grozny. Altogether, 53 were injured. Then on 

May 15 the Moscow-Vladikavkaz passenger 
train was blown up on the Elkhotovo-Dar-
Kokh rail line, with no casualties.

Five weeks later, on June 21–22, 2004, over 
200 Chechen and Ingush militants attacked 
law enforcement premises in Ingushetia, 
killing 90, including Ingushetia’s acting 
MVD chief, Abukar Kostoev; MVD deputy 
chief Zyaudin Kotiev; and other high-rank-
ing officials. Following that attack, on July 
25 a senior police officer in a unit fighting 
organized crime in Chechnya was killed by 
a car bomb one year after his son was shot 
dead in the republic.

August 2005 saw several attacks, includ-
ing one on August 15, when members of 
the Chechen-allied Kabardino-Balkariya 
Islamist Yarmuk combat jama’at engaged 
in a shootout with security forces in the 
forest near Chegem in the KBR; another 
on August 24, when two Russian Siberian 
Airlines passenger planes crashed flying out 
of Moscow, killing all 89 people aboard the 
planes, with two Chechen women suspected 
of detonating bombs on board; and again on 
August 31, when a female suicide bomber 
blew herself up outside Moscow’s Rizhskaya 
metro station, killing nine and wounding 
51. The next day, September 1, Chechen and 
Ingush terrorists seized 1,200 hostages in 
School No. 1 in Beslan, North Ossetia. The 
siege ended in confusion that prompted the 
terrorists to fire, killing 334, including 171 
children. This list does not provide a full pic-
ture of the terrorist activity, for it excludes 
prevented attacks. In October 2004 FSB 
chief Aleksandr Patrushev claimed that the 
security services had prevented more than 
500 terrorist acts in the first nine months of 
2004 in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Stavropol, 
Rostov-na-Donu, Kabardino-Balkaria, and 
Volgograd Oblast, 200 of which could have 
had the “most serious consequences.”

Since 2005 there has not been any high-
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profile, large-scale terrorist attack (plane 
hijacking, mass hostage taking, suicide 
bombing, or subway bombing) outside of 
Chechnya. Instead of seeking mass civilian 
casualties, ChRI jihadists and their affili-
ated combat jama’ats focused their attacks 
on police, military, security, and civilian 
officials in the North Caucasus. The locus of 
terrorist attacks was less often in Moscow 
or even Chechnya, in fact, than in the other 
North Caucasus republics. According to 
official MVD figures, “only” 69 of the 561 
terrorist attacks in 2003 occurred outside 
Chechnya. In 2004 some 90 of just over 
300 attacks occurred outside Chechnya. In 
the first 10 months of 2005, there were at 
least 160 attacks outside of Chechnya in the 
North Caucasus, with some 110 in Dagestan 
alone. (Igor Dobaev counts over 100 in the 
first nine months. The figures for 2004 and 
2005 come from Dobaev’s report as well as 
the author’s estimate based on the number 
of terrorist attacks reported in the first 10 
months of 2005.)

Terrorist attacks continued at a somewhat 
reduced pace in Dagestan and Ingushetiya 
in late 2005—seven in October alone. There 
were 30 terrorist attacks in Ingushetiya 
in September–October 2005. In addition, 
the author estimated some 20 attacks in 
the RKB in the first 10 months of 2005. 
Terrorist attacks continued approximate-
ly at the same pace in November and 
December in Dagestan and Ingushetiya as 
in the first 10 months. The tactics used 
include hit-and-run ambushes and roadside 
detonations of hidden improvised explosive 
devices (IEDs) and mines. Typically, such 
operations are conducted by rotating squads 
of three to five militants who place mines or 
remotely detonate explosive devices laced 
with shards of metal and other objects to 
maximize the destructive effect. Ambushes 
of police and military vehicles and con-

voys have the drawback of risking great 
losses among the mujahidin themselves. 
Like their nineteenth-century forebears and 
the Afghans in the 1980s, ChRI mujahidin 
have become expert in conducting mountain 
warfare, particularly in exploiting wooded 
mountain terrain for hiding out and plac-
ing storage depots for weapons, food, and 
medical supplies. Abandoning their daytime 
mountain refuge and civilian camouflage, 
they move onto the urban streets at night 
to conduct ambushes and redeploy. Daytime 
attacks are also conducted as official per-
sonnel, both civilian and siloviki (officials 
and servicemen of the military, security, and 
police ministries and troops) move between 
home and work during rush hours.

It remains unclear whether this change 
represents a voluntary policy on the jihad-
ists’ part or one dictated by more effec-
tive counterterrorism work in and around 
Moscow. An at least temporary shift away 
from mass terror against civilians has been 
replaced by a new strategy of fomenting 
revolutionary jihad in the North Caucasus 
and beyond. The expanding terrorist activ-
ity included considerable cross-mobili-
zation from Chechen terrorists to other 
ethnic Muslims of the North Caucasus. 
As the Chechen rebels have turned to an 
expanded jihad-driven war, local combat 
jama’ats in the North Caucasus have been 
active across their home bases’ borders. In 
2003–2004, some provided leadership and 
operative cadres for major terrorist attacks 
in Moscow. Terrorists from the KChR’s 
“Jama’at Number 3” were involved in ter-
rorist attacks in Moscow. Ingush terrorists 
were in the Beslan attack and the October 
2005 raid on Nalchik. A Tatarstan jama’at, 
“Islamic Jama’at,” was uncovered in the 
republic’s second-largest city, Naberezhnyi 
Chelny, planning an attack on the May 9, 
2005, Victory Day commemorations.
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Maskhadov’s late adoption of the war 
expansion strategy and apparent reluctance 
to openly support mass terrorism against 
civilian targets—the result of the combined 
pressure from the rise of younger Islamist 
elements within the movement and the 
failure to make any real military progress 
against the Russians—reflected a disagree-
ment within the Chechen resistance. These 
issues still seem to cause some disagree-
ment, but no serious divisions or permanent 
schisms within the new, jihadi-dominated 
ChRI.

Somewhat like Maskhadov, Sadulaev has 
at times appeared to be torn over the issue, 
if not the morality, of terrorism against 
civilian targets, simultaneously condemn-
ing terrorism and defending Basaev and 
promoting him to higher office. In his 
July 2005 interview, Sadulaev declared 
that “the ChRI leadership has considered 
and considers attacks on peaceful citizens, 
no less women and children, impermis-
sible, including for Basaev.” Although this 
seemed to put some space between Basaev 
and his new commander-in-chief, that space 
seemed smaller when Sadulaev proceeded 
to claim that Chechens had never commit-
ted terrorist acts against Russians. In rais-
ing Basaev’s 1995 seizure of the hospital in 
Budyonnovsk, Sadulaev criticized not the 
hostage taker for his actions but the world 
community for failing to condemn Russia’s 
crude handling of the crisis. Moreover, 
Sadulaev has been unwilling or unable to 
reverse Maskhadov’s decision to reinstate 
Basaev to the chairmanship of the Military 
Committee, which leaves him effectively in 
charge of all the ChRI’s military detach-
ments. As noted above, he appointed Basaev 
first vice premier. Also, Sadulaev’s creation 
of an Ossetia Sector within the structure 
of the ChRI armed forces seems to belie 
an acceptance of terrorism against civil-

ians, given the Ossetia Jama’at’s involve-
ment in the Beslan hostage taking and 
massacre (see below). Shura Information 
Committee chairman and chief Chechen 
ideologist Movladi Udugov also defended 
“the volunteer Basaev” in similar terms in 
a June 2005 interview. Basaev himself has 
signaled that he intends to remain a loose 
cannon. In March 2005 he stated, “Neither 
[Sadulaev] nor anyone else can forbid me, 
while this war continues, from doing what 
God permits me to do.”

For example, a group of 40 leading Islamic 
scholars convened in Lahore, Pakistan, on 
May 18, 2005, and issued a fatwa stipulat-
ing that suicide bombing attacks were only 
justified in the Kashmir, Palestine, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan theaters of jihad. But there is 
no known Chechen fatwa from Sadulaev 
supporting the Lahore fatwa.

Sadulaev inadvertently made clear his 
approval of terrorist attacks in contra-
diction of his ostensible rejections tactic. 
In his “Appeal to the Chechen People,” 
quoted on Kavkaz-Tsentr, Sadulaev placed 
the perpetrators of the Dubrovka and 
Beslan hostage seizures in the same ranks 
as heroes of the North Caucasus’s resis-
tance to czarist rule, noting that, like 
them, the bodies of “the amirs Khamzat 
Gelaev, Rasul Makasharipov and many 
other mujahidin of the Caucasus, including 
also the Chechen fighters who participated 
in the diversionary acts at Dubrovka and 
in Beslan” were not returned by Russian 
authorities to their families and peoples 
after their deaths but were interned in 
unmarked graves at special Russian instal-
lations. The commander of the pro-Moscow 
Chechen “Zapad” or “Western battalion,” 
Said-Magomed Kakiyev, claimed in October 
2005 that Basaev was abandoning the new 
tactical strategy of ambushes and IED 
explosions targeting local officials for a 
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return to large-scale terrorism, but with a 
chemical or biological component. Following 
the above-mentioned reports that a special 
combat jama’at “Amanat” had been formed 
to prepare chemical attacks, a series of 
mysterious mass poisonings or infections 
occurred in Chechnya and across Russia in 
late 2005. These episodes and the strange 
symptoms involved remain unexplained.

The change in operational strategy from 
2004 to 2005 may be part of a strategy of 
rotating fronts for attack and the deploy-
ment of attack groups. As soon as the leader 
of the KBR’s main terrorist group of recent 
years, Yarmuk, was killed in January 2005 
in the wake of a major wave of terrorist 
attacks in that republic, an even more fero-
cious terror campaign began in Dagestan 
by the combat jama’at “Shari’at.” When 
its leader was killed in August, Ingushetiya 
began to experience a major increase in 
terrorist attacks, including attacks on its 
prime minister and deputy prime minis-
ter. In early 2006 the center of gravity for 
terrorist activity seemed to be moving to 
North Ossetiya. This rotation principle has 
been used on the lower, tactical level in the 
“strategy of the bee,” a term used by the late 
President Maskhadov himself. According to 
one source, cited by Pryganov, Maskhadov 
described this tactic in instructions to his 
field commanders via videotape: “Here on 
these two routes . . . at first give them this 
place, then give them this place here, then 
this place, that is, change places, then send 
them from here, then send them there. 
That’s it, continuously, each day make them 
work in shifts. One group moves out, and 
two rest.” In another, he reportedly is seen 
stating, “The task is to make one sniper 
shot at any form of transport, at any police 
car, MVD car, armored personnel carrier. 
One sniper shot is made and he leaves. The 
next day, the next group moves in.”

indications for the future

The Chechen quagmire and ChRI’s radi-
cal jihadization produced a high level of 
terror in Russia that also provided a pre-
text for the Russian elite to follow its 
instinct to recentralize in times of crisis 
and to respond at times with overwhelming, 
indeed excessive, military force. The first 
war’s violence created some alienation of 
Russia’s Muslims from the Russian state. 
During the second war, the consolidation 
of Putin’s freedom-reducing counterrevolu-
tion, the police crackdown on Muslims, and 
the rise in Islamophobia since Russia’s 2004 
summer of terror have further alienated 
many official Islamic clerics and traditional 
rank-and-file Muslims from the Russian 
state and society. Some pro-Moscow Islamic 
leaders began to mobilize Muslims to defend 
their rights by creating new Muslim human 
rights’ organizations such as Haqq and 
Islamic Legacy and mechanisms such as 
legal hotlines.

The potential defection of elements from 
official Islam or from among the Muslim 
republic authorities as a result of an expan-
sion of the Islamist terrorist network deeper 
into the North Caucasus and Russia threat-
ens Russia’s stability and state integrity. The 
religiopolitical and ethnopolitical mobiliza-
tion of Russia’s Tatars, already dissatisfied 
by Putin’s defederalization policies, would 
be the most dangerous development for the 
Kremlin. The Tatars are Russia’s second-
largest ethnic group and largest, most impor-
tant ethnic Muslim group. Tatar mobilization 
against the state or regime in either Moscow 
or Kazan combined with challenges to the 
Russian state posed by a potential Muslim 
majority in some 50 years, growing legal 
and illegal immigration from China, secular 
political instability in almost all the Muslim 
republics—albeit as yet marginal minority 
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non-Muslim nationalist or separatist move-
ments in Mari El, Kaliningrad, and Karelia— 
and any serious economic downturn easily 
sparked by a future decline in carbon-based 
commodity prices (oil and gas) could destabi-
lize the country.
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Sweden’s great mosque in Malmö was 
torched twice in six months by presumed 
extreme-right groups while the mosque’s 
leaders were accused of un-Islamic behavior 
by Islamists—events illustrating the dif-
ficult position in which many Scandinavian 
Muslims find themselves. Although post-
war northern Europe has wrestled with 
the threat of extreme-right and extreme-
left groups, it is now facing a new peril: 
Islamism. Undemocratic and anti-Semitic, 
the Islamists of northern Europe have in 
the past few years staked a new place in the 
political spectrum.

It is difficult to know the exact number 
of Islamist groups and their members in 
Scandinavia. There are no clear unambigu-
ous statistical data available on the number 
of Muslims there. In general, Scandinavia’s 
Muslim population grew in three stages. First, 
the 1960s and 1970s were dominated by labor 
migration. Then, during the 1980s, the migra-
tion picture changed from labor immigrants 
to mainly relatives of previous immigrants 
and refugees. In the early 1980s, the Muslim 
population grew to such an extent that it 
could no longer be considered an insignificant 
minority. During the next period, throughout 
the 1990s, mainly refugees were accepted 
into the Scandinavian countries. It was also 

not until the 1990s that Islamism began to 
emerge as a real political force.

There seems to be a significant qualitative 
difference between what could be labeled as 
“Cultural Muslims,” “Practicing Muslims,” 
and “Islamists.” It is important to note that 
Islamism constitutes a minute subset of the 
Muslim community.

sweden

Sweden, the largest Scandinavian country, 
also has the largest Muslim population. 
Although information varies, the major-
ity of sources indicate that there are some 
300,000 to 400,000 Muslims living in the 
country, which would mean a figure of 
approximately 4 percent of the total pop-
ulation. The Muslim Council of Sweden 
(Sveriges Muslimska Råd) is an umbrel-
la organization for several of the larger 
Muslim communities. The council’s home 
page publishes that it had approximately 
115,000 members in 2005.

There is no dominant immigrant group 
in Sweden. However, the largest groups of 
Muslim immigrants come primarily from 
Iran, Turkey, and Bosnia. In addition, there 
are also large groups of Iraqis, Palestinians, 
and Albanians. A 2006 report published by 

scandinavia
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the National Board of Health and Welfare 
clearly indicates that immigrants who came 
during the 1990s (when economic growth 
was decreasing)—many of whom are of a 
Muslim background—are stuck outside the 
job market.

islamism in sweden

It is difficult to assess the current number of 
Islamists in Sweden. The German security 
police, Verfassungsschutz, estimated that 
in Germany (with a population roughly 10 
times that of Sweden and a similar percent-
age of Muslims) there were some 32,100 
Islamists in 2005. Simply projecting these 
proportions on Sweden would place the 
number at around 3,000 Islamists. However, 
if the demographic differences were to corre-
spond with reference to ethnicity, the num-
ber of Swedish Islamists would instead be 
half that size. Sweden has no real dominant 
Muslim group compared to Germany, which 
has an overwhelming majority originating 
from Turkey that accounts for 24,000 (asso-
ciated with Milli Görü¸s) of the 32,100. Thus, 
of the 300,000 to 400,000 Swedish Muslims, 
a very small Islamist minority (perhaps esti-
mated to be around 1,500) either engages in 
or supports Islamist activities.

There is no known well-established domes-
tic Islamist organization in Sweden such 
as Hizb al-Tahrir al-Islami in Denmark. 
However, the division by country is some-
what misleading because both Danish and 
Swedish imams preach in the two countries.

Compared to Denmark, Islamists in Sweden 
have maintained a lower profile. This at times 
makes it difficult to distinguish Islamism, 
as attempts are sometimes made to pass it 
off as “common-sense” Islam. Aje Carlbom, 
a Swedish social anthropologist from Lund 
University, points out that the definition pro-
vided in To Understand Islam (a booklet pub-

lished by www.islamiska.org) of what it is to 
be a Muslim is far from moderate.

Of course, Islamism does not go unchal-
lenged. Moderate imams, congregations, 
and societies have debated and continue to 
debate Islam’s role in Sweden, often with 
reference to Islamism. The debate seems to 
be most heated in Malmö (in the southern 
region of Sweden) and in Stockholm. The 
focal point seems to be who will control the 
mosques. For instance, for some time now, a 
rumor has been circulating that the imam of 
the Malmö Mosque, Becirov, has displayed 
un-Islamic behavior. Thus, as explained in 
“Sweden’s Rising Muslim Tide,” an arti-
cle that appeared in the Christian Science 
Monitor (December 6, 2005), the Malmö 
Mosque is in the dangerous and complicated 
position of being under attack from the 
extreme right as well as the Islamists.

In Sweden, as in many other European 
countries, there seems to be a power strug-
gle with regard to which faction will con-
trol the mosques and Islamic centers. As 
Jean-Luc Marret writes, depending to some 
degree on what sort of Islamism is being 
advocated, the focus will likely shift; the 
more militant elements—which presumably 
want to keep a low profile—will prioritize 
smaller congregations and prisons, whereas 
less fundamental Islamists will likely focus 
more on the larger centers and mosques.

constitutional islamism and 
islamic centers

Several of the major Swedish Muslim orga-
nizations have on occasion been associated 
with the Muslim Brotherhood. It seems like-
ly that the Brotherhood does exert influence 
in the Muslim Union of Sweden (Sveriges 
Muslimska Förbund). When the Islamic 
Union of Stockholm (Stockholms Islamiska 
Förbund), which is a part of the Muslim 
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Union and manages the Grand Mosque in 
Stockholm, hosted the European Islamic 
Council for Fatwa, it was criticized both 
from within and outside the Muslim com-
munity. As reported by Svenska Dagbladet 
on July 8, 2003, the council’s lack of popular 
support in Sweden combined with contro-
versial discourse by Yusuf al-Qaradawi, an 
Egyptian-born scholar and imam associated 
with Palestinian martyrdom acts, prompted 
general concern about the position of the 
Stockholm Grand Mosque.

When another imam criticized the Grand 
Mosque for allowing al-Qaradawi to speak, 
one of the Grand Mosque’s leaders, Mahmoud 
Aldebe, circulated an e-mail calling this 
imam Shaytan (Satan). This letter was later 
published in the Arab press to gain political 
leverage in the Muslim world. As reported 
by Expressen (September 23, 2005), a simi-
lar technique was also employed with the 
publication of the Muhammad caricatures 
in Denmark.

In 2006 Aldebe once again made headlines 
with an open letter to the minister of inte-
gration and equality. In the letter, Aldebe 
proposed special laws for Muslims. These 
proposed laws included separate gym classes 
for boys and girls in the schools, banks 
with no interest rates, two extra holidays 
for Muslims, and the need to consult an 
imam in divorce cases. The proposition was 
quickly rebuffed by both the minister and 
the Muslim Council, according to Svenska 
Dagbladet on April 27, 2006.

The Social Democrats of Sweden’s 
Christian organization, the Brotherhood 
Movement, have been accused of lending 
legitimacy to Islamism by maintaining close 
links with the leadership of the Grand 
Mosque in Stockholm. Although this is 
problematic for the Social Democrats, it 
seems highly unlikely that there could ever 
be a general consensus between the largest 

party in the Swedish parliament and the 
Islamists. However, as reported in Expressen 
(September 9, 2005), the relationship indi-
cates how Islamists have maneuvered well 
to attain positions of influence, though this 
might require them to keep a low profile.

Constitutional Islamism, such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood and its associated 
groups, appears to have acclimatized well to 
Swedish conditions. These groups appear to 
rely on infiltration rather than actual con-
frontation, and their main objective seems 
to be obtaining a foothold in the major 
mosques, some of which also enjoy state 
subsidies.

nationalistic islamism and 
its supporters

The Palestinian Hamas; the Turkish Milli 
Görü¸s, Rabita; the Algerian Front islamique 
de salut (FIS), Groupe islamique armé 
(GIA), and Groupe salafiste pour la prédi-
cation et le combat (GSPC); and Hizballah 
all have supporters in Sweden. With the 
exception of Hizballah, these organizations 
are all inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood 
and are as much national movements as 
they are Islamist. Thus, they are primarily 
concerned with the political agenda in their 
respective countries.

Milli Görü¸s is the Turkish answer to the 
Muslim Brotherhood. Although it gathers 
many supporters in Germany and some in 
Denmark, it does not seem to have much 
support in the Swedish-Turkish community. 
The group, which has a local office in Malmö, 
has avoided violence to promote Islam.

The Algerian group Front islamique de 
salut held a peace conference in Stockholm 
that was hosted by the Christian Democratic 
Party of Sweden. Since 2002 FIS has contin-
ued to be split into two factions: one under 
the more moderate leadership of Rabah Kebir 
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and the other under Mourad Dhina, head of 
the National Executive Office. As noted by 
Daniel Pipes and Patrick Clawson in their 
article “Anwar N. Haddam: An Islamist Vision 
for Algeria,” FIS’s newspaper, al-Ribat, was 
printed in Sweden for some years.

Following the atrocities in Algeria, FIS 
has distanced itself from the GIA, its for-
mer armed branch. The GIA and the GSPC 
are believed to be partly responsible for 
those massacres. These groups also claimed 
responsibility for the Paris Metro bomb-
ings in 1996, and it has been suggested that 
they were financed from Sweden. However, 
according to Aftonbladet (July 13, 2005), 
they keep a low profile domestically.

Like the Algerian groups, Hamas’s pri-
mary concern in Sweden seems to be fund-
raising and possibly logistics. According to 
Matthew Levitt at the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, this is primarily done 
through the al-Aqsa Foundation, which 
acts as an important financial channel for 
Hamas.

Hizballah seems to be more active than 
these other groups in Sweden. Although 
it also mainly provides support and raises 
money, some of these activities might be 
intended not only for the Middle East, but 
also for operations in Europe.

What all these groups have in common, 
with the exception of Milli Görü¸s, is that 
they prefer not to have their presence 
known because that could harm their main 
objective. Thus, expansion does not seem to 
be on their agenda in Sweden.

nonaligned mujahidin and 
ansar al-sunna/al-islam

Sweden does not appear to be a current target 
for mujahidin (fighter) groups or networks. 
Although this might change—for example, 
with regard to Sweden’s growing responsibil-

ities and commitments in Afghanistan—the 
present situation is quite stable compared 
to that in other European countries. There 
is one mujahidin group, known as Ansar al-
Sunna, that is supposedly active in Sweden.

It is somewhat unclear how Ansar al-
Sunna relates to Ansar al-Islam and what its 
exact agenda is, but it seems likely that after 
the first arrest of Ansar al-Islam’s Iraqi spiri-
tual leader, Mullah Krekar, Ansar al-Islam 
split in two. One faction followed Jordanian 
Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi’s Qa’idat al-Jihad fi 
Bilad al-Rafidayn (al-Qa’ida in Iraq), which 
operated mainly in central Iraq. As reported 
by Turkish Weekly, the other branch carried 
on in the Kurdish northern part under the 
name of Ansar al-Sunna, supposedly led by a 
Kurd called Abu Abdallah.

In its present form, Ansar al-Sunna has 
claimed responsibility for a number of ter-
ror attacks. The group has a pan-Islamic 
agenda. According to Michael Rubin, six 
preoperation videos of its suicide bomb-
ers in Iraq show attackers whose accents 
and appearance indicate that they are not 
of Iraqi backgrounds. They are believed 
to have been raising funds in Sweden and 
training recruits in the south of that coun-
try. As noted in Lydia Khalil’s article in 
Turkish Weekly, “The Transformation of 
Ansar al Sunna,” in March 2006 the group 
released a statement that announced, “We 
wish to assure the people of Sweden that 
they should not fear our activities in the 
country as we operate only training facili-
ties here in order to prepare our great and 
Holy Mujahadin for combat.”

However, they also pledged to “capture 
and punish” a Swedish evangelist preacher 
who had called Muhammad a pedophile. As 
indicated in “Sweden’s Rising Muslim Tide,” 
although nothing came out of this threat, it 
marked a willingness to make an exception 
to only training and recruiting.
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In 2004 Swedish security police arrested 
two Ansar al-Sunna members of a Malmö 
and a Stockholm cell for planning terrorist 
activities in Iraq. As reported by Sveriges 
Radio (May 30, 2005), they were sentenced 
in May 2005 to six and seven years impris-
onment, respectively.

In 2006 two young Swedish men and a 
Bosnian man were arrested for attempting 
to burn down an Iraqi election center set 
up in Stockholm for the 2005 Iraqi elections 
and for plotting to bomb an independent 
Lutheran church in Uppsala in 2006. Both 
attempts failed, the first because they were 
scared off before they had time to light their 
Molotov cocktails, the second, because they 
were apprehended by police right before they 
could take action. One of the three perpetra-
tors came from a secular Swedish family. The 
explanation for this unorthodox alignment, 
according to Anders Sundelin, was that the 
men had met over the Internet.

denmark

Out of 5.3 million inhabitants, there are 
an estimated 270,000 Muslims living in 
Denmark, corresponding to about 5 percent 
of the population. The British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) reports that the larg-
er groups stem from Turkey, the Arabian 
Peninsula, Pakistan, and Somalia.

Both in attitude and legislation, Denmark 
sets itself apart from its neighbors—Germa-
ny, Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands. 
It has some of the more restrictive immigra-
tion laws in Europe and has over the years 
increased the rejection of asylum claims, 
limiting residence applications and family 
reunification in conjunction with lessening 
the social benefits for foreigners as well as 
refugees. On this point, the European Union 
(EU) has repeatedly criticized Denmark, 
which has defended its policy.

Denmark is a member of both the EU 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), participates in Operation Enduring 
Freedom (OEF) in Afghanistan, and is a 
member of the Coalition of the Willing in 
Iraq. It sets itself apart in this respect as 
well when compared to its close neighbors.

It is difficult to estimate how many 
Islamists there are in Denmark. However, 
in general the Danish demography is not 
unlike that of Germany, with a rather large 
Turkish-Muslim population. Milli Görü ¸s, 
the Turkish Islamist organization, is esti-
mated to have between 5,000 and 7,000 sup-
porters. It should be added that although 
large and influential, Milli Görü¸s is quite 
a moderate Islamist organization that also 
seems to function as a social meeting point 
for Danish Turks. The Danish branch of the 
more extreme organization Hizb al-Tahrir 
al-Islami is believed to have around 500 
supporters. Together with other Islamist 
groups and organizations, this would mean 
that the number of active Islamists in 
Denmark is approximately 2.9 percent of 
the estimated Muslim population, or 8,000 
people. This, however, has been height-
ened by the fact that the “Islam debate” 
has in recent years tended to be quite con-
frontational in Denmark. There also are 
indications that the movements seem to be 
growing. Although 2.9 is an unusually high 
number, it should not be taken at face value, 
as the number seems to be fluctuating with 
reference to the political climate. 

The Danish Muslim community is quite 
diverse, and this also seems to apply to the 
different Islamist groups and organizations. 
The Islamic Union in Denmark is associated 
with Wahhabi Islam of Saudi Arabia; Hizb 
al-Tahrir al-Islami originates from Jordan; 
and Milli Görü¸s is Turkish. In addition, 
there are a number of mosques and centers, 
each with its own orientation. An example 
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of this is the Taiba Mosque in Copenhagen, 
which seems to attract a varied group of 
Islamists. However, recent controversies in 
Denmark have by and large helped unite 
certain elements of Islamists. As reported 
by Svenska Dagbladet in an article entitled 
“Vi har inget att dölja” (We Have Nothing 
to Hide) on November 2, 2006, some have 
become members of an Islamic congrega-
tion, Islamska Trossamfundet.

Two additional aspects seem to distin-
guish Danish Islamism from that of its 
neighbors. First, the imams appear to have 
quite a strong position, and differing Islamic 
customs and traditions often seem to take 
second place after the message of the special 
teachings of an imam. Second, the Islamist 
movements seem less focused on protect-
ing and developing subsocieties and often 
express opposition to the majority society.

imams and constitutional 
islamism

In September 2005 the Danish newspa-
per Jyllands-Posten published 12 cartoon 
caricatures, some depicting Muhammad. In 
response to what was perceived as persecu-
tion of Muslims in Denmark, some Danish 
imams put together a document entitled 
Dossier About Championing the Prophet 
Mohammed, Peace Be Upon Him. The dos-
sier contained the Jyllands-Posten cartoons, 
other cartoons that had previously been 
published in Weekendavisen, and hate mail 
that reportedly had been sent to Muslims. 
Traveling around the Arab world, the imams 
sought to gather support against what they 
perceived as an Islamophobic tendency in 
Denmark. Danish prime minister Anders 
Fogh Rasmussen did not initially apologize 
for the publications, nor did he meet with 
the ambassadors from Muslim countries. 
When the situation deteriorated with the 

arson of the Danish embassies in Beirut and 
Damascus, the prime minister finally agreed 
to meet with the ambassadors. A boycott 
of Danish products ensued in the Muslim 
world, as reported in Sydsvenska Dagbladet 
(November 2, 2006).

Two of the imams responsible for pre-
senting the dossier to Muslim leaders were 
Abu Laban, imam of the Taiba Mosque, and 
Ahmad Akkari, leader of the umbrella orga-
nization Islamic Congregation. A month 
after the cartoon controversy, Akkari made 
headlines again. Speaking to a French film 
crew, unaware that the camera was turned 
on, he threatened Naser Khader, leader of 
the largest Muslim society, with a suicide 
attack. He later explained these statements 
were merely a joke and were not to be taken 
seriously. At the same time, as reported by 
TV 4, Abu Laban allegedly indicated that 
an “act of martyrdom” would soon ensue. 
Such statements exacerbate the level of 
rhetoric and create a difficult situation for 
the majority of Muslims in Denmark.

nationalistic islamism and 
its supporters

The nationalistic Islamist parties such as 
Hamas, Hizballah, and Milli Görü¸s seem 
mainly to be concerned with fund-raising in 
Denmark.

Milli Görü¸s is estimated to have anywhere 
from 5,000 to 7,000 sympathizers and has 
drawn up to 2,000 people at demonstrations 
in Copenhagen. The number of active mem-
bers is more difficult to assess. The associ-
ated publication Milli Gazete is widely avail-
able throughout Europe, with a distribution 
of 60,000. As noted in the 2004 Annual 
Report of the Office for the Protection of the 
Constitution, although known for express-
ing anti-Semitic opinions and working for 
an implementation of the Shari’a (Islamic 
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law) in Turkey, Milli Görü¸s does not seem to 
have an advanced agenda for Denmark.

On January 1, 2003, three Palestinians 
were taken into custody by the Danish 
police for transferring funds to the al-
Aqsa Foundation. This organization, with 
its European headquarters in Germany, 
is believed to be an important financial 
channel for Hamas in northern Europe. 
According to a 2003 press release by the U.S. 
Treasury Department, nationalistic Islamist 
movements in northern Europe typically 
seem to shun public attention in order to 
safeguard their activities.

Like Hamas, Hizballah also has support-
ers in Denmark. However, because there 
are relatively few Shi’a Muslims living in 
Denmark, Hizballah is believed to be a rather 
marginal group. Sveriges Television reported 
that while Hizballah leader Shaykh Hasan 
Nasrallah strongly condemned the publica-
tion of the Danish cartoons, he did not speak 
out in favor of violence against Denmark.

mujahidin Groups and hizb 
al-tahrir al-islami

In October 2005 a Bosnian national, a Swede 
of Bosnian origin, and a Turkish citizen were 
arrested for planning to blow up Western 
embassies in Sarajevo. Explosives, weap-
ons, and a presuicide video were found. In 
connection with these arrests, Danish secu-
rity police arrested five young Danish men 
who had familial connections with Palestine, 
Bosnia, Morocco, and Uganda, as well as with 
a Danish woman, according to Hälsingborgs 
Dagblad (April 13, 2006). They are believed 
to have constituted a terror cell with connec-
tions to the Taiba Mosque in Copenhagen, 
where they attended the teachings of Abu 
Ahmad, a young Islamist imam known for 
his praise of Osama bin Ladin.

The Jordanian Islamist organization Hizb 

al-Tahrir al-Islami is also known for its 
connection to the Taiba Mosque. Hizb al-
Tahrir al-Islami could be said to be a struc-
tural stepping stone between nationalistic 
Islamist organizations, such as Hamas, and 
global jihad mujahidin networks, such as al-
Qa’ida and Ansar al-Sunna. Unlike Hamas 
or Milli Görü¸s, it has a global agenda: the 
implementation of the Shari’a. In contrast 
to the mujahidin, it acts openly in Denmark, 
with both publications and leaflets.

Hizb al-Tahrir was founded by Taqi al-din 
al-Nabhani in Jordan in 1953. It rejects the 
idea of national states and aims to unite 
the umma (Islamic society) into one Islamic 
state headed by a caliph. The organization 
is divided into different “districts,” all led 
by Ata Abu al-Rashta, as mentioned in the 
2004 Annual Report of the Office for the 
Protection of the Constitution.

Hizb al-Tahrir displays aggressive rheto-
ric and is quite active in Denmark. It is not 
known how many members the organization 
has, but in May 2004 it gathered more than 
1,000 people for a demonstration. It also has 
a Web page and several publications. Hizb 
al-Tahrir leader Fadi Abdullatif has earned a 
reputation for transforming young criminals 
into Islamists. On several occasions, the orga-
nization has been accused of being instrumen-
tal in providing contacts for those inclined to 
fight in Afghanistan and Iraq. Fadi Abdullatif 
was convicted for racist propaganda and incit-
ing to kill Jews. According to Sveriges Radio, 
he received a suspended jail sentence in 2003.

Norway

The population of Norway is the smallest of 
the Scandinavian countries. Out of 4.5 mil-
lion people, around 100,000, or 2 percent, 
are of an Islamic background. The Muslim 
Council (Islamisk Råd), the Norwegian 
umbrella organization for Muslims in 
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Norway, has an estimated 40,000 members, 
as indicated on its home page.

The dominant group is of Pakistani 
descent. Together with the Turkish commu-
nity, the Pakistani groups originally arrived 
as guest workers toward the end of the 
1960s, following the Norwegian economic 
oil boom. Since 2001, the largest immigra-
tion group has come from Iraq in seek of 
refuge. Other large Muslim groups include 
Somalis and Bosnians. Norway’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs attributes their fairly suc-
cessful integration process to the country’s 
stable economy and the relatively small size 
of the immigrant community. 

Although debated, there is still not a clear 
division of church and state in Norway, where 
the government administers the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church, to which 87 percent of 
Norwegians belong. Compared to its neigh-
bors, Norway is less secular, and the Norwegian 
majority society is socially quite strong.

While Sweden and Finland are members 
of the European Union and maintain their 
Cold War neutrality, Norway has taken 
the opposite stand by becoming a member 
of NATO but remaining outside the EU. 
Because of its vast oil resources, Norway is 
also a member of the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). 
Since the end of the Cold War, Norway has 
formulated a rather independent foreign 
policy and has taken an active part in the 
Middle Eastern, Sri Lankan, and Indonesian 
peace negotiations. It also participates in 
peacekeeping operations in Afghanistan but 
not in Iraq. 

islamism in norway

Norway does not seem to have an outspo-
ken Islamist group like Denmark’s Hizb 
al-Tahrir al-Islami, nor does the debate 
within the Muslim groups seem to reach the 

public’s eye as openly as it does in Sweden. 
It is therefore difficult to venture a fair 
assessment of the exact number of Islamists 
in Norway. A statistical appreciation based 
on estimates in the rest of northern Europe 
would indicate fewer than 1,000 Islamists, 
or 1 percent of the Muslim community, 
reside there. However, Norway’s demogra-
phy, with a large Pakistani community, is 
quite unlike that of its northern European 
counterparts, which all have predominant 
groups from Turkey and the Middle East. 
Thus, the Norwegian structure of Islam is 
perhaps more reminiscent of that in the 
United Kingdom.

Of Norway’s six largest Muslim congre-
gations, three are Pakistani-oriented, one 
Bosnian, one Somali, and one Arab. As 
reported by Dagsavisen (March 11, 2006), 
except for the Somali congregation, which 
preaches a more conservative form of Sunni 
Islam, all of the congregations mentioned 
seem to have fairly moderate attitudes and 
openly promote dialogue with the Norwegian 
majority society.

When the Norwegian Christian news-
paper Magazinet published the controver-
sial Muhammad cartoons in January 2006, 
Norway was drawn into the conflict. The 
Norwegian consulate in Damascus was 
torched alongside the Danish consulate (as 
well as the Swedish consulate, because they 
are all located in the same building). While 
the Danish prime minister and the pub-
lisher who had ordered the cartoon draw-
ings were severely criticized for refraining 
from making a direct apology early on, the 
Norwegian editor was quick to offer his own 
apology. This seemed to calm things down 
somewhat. The Norwegian Muslim commu-
nities voiced protest against the publication, 
but the affair never escalated to the same 
proportions as it did in Denmark.

The extent to which Islamism is present 
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in Norway is difficult to ascertain. There 
do seem to be Islamists active in Norway, 
although their focus appears to be on the 
Muslim society, in the hope of radicalizing 
certain subgroups. One such potential target 
group might be young adult Pakistani guest 
workers, many of whom have had problems 
integrating into Norwegian society.

islamic centers

The Somali Muslim congregation, Tawfiiq 
Islamisk Senter, with an estimated member-
ship of 3,500 people, became involved in an 
argument over wearing of the niqab (a tra-
ditional scarf and veil that covers both the 
head and the face) by schoolgirls. The chair-
man of Tawfiiq refrained from commenting 
on the matter, but a Muslim Council spokes-
person for Islamisk Råd, an umbrella orga-
nization for all the Muslim congregations, 
said that the council discouraged Muslims 
from wearing the niqab and that 95 percent 
of Norway’s Muslims did not accept its use. 
Thus the debate was defused, as reported in 
Aftenposten (October 4, 2005).

The head of the Arab-dominated congre-
gation, the Islamic Union (Det Islamiske 
Forbund), criticized the Norwegian Security 
Police (PST) for releasing a report that 
stated it was only a matter of time before 
a terror assault occurred in either Sweden, 
Norway, or Denmark. The report pointed 
to Islamists as the potential perpetrators 
of such an attack. In response, the Islamic 
Union spokesperson said the most direct 
effect of the report was to isolate Muslims 
from the rest of society.

nationalistic islamism and 
its supporters

Nationalistic Islamist groups in Norway 
do not seem to be very active. This might 

in part be because there are relatively few 
Norwegian descendents of the Arabic coun-
tries that are home to the majority of the 
nationalistic movements.

In May 2006, after Hamas had won the 
2005 elections in the Palestinian territories, 
the Norwegian government invited Hamas 
spokesmen for a meeting. The Hamas del-
egation met with lower-level officials from 
the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
The meeting was severely criticized by the 
international community as an infringe-
ment of the boycott against the Hamas-
led government. However, as reported in 
Svenska Dagbladet (April 19, 2006), the 
protests died out when Sweden, which is an 
EU member, allowed a Hamas minister to 
enter the following week.

Hizballah does not seem to enjoy a 
great deal of support in Norway, though 
it is believed to have some sort of pres-
ence. As Matthew Levitt points out in 
his article “Islamic Extremism in Europe: 
Beyond Al-Qaeda—Hamas and Hizballah 
in Europe,” Hizballah also strongly con-
demned the Norwegian publication of the 
Muhammad cartoons.

Although Norway has a relatively large 
Turkish community, it is not known how 
much support Milli Görü¸s has there.

Jihad and mullah Krekar

There are no known active mujahidin groups 
in Norway. However, following the invasion 
of Iraq, Norway received a direct threat 
from Osama bin Ladin and al-Qa’ida. Some 
confusion ensued, because Norway had not 
participated in the war effort. Steps were 
taken to tighten the country’s security, but 
it was generally assumed that bin Ladin 
had intended to issue the threat against 
Denmark.

One individual who continues to over-
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shadow the Islamist debate in Norway is 
Mullah Krekar, spiritual leader of the muja-
hidin network Ansar al-Islam/al-Sunna. An 
Iraqi Kurd, Mullah Krekar left Iraq in 
1991 and has been living under asylum in 
Norway. It has been speculated that Mullah 
Krekar founded Ansar al-Islam and since 
then has been instrumental in ordering 
attacks on coalition forces in Iraq and on 
certain Western interests. As reported in 
Turkish Weekly, he has been interrogated 
by the Italian police, and there is an extra-
dition demand from Germany for him to 
appear as a witness in the case against 
Lokman Muhammad in connection with 
Ansar al-Sunna activities in both Germany 
and Iraq.

In reference to the Muhammad cartoon 
publications, Krekar declared that this indi-
cated that there was a war between the 
Muslim world and the West. Since Krekar 
chooses his words carefully, in an attempt to 
come across as merely describing a general 
situation or discussing a theological issue 
(e.g., jihad), it has been difficult for the 
Norwegian courts to prosecute him success-
fully. Krekar is quoted as saying in the VG 
Nett article “Krekar skal ut så raskt som 
mulig” (Krekar Must Be Out as Quickly as 
Possible) on March 13, 2006, “A Norwegian 
soldier may be killed, but not when he is 
home in Norway. I disapprove of all actions 
where an innocent gets killed, like the attack 
on the World Trade Center.” Nevertheless, 
the Norwegian government has repeatedly 
tried to detain Krekar for promoting and 
planning terrorism, but to no avail.

In 2003 the Norwegian government made 
a renewed attempt to extradite Krekar, this 
time labeling him as a threat to national 
security and thereby revoking his refugee 
status. However, Mullah Krekar has con-
tinuously appealed the court’s decisions and 
continues to reside in Norway.

indications for the future

Although an ethnocentric Scandinavia 
might never really have existed, the last 60 
years of immigration have forever changed 
the cultural landscape. Many cultures now 
coexist in the region, and, like the rest of 
Europe, the Scandinavian countries are 
beginning to reexamine their notion of iden-
tity. The Islamists are well aware of this. By 
focusing on preserving or claiming extreme 
values in what are often socially weak sub-
societies, they contribute to the undermin-
ing of the integrated democratic society. 
Unfortunately, through both ignorance and 
arrogance, the majority societies sometimes 
help them do the work.

One of the fiercest critiques of this 
dual problem comes from American 
author Bruce Bawer. In an article entitled 
“Tolerating Intolerance: The Challenge of 
Fundamentalist Islam in Western Europe,” 
Bawer paints a grim picture of a Europe 
oblivious to what goes on and, at the same 
time, a Europe that fuels the difficulty with 
misguided epithets such as “third-genera-
tion Iranian.” Bawer hammers in his points 
with numerous examples: the “us-and-them 
mentality,” naiveté and the fear of being 
labeled a racist with regard to the majority 
societies, the constant denial of women’s 
rights, and the reversed us-them attitude in 
the Muslim community.

Although Bawer’s critique is well mer-
ited, current events suggest that the sort 
of Islamism he refers to might have over-
reached its goal. Mahmoud Aldebe’s pro-
posal to enact special laws for Muslims in 
Sweden was bluntly rejected by both the 
government and other Muslim organiza-
tions. In Denmark, the obvious role cer-
tain Danish imams played in the cartoon 
affair might in the end have been to the 
Islamists’ disadvantage when it became 
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apparent that not all Muslims felt the 
same way. Both events are examples of the 
Islamists’ attempt to strengthen their posi-
tions. However, this can also be achieved 
through debate.

The events discussed show how words 
can have immense political power. Since the 
gradual introduction of the word “Islamism,” 
the political society has found a new and 
more accurate way of debating the problem 
identified by Bawer. The fear of lending 
legitimacy to far-right extremists—an all-
too-present possibility in the Scandinavian 
countries—is beginning to be replaced by 
the knowledge that it is neither a Muslim 
nor an immigration issue, but rather an 
Islamist problem. While research and media 
attention are beginning to catch up with 
the Islamist trend, moderate and reform 
Muslims are increasingly seizing the oppor-
tunities to speak their minds, which have 
helped to diversify the general debate. All 
these factors have helped clarify the debate 
and has served to break a previously self-
imposed censorship.

As opposed to a “Constitutional Islamism,” 
which is intended to change the host society, 
nationalistic Islamist groups generally focus 
on promoting violence abroad while merely 
recruiting and raising funds in the Western 
host society. These groups seem to have 
realized that there is more to be gained by 
keeping a low profile than through con-
frontational actions with the host society. 
However, there is the possibility that certain 
individuals associated with nationalistic 
Islamist movements such as Hamas or Milli 
Görü¸s also might take such actions. Because 
much of the immigrants’ nationalism is 
expressed through Islamist approaches, it 
is not surprising that some individuals are 
members of more than one group. Since the 
nationalistic Islamist organizations might 
view this as a potential problem, it is very 

possible they will maintain tight control of 
any actions taken.

The most direct physical threat in the 
Scandinavian countries is posed by mujahi-
din groups and what are sometimes called 
nonaligned mujahidin who act as lone indi-
viduals or as ad hoc groups ready to use vio-
lence against host societies. The only known 
established and seemingly active mujahidin 
group in Scandinavia is Ansar al-Sunna/
al-Islam. This is a potentially dangerous 
group, and although it has stated that it will 
only train for military operations abroad, it 
continues to be a potential problem.

The Nordic countries all participate in mil-
itary intervention missions around the globe, 
and this could become the basis for internal 
attacks. Moreover, Denmark and Norway 
are committed to OEF in Afghanistan, and 
Denmark also participates in Iraq.

It should also be noted that although 
Scandinavia has been treated as one region, 
from the Islamists’ perspective a more rel-
evant region is what could be called cen-
tral northern Europe—that is, the Swedish 
southwest, Denmark, north Germany, and 
the Netherlands—because all these places 
grapple with the same problems and the 
same groups.

Assuming the status quo remains, the 
most pressing danger for Scandinavia will 
continue to be the so-called nonaligned 
mujahidin. These young men, not neces-
sarily connected to any Islamist organiza-
tion, have in the past perpetrated terror 
attacks in Europe, most recently in the 2005 
London subway bombings. Aside from politi-
cal objectives, nonaligned mujahidin may be 
motivated by terror as an end in itself—that 
is, as acts of hatred and revenge against the 
host society that are fueled by both personal 
grievances and social maladjustment. The 
sometimes unfriendly environment of the 
majority society, unemployment, and a pos-
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sible identity crisis in young Muslims could 
bring about a fanatic attitude despite a per-
son’s moderate upbringing.

In this context, even Islamist groups that 
do not condone violence, at least against 
the host society, might create and activate 
such people by providing them with an 
ideology that justifies their actions and 
increasing their isolation from the greater 
society. Thus, by their teachings and contact 
network, these groups continue to pose an 
indirect threat.
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Spanish Islam is undergoing a process of 
extensive change owing to the increasing 
number of Muslim immigrants who have 
arrived in the country in recent years. 
Spanish converts, who were originally the 
driving force behind the institutionalization 
of the Muslim communities in Spain and 
who advocated an interpretation of Islam 
more in line with European reality, have 
gradually lost influence to more conserva-
tive associations inspired by the political and 
religious beliefs of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and orthodox Saudi Wahhabism. As in the 
rest of Europe, Islamist associations are 
attracting an ever-growing following in 
Spain.

The model devised in the early 1990s by 
the Spanish authorities to institutionalize 
Spanish Islam has failed. Despite enjoying 
one of the most comprehensive cooperation 
agreements ever reached with a European 
country, the Muslim community in Spain 
has not managed to speak with one voice in 
its dealings with the authorities. Paralysis 
in the Spanish Islamic Commission and a 
lack of interest on the part of the govern-
ment have together delayed the establish-
ment of the regulations needed to give effect 
to the rights set out in the Cooperation 
Agreement concluded in 1992 between the 

Spanish government and the country’s 
Muslim community.

Meanwhile, the Madrid train bombings of 
March 11, 2004, demonstrated the capacity 
of jihadi networks, followers of the Salafi 
ideology of al-Qa’ida, to strike in Europe. 
Like the rest of Europe, Spain is no longer 
merely a logistical base for jihadi activism: 
It has become a target for operations by 
terrorist cells. The success of the Spanish 
police in arresting over 300 activists since 
then has highlighted the extensive presence 
of jihadi networks in Spain.

spain’s Muslim Population

Increased migratory flows in Spain and the 
country’s proximity to the Maghreb region 
have led to considerable growth in the popu-
lation of adherents to the Muslim faith. 
Although it is difficult to give an exact 
number, given that many live in the country 
illegally, more than 900,000 Muslims are esti-
mated to be living in Spain—around 20 per-
cent of the total resident foreign population. 

The majority are Moroccan nationals, who 
account for over 70 percent of the total num-
ber of Muslims in Spain and are the biggest 
single immigrant group. They are followed, in 
order of importance, by Algerians, Pakistanis, 

spain
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Iranians, Lebanese, Syrians, Egyptians, 
and Tunisians. Most of the Moroccans and 
Algerians are males who have immigrated to 
Spain to work in the construction industry 
and in agriculture, in search of a better life. 
As a general rule, they tend to be low-skilled 
workers with a poor standard of education, 
which is a barrier to learning Spanish and to 
integration. The number of immigrants from 
the Maghreb region has increased substan-
tially in recent years.

The main aim of the Maghrebi immigrants 
is to resolve the problems associated with 
their settlement in Spain (papers, housing, 
employment), and they tend to organize 
themselves in associations linked to their 
respective national governments, which use 
these groups to control the expatriate com-
munity and preserve religious rites. Since 
immigration is a relatively recent phenom-
enon in Spain, the number of second-gener-
ation Muslims of Maghrebi origin brought 
up and educated in Spain remains low. Spain 
has therefore not experienced the problems 
encountered in some other countries where 
second- and third-generation Muslims have 
become the main targets of the process of 
radicalization and recruitment of terrorists.

In addition to Maghrebi immigrants, 
Spain is also home to a community of 
Muslims from various countries in the 
Middle East (Lebanese, Syrians, Jordanians, 
Palestinians, and Egyptians) who settled 
in Spain during the late 1970s and 1980s 
after leaving their homelands for religious 
or political reasons. Many benefited from 
Spanish government scholarships to study 
in the country and then married Spaniards, 
thus obtaining Spanish citizenship. They 
tend to work in the health sector or in retail 
trade and enjoy a good standard of living. 
They have integrated into Spanish society 
without difficulty, even though they retain 
links with their home countries.

A third group consists of Spaniards who 
have converted to the Muslim faith. They 
account for 2 percent of the Muslim com-
munity in Spain. Most of them come from 
radical left-wing movements, particularly 
in Andalusia and Catalonia, and their first 
contact with Islam was generally through 
Sufism. Such communities are highly active 
and seek to recuperate the Islamic past 
of al-Andalus. In their opinion, the eight 
centuries of Muslim presence in southern 
Spain make Islam part of Spanish identity, 
which is why they promote initiatives to 
revive this Islamic past and foster coop-
eration between Spain and the Arab world. 
Among the main convert organizations is 
the Murabitun movement, whose spiritual 
leader is Scottish convert Ian Dallas, also 
known as Shaykh Abd al-Kadir al-Murabit, 
who lives in South Africa. Its most important 
community in Spain is based in Granada—
in the Albaicín mosque—and it also has fol-
lowers in Barcelona and Majorca.

Spanish converts have played a prominent 
role in institutionalizing Islam in Spain. They 
have held the main positions in associations 
representing Muslims in the country, par-
ticularly in the Spanish Federation of Islamic 
Religious Bodies (FEERI). However, their 
influence has declined in recent years due to 
the growing numbers of immigrants and the 
increased involvement of certain foreign gov-
ernments in the aforementioned associations.

the institutionalization of islam 
in spain

The Spanish Constitution of 1978 marked 
a profound change in the state’s traditional 
attitude toward religion. In establishing 
the rights to religious freedom and equality 
(Article 16), it brought to an end the tradi-
tional place of Catholicism as the country’s 
official religion. The Religious Freedom 
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Law enacted on July 5, 1980, gave effect 
to this new constitutional requirement and 
included provision for cooperation agree-
ments between Spain and the different 
faiths in the country. On April 29, 1992, 
Spain concluded a cooperation agreement 
with the Muslim community, later ratified 
by the parliament on November 10. The 
first of its type in Europe, the agreement set 
out a comprehensive regulation of the rights 
of the Muslim community. However, since 
then, progress on the rights contained in the 
agreement has been inconsistent, and many 
of the demands made by the Muslim com-
munity to the government remain unmet.

The 1992 Cooperation Agreement sought 
to create a representative structure to articu-
late the demands of the Muslim community. 
Since there is no church-type hierarchical 
structure in Sunni Islam, the various Muslim 
groups operate in religious associations that 
do not answer to a higher religious body. 
The first Muslim associations emerged in 
Spain in 1968 in Ceuta and Melilla. In 1971 
Riay Tatary, a Syrian doctor who acquired 
Spanish citizenship and is the main represen-
tative in Spain of the Muslim Brotherhood, 
founded the Spanish Muslim Association as 
an umbrella body for the different Muslim 
associations in the country. This marked the 
beginnings of Tatary’s prominent role in 
the Spanish Muslim community, where he 
remains a leading figure. With Saudi sup-
port, Tatary’s association built the Abu Bakr 
Mosque, Europe’s first modern mosque, in 
the Tetuán district of Madrid a year later.

The return to democracy in Spain coin-
cided with the emergence of the first dis-
putes within the country’s Muslim com-
munity. In 1979 Spanish convert Antonio 
Machordom founded the Spanish Muslim 
Community, which comprised Spanish con-
verts who were unhappy with Tatary’s 
administration. This was the first chapter 

in a long struggle that continues today 
between communities of different leanings 
and ideological outlooks to secure control 
of the representation of Spain’s Muslims. 
The Religious Freedom Law of 1980 led to 
the formation of new associations, particu-
larly in Andalusia (Granada, Cordoba, and 
Seville), by Spanish converts who advocated 
combining Islam and Andalusian national-
ist ideology. Some even stood as candidates 
in local and regional elections in Andalusia, 
albeit unsuccessfully.

This same period also saw the creation of 
the first places of worship for Muslim immi-
grants. The growing presence of Muslims in 
Spain attracted the interest of a number of 
Muslim countries. In 1986 Morocco created 
the al-Umma Association to cater to the first 
Moroccan immigrants in Spain, while Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait helped open the Madrid 
office of the European Council of Mosques 
in 1989. The opening of negotiations for 
the Cooperation Agreement between Spain 
and the various Muslim associations was 
one of the rare moments when the associa-
tions overcame their differences and unit-
ed under a single federation. The FEERI 
brought together the 15 main associations 
in existence at the time of its creation in 
September 1989. It was headed by Spanish 
convert Mansur Escudero, who remained in 
charge until 2002.

The union of the Spanish Islamic movement 
was short lived. Personal differences between 
its two main leaders, Mansur Escudero and 
Riay Tatary, soon emerged. The latter accused 
the Federation Board of being unrepresenta-
tive. Tatary went against the majority opinion 
and agreed to continue negotiations with the 
government even though it had refused to 
provide funding for Muslim associations as 
part of the Cooperation Agreement. In March 
1990 Tatary’s organization (the Spanish 
Muslim Association) withdrew from FEERI, 
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and shortly afterward, in April, Tatary cre-
ated a new federation called the Union of 
Spanish Islamic Communities (known by its 
acronym, UCIDE), which consisted of 17 new 
associations.

The rift in Spain’s Islamic movement 
occurred as the Spanish authorities 
were negotiating the final details of the 
Cooperation Agreement with the Muslim 
community. Consequently, before conclud-
ing the negotiations the Spanish govern-
ment imposed the requirement that the 
two federations unite in order to sign the 
agreement. Formally signed in April 2002, 
the agreement created the Spanish Islamic 
Commission (CIE), which comprised both 
federations and was deemed the only valid 
interlocutor of the Muslim community in 
its dealings with the administration. The 
commission was to serve as the channel for 
negotiating Muslim demands and to imple-
ment the rights set out in the agreement. 
In a Solomonic decision, the government 
created two executive positions on the CIE, 
one each for Mansur and Tatary.

The personal enmity between the repre-
sentatives of the two federations (FEERI 
and UCIDE) and the actions of their respec-
tive leaders, who were largely motivated by 
personal interests, has undermined their 
prestige among the vast majority of the 
Islamic associations established in Spain. 
It has also led to the paralysis of the CIE, 
blocking progress on some of the rights 
acknowledged in the 1992 agreement, such 
as the teaching of Islam in schools, the train-
ing of imams, and the provision for Muslims 
in hospitals, army barracks, and prisons.

the Current situation of Muslim 
Communities in spain

UCIDE and FEERI remain the dominant 
forces in terms of the representation of 

Muslims in the country, even though togeth-
er they account for just 70 percent of the 
272 Islamic associations registered with 
the Ministry of Justice at the end of 2005, 
according to the Ministry of Justice’s Web 
site. There are also an estimated 200 unreg-
istered associations, which take the form 
of cultural and social clubs, thus avoid-
ing government control. As a result, the 
representativeness of the Spanish Islamic 
Commission, which is the only valid inter-
locutor in the eyes of the authorities and is 
formed by the two biggest federations, has 
diminished considerably in recent years.

There is no accurate census of mosques 
and places of worship for Muslims in Spain. 
The Ministry of Justice’s Department of 
Religious Affairs estimates that there are 
approximately 450 places registered in the 
country, of which only a dozen are mosques 
in the strict sense. The rest are small prayer 
rooms in apartments, garages, and even 
abandoned premises, and many are unli-
censed. The significant growth in the num-
ber of Muslim immigrants has triggered a 
proliferation of prayer rooms, where the 
presence of imams with little training who 
impart extremely radical messages is by no 
means uncommon. Spanish police sources 
put the total number of places of worship 
at 600, 10 percent of which spread radical 
views.

Of the current federations, UCIDE has 
the largest number of associations. Its 124 
members are spread throughout the coun-
try, although its main support base is in 
Madrid. Riay Tatary is still the leader of 
the federation, which has yet to introduce a 
democratic system for the election of its rep-
resentatives. Critics accuse him of enticing 
new member associations with promises of 
aid, which does not always materialize. The 
Abu Bakr Mosque in the Tetuán district of 
Madrid remains its largest place of worship. 
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Its ideology coincides with that propounded 
by the Muslim Brotherhood, which pro-
vides financial support. It has also received 
funding from several Arab countries, espe-
cially Saudi Arabia. Some of the federation’s 
member associations have been tainted by 
the March 11, 2004, bombings, among them 
the Islamic Center for Religious Education, 
which runs one of Madrid’s oldest mosques, 
on Calle Alonso Cano, where Serhane bin 
Abd al-Majid—alias the Tunisian, one of 
the leaders of the cell behind the Madrid 
attacks—was imam on several occasions. 
Tatary has been accused by some sources of 
funding Hamas community projects in the 
West Bank and Gaza Strip, although he has 
denied it.

The FEERI has traditionally catered 
to Spanish converts to Islam, although it 
has undergone several changes in recent 
times as a result of the growing number of 
immigrants in the country and the greater 
involvement of foreign governments in the 
running of certain associations. It comprises 
68 associations. In its early days, the federa-
tion was controlled by Spanish converts who 
were members of the organization known as 
the Islamic Board, led by Mansur Escudero. 
Escudero used his leadership to criticize the 
government for failing to implement the 
rights set out in the 1992 agreement. The 
federation had close ties with countries such 
as Libya, which provided it with substantial 
funding for some of the time.

Other countries, like Morocco, which 
has close ties with Muslim associations in 
Ceuta and Melilla (which are federation 
members) and Saudi Arabia—through the 
World Islamic League—have also provided 
financial support to FEERI. Saudi Arabia 
deserves particular mention, given that in 
1992 it paid for the Ibn Khatab Mosque, bet-
ter known as the M-30 motorway mosque, 
which is considered to be Europe’s biggest. 

This mosque is home to the Madrid Islamic 
Cultural Center, the main association in 
the federation. Escudero was forced to step 
down from FEERI leadership in 2002 as a 
result of the criticism he received for not 
representing the interests of the newly 
arrived associations, although he retained 
his position as co-secretary general of the 
CIE. His departure did not prevent one of 
his trusted allies, Abd al-Karim Carrasco, 
also a convert and member of the Islamic 
Board, from being elected as the new FEERI 
president.

Carrasco promoted a policy of rapproche-
ment with the authorities. Following the 
March 11 train bombings, he called for a 
fatwa (religious edict) against terrorism 
and for Osama bin Ladin and al-Qa’ida to 
be excluded from Islam. He also confronted 
the imam of the Fuengirola Mosque, a 
FEERI associate, over the publication of a 
book describing how to beat women without 
leaving marks. Spanish converts say they 
defend a forward-looking version of Islam 
that is opposed to interpretations of the 
Koran that defend the legitimacy of terror-
ist attacks, and they fully support the inte-
gration of women into social and political 
life. The new direction taken by Carrasco 
led to considerable friction within the fed-
eration. Associations controlled by Saudi 
Arabia and Morocco criticized the lack of 
religious credentials of those who issued 
the fatwa against bin Ladin and called for 
a change of direction, which came about in 
the January 2006 elections to choose the 
federation’s office bearers. Carrasco was 
defeated by another convert, Felix Herrero, 
imam of the Calle Unión mosque in Malaga, 
whose candidacy was backed by the Madrid 
Islamic Cultural Center and the Ceuta and 
Melilla Muslim Associations, among others.

Although still led by a Spanish convert, 
there is no doubt that the FEERI has under-
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gone a major change in its orientation. Of 
its six board members, three have links with 
Saudi Arabia. The defeated candidates say 
that the new FEERI secretary, Muhammad 
Kharshish, who is in charge of religious 
affairs at the Madrid Islamic Cultural 
Center and once fought in Afghanistan, is 
the main driving force behind the federa-
tion’s change in direction. As proof of Saudi 
clout, they also point out the appointment 
of the imam of the M-30 motorway mosque, 
Munir Amessery, as its mufti or main reli-
gious authority. Felix Herrero, they insist, 
is merely a front man elected for the sake 
of appearances and to keep a Spanish con-
vert as head of the federation. They also 
recall that Herrero himself is the imam 
of a mosque under investigation by police 
because it was used by members of a cell 
that was arrested in December 2005 and 
had recruited jihadists to travel to Iraq.

The new leaders of the federation counter 
that they are part of a pluralist team and 
that their victory reflected years of bad 
leadership under Escudero and Carrasco. 
The new board aims to unite all Muslims in 
Spain under a single organization, as occurs 
with other minority faiths in the country, 
such as Jews and Protestants. They also 
hope to set up a fatwa council consisting 
of experts, and not just mere believers, to 
avoid the publication of fatwas based on 
misinterpretations of the suras (verses) in 
the Koran.

The Spanish Islamic movement is at a 
crossroads. The most representative group, 
the Spanish converts, has lost control of one 
of the two federations of the Spanish Islamic 
Commission (CIE), a body they helped to 
create. After the last elections in FEERI, 
the Islamic Board, which is led by Escudero 
and Carrasco, had already given notice of 
its intention to leave the FEERI and create 
a new federation. This may force Escudero 

to withdraw from the CIE, given that by 
law only the FEERI and UCIDE can be part 
of the commission. Moreover, as a result of 
the victory of the candidates endorsed by 
the Madrid Islamic Cultural Center in the 
FEERI elections, the main body represent-
ing the Muslim community in Spain could 
fall into the hands of the most conserva-
tive sector of Islam, which represents the 
ideology of the Muslim Brothers and Saudi 
Wahhabi tradition.

Analyzing islamist Currents  
in spain

There are three major currents of Islamism 
that were founded on the traditions and 
teachings of Islam. These movements and 
organizations share religious principles and 
references, but not objectives, strategies, or 
behaviors.

The first current can be called political 
Islamism, to the extent that it compris-
es movements that give priority to politi-
cal action, seeking power by participation 
in institutions. These movements usually 
organize themselves in political parties and 
reject the use of violence, save when a politi-
cal Islamist movement finds itself operat-
ing under conditions of foreign occupation. 
Movements of this type in Europe tend to 
focus on religious proselytism, although 
they also promote participation by Muslim 
communities in European political and 
social life. The Muslim Brotherhood and the 
Moroccan Islamist movement Justice and 
Spirituality are examples of this approach 
and are active in Spain.

The second current is represented by 
missionary and fundamentalist activism. It 
eschews political activism and focuses on 
preaching as a means to revive the faith, 
preserve the cohesion of the Muslim com-
munity, and uphold the moral order on 
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which it is grounded. It thus supports the 
creation of communities that are isolated 
from their environment and rejects inte-
gration with the social and political life of 
the countries in which they practice their 
religious proselytism. In Spain, there is a 
noticeable presence of missionaries of the 
Tablighi movement and of Salafi preachers.

The third current is composed of jihad-
ists—namely, activists who use violence to 
defend their particular vision of Islam and 
who were directly responsible for the March 
11 bombings in Madrid.

the muslim Brotherhood

The Muslim Brotherhood, an association 
created in the late 1920s by Hasan al-
Banna, is a key source of doctrine for 
modern Islamism. The Brotherhood’s influ-
ence extends throughout the Islamic world 
and also throughout Europe, thanks to 
the national branches of the UK-based 
Federation of Islamic Organizations in 
Europe (FIOE), which is led by Ahmad al-
Rawi, a full member of the Brotherhood 
executive in Egypt. However, the Muslim 
Brothers are not so much an international 
political movement as a school of thought.

Because of the rise in Muslim immigra-
tion to Europe, the movement considers 
Europe to be Dar al-Islam (the land of 
Islam) and defends the individual applica-
tion of Shari’a law to all Muslims resid-
ing there. To facilitate this task, it uses a 
Muslim law body linked to the FIOE called 
the European Fatwa Council, which is run 
from Qatar by the Egyptian Shaykh Yusuf 
al-Qaradawi. The council interprets Islamic 
Law in accordance with what is known as 
“minority jurisprudence,” which is envis-
aged for countries where Islam is not the 
majority faith.

In Spain, the organization is represented 

by the Spanish Muslim Association, headed 
by Riay Tatary. The association is part of 
an internal current of the Muslim Brothers 
called Islamic Vanguard, which is led by the 
Syrian Isam al-Attar and based in Aachen, 
Germany. The Islamic Vanguard usually 
recruits members in associations and groups 
with a high cultural and economic level and 
acts under the cover of religious and cul-
tural associations. The Muslim associations 
that are ideologically dependent on the 
movement are largely based in Andalusia, 
Valencia, and Madrid. Notable examples are 
the Islamic Community Mosque in Valencia, 
the Granada Islamic Center, the al-Manar 
Association (Ceuta), and, in Madrid, the 
Tetuán and Estrecho mosques.

The Muslim Brothers actively pursue par-
ticipation in the political, cultural, and social 
life of European countries. Their goal is to 
broaden the space of Islam in society. They 
seek the cooperation of the authorities in 
each country and aspire to be recognized as 
interlocutors with the administration, offer-
ing to act as social intermediaries in areas 
where their presence is strongest. Most of 
the associations in Spain that are linked 
to the Muslim Brothers are members of 
UCIDE, one of the two federations making 
up the Spanish Islamic Commission. They 
therefore enjoy considerable interlocutory 
weight with the Spanish authorities.

However, this intermediary role is offered 
on the basis of a fundamental premise: 
the assertion of identity on a political and 
religious basis. The Brotherhood considers 
that residents and citizens of Muslim origin 
will achieve respect in their host societies 
only by identifying themselves as Muslims, 
and hence they call for full implementation 
of the provisions of the 1992 Cooperation 
Agreement, along with a series of rights 
not contemplated in the agreement, such 
as the application of Islamic family law and 
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segregation of the sexes in swimming pools, 
hospitals, and other public places.

On the political level, groups associated 
with the Brotherhood condemn—severely 
at times—terrorist attacks such as those on 
September 11, 2001, and March 11, 2004. In 
their view, jihadi strategy and the general 
rejection of Islam it causes are obstacles to 
the peaceful progress of Islam in Europe that 
is achieved through proselytism, conver-
sions, and strengthening the notion of reli-
gious community. However, they do support 
Hamas and justify suicide attacks on Israel, 
considering those who carry them out to be 
martyrs. They also oppose Western military 
intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan. A sec-
tor of these movements continues to offer 
religious justification and, on occasion, to 
cover for the recruitment of extremist ele-
ments who are placed in the antechamber 
of terrorism.

Justice and spirituality

The growing presence of Moroccan immi-
grants in Spain has led the main Moroccan 
Islamist movement to become an impor-
tant Islamist player in the country. The 
movement was founded by Shaykh Abd 
al-Salam Yassine in the 1970s. Despite its 
clearly political dimension, it has never 
been recognized as a political force by 
the Moroccan regime, unlike other move-
ments such as the Party for Justice and 
Development, which has secured signifi-
cant representation in the country’s par-
liament. Justice and Spirituality does not 
recognize the religious legitimacy of the 
Moroccan monarchy and makes no secret 
of its objective to change the nature of the 
Moroccan state through political action. 
Strong in the larger cities of Morocco, it 
is structured around approximately 700 
associations, encompassing a wide range of 

fields, including welfare, education, sports, 
culture, and politics.

In recent years, Justice and Spirituality 
has increased its presence among Moroccan 
immigrants in Spain, capitalizing on the fact 
that a large number of Moroccan communi-
ties have been excluded from the process 
of the institutionalization of Islam in the 
country. Its main organization in Spain is 
the Onda Association, led by Muhammad 
Boutarbuch, the Spain correspondent for the 
Moroccan weekly al-Tawhid. Its headquar-
ters are in Getafe, outside Madrid, and it 
has delegations in a number of cities, among 
them Barcelona, Cartagena, Majorca, and 
Granada. Its main places of worship are the 
Istakama and Falah mosques, both in Getafe. 
Activities are geared mainly to providing 
support for Spain’s Moroccan community. Its 
members keep a low profile to avoid infiltra-
tion by the Moroccan security forces, which 
are concerned by the increasing presence 
of the movement among Spain’s Moroccan 
communities. Despite their radical discourse 
with regard to the Moroccan authorities, 
the members of the organization endeavor 
to maintain a moderate approach and have 
even played an important role in combating 
the spread of Salafi ideas, boycotting events 
organized by Salafi preachers.

missionary activism: the 
tablighi movement

The Tablighi missionary movement was 
founded in 1927 by Mawlana Muhammad 
Ilyas in India. It was later established in 
Pakistan, where it began its international 
outreach work and the recruitment of fol-
lowers. Present in more than 100 countries, 
the Tablighi today is one of the most impor-
tant transnational Islamic organizations. It 
aims to “re-Islamize” the Muslim commu-
nity from the base upward with very simple 
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and rigid approaches based on the example 
of the life of Muhammad. Its main activ-
ity is preaching, with groups of six to 10 
people visiting Islamic centers to give reli-
gious talks. The simplicity of the message 
conveyed lies at the root of its success. It 
targets young people, especially the socially 
excluded and common criminals.

The United Kingdom is the Tablighi’s 
European strategy coordination center, and 
the movement is structured around associa-
tions that usually control the grassroots sec-
tors of mosques in the towns in which they 
operate. The associations appoint a leader 
as head of the group. At the national level, 
the organization is led by an emir, who is its 
representative and the person responsible 
for recruiting new adepts. To reach a posi-
tion of responsibility in the organization, it 
is necessary to travel to Pakistan to undergo 
a training course lasting up to four months. 
The movement’s main sources of funding 
are Pakistan, the Gulf states, and donations 
related to its preaching activity.

Tablighis in Spain are generally of 
Moroccan or Pakistani origin, and they 
control some mosques directly or indirectly. 
Spain’s intelligence services believe that the 
organization boasts at least 2,000 members 
located in various cities (Badajoz, Seville, 
Granada, Valencia, and Madrid), from where 
they travel to other parts of the country. In 
Madrid, they carry out their proselytiz-
ing work in the mosque on Calle Peña de 
Francia and the M-30 motorway mosque.

In principle, the Tablighi movement 
explicitly rejects violence in pursuit of its 
goals. However, it aims to organize Muslims 
into separate communities, eschewing links 
of any kind with non-Muslim Europe. It 
advocates entirely segregationist behav-
ior. With headquarters in Pakistan, radical 
groups harness the Tablighi structure to 
send members to Europe for operations and 

to bring supporters from Europe to Pakistan 
for military training.

The organization’s leaders have taken a 
series of measures in recent years to prevent 
manipulation by extremists. Nonetheless, 
there have been cases of members of the 
Tablighi movement in Spain joining jiha-
di organizations. Hamad Abd al-Rahman 
Ahmad, the only Spaniard to be held in 
Guantánamo, belonged to the Tablighi 
before leaving for Afghanistan. Similarly, 
Aziz al-Bakri, a 27-year-old Moroccan who 
died in Ramadi (Iraq) in April 2003, was 
also a member before falling into the hands 
of Salafi recruiters.

missionary activism:  
salafi networks

The ambiguous term Salafism has served 
down the years to designate various and 
very different movements. Salafists aim to 
eradicate the impurities introduced to Islam 
during centuries of religious practice; to that 
end, they have constructed a methodology 
for determining the correct interpretation of 
the religion, based on the Koran, the Sunna, 
and the example of the first Muslims.

During the second half of the twentieth 
century, Salafism became a form of apoliti-
cal pietism, seeking its religious references 
through a literal reading of the Koran that 
excludes all use of reason in the interpreta-
tion of the scriptures. According to the Salafi 
method, society should be changed by modi-
fying individual behavior through educa-
tion and the science of the hadiths (sayings 
of Muhammad). Salafism benefited from 
Saudi ambitions to spread Wahhabi Islam, 
which led that country to sponsor Salafi 
schools and publications worldwide, since 
they offered a strict vision of Islam close to 
Wahhabism. The development of Salafism 
has become linked to developments in Saudi 
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Arabia itself, which is now the main center 
for the production of Salafi doctrine.

In the early 1990s, the deployment of 
U.S. troops in Saudi Arabia in response to 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait caused a split in 
the Salafi movement. The majority current, 
known as academic or reformist Salafism 
(salafiyya ilmiyya), retained its pietism and 
apolitical character and continued to spread 
throughout the Arab world, thanks to the 
patronage of the Saudi authorities. A minor-
ity turned to a more radical discourse, 
reintroducing the notion of takfir (the act 
of denouncing someone as impious) to com-
bat infidel regimes and the West through 
armed struggle. The war on infidels became 
a religious obligation, and jihadi Salafism 
was thus born. The war in Afghanistan, the 
intellectual writings of authors such as Abu 
Muhammad al-Maqdisi or Abu Qatada, and 
Osama bin Ladin’s activism led Salafism to 
become the ideology of the jihad, with al-
Qa’ida being its leading exponent.

Although in principle reformist Salafism is 
opposed to violence, its practitioners preach 
a form of Islam that includes total cul-
tural disengagement from impious Europe. 
Salafism in Western societies targets not 
Muslim communities that maintain their 
links with their cultures of origin, but rath-
er individuals harboring doubts concerning 
their faith and identity. Salafists promote 
the notion of a transnational religious iden-
tity, involving the rejection of the culture 
of origin and a refusal to assimilate the 
surrounding Western culture. For such indi-
viduals, Salafism offers a system governing 
behavior for all situations and all places, 
from the deserts of Afghanistan to Spanish 
universities.

The emergence of reformist Salafism in 
Spain is a relatively new phenomenon. As 
in the rest of Europe, the arrival of the 
Salafists coincided with the creation of the 

Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) in Algeria, 
and their influence has spread throughout 
Europe, thanks to the Algerian diaspora. The 
movement’s decentralized and segmented 
structure, the control exercised by the police 
over its members, and the small number of 
second-generation Muslims in Spain account 
for the lack of identifiable Salafist mosques 
or Islamic centers. The movement’s main 
zone of influence is on the coast of Catalonia, 
specifically in the Penedés and Maresme 
regions, where Salafi imams attract recently 
arrived immigrants and successfully establish 
themselves among the young unemployed, 
particularly Moroccans and sub-Saharans.

Prominent European Salafi imams regu-
larly visit mosques such as that run by the 
Valencia Islamic Community and the one 
on Calle Estrecho (Madrid) to deliver talks 
on religion and to proselytize. The imams 
receive substantial backing from Saudi 
Arabia, which provides grants for young 
Europeans to study at the Umm al-Qura 
University in Medina. Furthermore, Islamic 
centers run by the Muslim World League 
tend to be in the hands of clerics who preach 
an extremely strict form of Islam, very close 
to Salafism. The number of followers of 
Salafism is on the rise in Spain, as in the 
rest of Europe. Salafists have inundated the 
Internet with Web sites purporting to be 
strictly apolitical and featuring regular con-
sultation with renowned Saudi Salafi imams 
on a range of social issues.

Although in principle they do not pose 
security problems, their principles and scrip-
tural references coincide with those of jihadi 
Salafism, and the switch by militants from 
one to the other form is not difficult.

Jihadi activism

The March 11, 2004, terrorist attacks in 
Madrid have demonstrated the importance 
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of jihadi activism in Spain. Although jihadi 
networks have been permanently present 
in the country since the 1990s only, Spain 
had already suffered an Islamic terrorist 
attack back in 1985, when a powerful bomb 
was detonated in a restaurant in Torrejón 
frequented by American military person-
nel from the local air force base. A total 
of 18 people died, and 84 were injured in 
the blast. Responsibility for the attack was 
claimed by the Lebanese Islamic Jihad, 
although various sources have attributed 
it to Hizballah. The attack on the restau-
rant may have been part of the campaign 
launched by the Lebanese Shi’a movement 
against U.S. interests as of 1983.

Jihadi Salafism was brought to Spain 
in the mid-1990s by the armed Algerian 
groups and by Syrian Muslim Brothers 
who had settled in the country in the 1980s 
after fleeing Syria to escape repression by 
the authorities. The earliest known cells 
belonged to the Algerian Armed Islamic 
Group (GIA), which conducted a campaign 
of attacks in France in 1995 and 1996. The 
editor in chief of its mouthpiece in Europe, 
the weekly publication al-Ansar, was Abu 
Qatada, later to become one of the leading 
ideologists of jihadi Salafism.

Its activities centered mainly on the 
Spanish province of Alicante, where a large 
number of Algerian residents lived. In April 
1997 the Spanish police carried out the 
first major operation against jihadi net-
works, arresting seven people accused of 
GIA membership. Among those arrested 
was Allekema Lamari, one of the lead-
ers of the cell that perpetrated the March 
11 bombings in Madrid. The year 1998 
was key in terms of the reconfiguration of 
Maghrebi jihadi groups and the consolida-
tion of jihadi Salafism. It saw the emer-
gence, with al-Qa’ida support, of the Salafi 
Group for Preaching and Combat—a GIA 

splinter group led by Hasan Hattab—and 
the Moroccan Islamic Combatants Group, 
both of which were to play a crucial role in 
fostering jihadi activism in Spain.

In 1994 a group of Syrian Islamists 
attempted to take control of the Tetuán 
mosque in Madrid, setting up an organiza-
tion called the Islamic Alliance. A group 
that subsequently split from this alliance, 
the Soldiers of Allah, comprised followers 
of the Palestinian Shaykh Abu Salah and 
recruited mujahidin (fighters) for Bosnia. 
Salah departed for Afghanistan in 1995. 
He was replaced by al-Din Barakat Yarkas, 
alias Abu Dahdah, who was later appointed 
al-Qa’ida’s representative in Spain. Over a 
period of years, Abu Dahdah recruited young 
men, particularly Moroccans, to be sent 
to Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Indonesia. 
Some of them (Amir Azizi, Mustafa al-May-
muni, and Sa’id Berraj) later played a key 
role in the Casablanca and Madrid bomb-
ings. The network was broken up following 
a series of police operations between April 
2001 and September 2003. In September 
2005 Abu Dahdah and another 18 members 
of the cell were sentenced to prison terms 
of between six and 27 years. Abu Dahdah 
received 27 years for helping the Hamburg 
cell prepare the September 11 attacks on 
the United States.

Before 2004, in addition to the cells 
of Algerian and Syrian origin, Spanish 
police had arrested a number of activists 
with direct al-Qa’ida links. Among those 
arrested was Muhammad Bensakhria, who 
had led an al-Qa’ida cell in Germany and 
was accused of conspiring to bomb the 
European Parliament in Strasbourg. He 
was detained in June 2001. Others included 
Ahmad Brahim, an Algerian national who 
was arrested in April 2002 and accused of 
helping al-Qa’ida’s financial network, and 
Ahmad Ruksar, a Pakistani arrested in 
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March 2003 for funding the al-Qa’ida attack 
on the island of Djerba (Tunisia) in April 
2002.

On March 11, 2004, ten bombs exploded 
on commuter trains in Madrid, killing 191 
people and injuring more than 1,800. The 
core of the network behind the attacks 
remained operational for another three 
weeks and tried to plant another bomb on 
the high-speed train line from Madrid to 
Seville. The day after the failed attempt, 
police tracked the cell to an apartment 
in the town of Getafe, and after a shoot-
out, the members blew themselves up. One 
police officer was also killed in the explo-
sion. Although it was initially believed that 
the cell had acted independently under 
Allekema Lamari, Serhane bin Abd al-Majid, 
and Jamal Ahmidane, subsequent investiga-
tion by the courts has uncovered evidence 
pointing to important operational links 
between the Madrid group and al-Qa’ida. 
Threats made by bin Ladin against Spain, 
the presence of Spanish troops in Iraq, and 
the proximity of the general elections may 
have been factors in the bombings.

Since then, more than 300 people have 
been arrested by Spanish police and accused 
of jihadi activities. Several networks sup-
porting the Salafi Group for Preaching 
and Combat and the Moroccan Islamic 
Combatants Group, who still pose the great-
est threat to security in the country, have 
been broken up. Other groups with ties to 
organizations such as Ansar al-Sunna or 
al-Qa’ida in Mesopotamia, which was led by 
the Jordanian Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi until 
his death, have also been dismantled. Police 
sources estimate that around 80 Muslim 
residents in Spain may have been recruited 
and sent to Iraq, including Belgacem Bellil, 
the Algerian behind the suicide attack that 
killed 16 Italian soldiers in Nasiriyya.

The Madrid bombings marked a turning 

point in jihadi activism in Spain. Before 
then, Spain had essentially been a support 
base. Jihadi activity there focused on pro-
paganda; the recruitment of young fighters 
for Bosnia, Chechnya, and Afghanistan; 
fund-raising for criminal activities; forgery 
of documents; ties with other European 
networks; and providing shelter for foreign 
jihadists hunted in other countries. Most 
of the militants of these networks were in 
contact with each other before they arrived 
in Spain, and their political agenda was ini-
tially confined to their home region.

A number of important changes can be seen 
in the actions of the cell that carried out the 
Madrid bombings and in the groups arrest-
ed since then by Spanish police. To begin 
with, these networks were set up specifically 
to carry out terrorist attacks in Spain. In 
the case of the Madrid strikes, members of 
various support groups (Moroccan Islamic 
Combatants, the Algerian network, and 
the Abu Dahdah network) joined forces to 
form a terrorist cell willing to strike in their 
adopted country of residence. Moreover, the 
composition of the groups is increasingly 
more heterogeneous in terms of nationality. 
Although most of those arrested in the past 
two years have been Moroccan and Algerian, 
nationals of Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, Syria, 
Mauritius, Belarus, Ghana, Turkey, and 
Egypt have also been detained.

A growing number of militants join jihadi 
networks when they become residents in 
Spain. In addition, close ties have been 
uncovered between North African Islamist 
networks in Spain and common criminals 
and nonterrorist-related drug traffickers 
from the same countries. Conversion to 
radical Islamism of persons actively engaged 
in crime contributes to the joint activation 
of both networks and, in the process, helps 
raise the funds needed for terrorist actions. 
Lastly, militants make no secret of their 



  s PA i n  5 4 5

hostility toward Spain. Although Spanish 
troops were withdrawn from Iraq, the coun-
try remains a primary target for jihadi 
Salafism on account of the many antiter-
rorism operations conducted in Spain, the 
presence of Spanish troops in Afghanistan, 
and the obsession of some Muslim radicals 
with the reconquest of al-Andalus.

future Challenges for the 
Muslim Community in spain 

The Muslim community in Spain faces twin 
challenges that will determine the course 
of Spanish Islam in the years to come. 
Divisions within Muslim associations have 
prevented them from speaking with a single 
voice in their dealings with the Spanish 
authorities. The defeat of the Spanish con-
verts within FEERI and growing antago-
nism between the converts and the asso-
ciations that defend Muslim Brotherhood 
ideology do not augur well for progress. 
The possible exit of the converts from the 
Spanish Islamic Commission could lead to 
changes in the institutionalization process 
of the Muslim community in Spain. The 
Association of Moroccan Immigrant Workers 
recently tabled a proposal for a directly elect-
ed Muslim Council catering to lay Muslims 
as well. This would help guarantee that 
representation of Spain’s Muslims does not 
rest exclusively with the imams in mosques. 
Thought must be given to how best to ensure 
that all sensitivities within the Muslim com-
munity are represented on bodies with inter-
locutory status vis-à-vis the state.

The second major challenge is to combat 
the spread of jihadi Salafism. A great deal 
is at stake for Muslim associations in this 
battle. Another massive terrorist attack 
could jeopardize the already fragile process 
of Muslim integration into Spanish society. 
Explicit repudiation of violence should be a 

rule for the associations, which must real-
ize that jihadi activism is their main enemy. 
They need to abandon ambiguity and double 
language and engage more fully with the 
construction of a European Islam capable of 
integrating naturally into society.

Jihadi activism continues to be the main 
threat to security in Spain. The security 
forces have made considerable efforts in the 
last four years to strengthen their capabili-
ties in the fight against this form of activ-
ism and have achieved major success. The 
threat remains latent, however. Spain is 
undergoing deep demographic changes, and 
the Muslim population will continue to grow 
in the years to come. Salafi recruiters will 
continue to use the failure of newly arrived 
immigrants to integrate and the identity 
problems suffered by second-generation 
Spanish Muslims to spread their message.
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The suicide bombings in London on July 
7, 2005, and the thwarted plot by British 
Islamists to bomb Atlantic-bound airlin-
ers in 2006 have made the phenomenon of 
radical Islamism in the United Kingdom 
into a major issue. The small fringe of 
British-based Islamists actively engaged in 
violent activity, however, constitute only a 
single aspect in a much larger, more com-
plex story.

Organizations committed to one form 
or another of Islamist politics have been 
active in Britain since the beginnings of 
large-scale immigration of Muslims in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s. As Muslims in 
Britain have moved from political quietism 
to engagement and activism, their presence 
has become ever more visible.

Muslim Communities in Britain

The total Muslim population of the United 
Kingdom is placed at approximately 1.8 mil-
lion. Some Muslim presence can be identified 
in the UK as far back as the nineteenth cen-
tury and even earlier. However, the majority 
of British Muslims either immigrated them-
selves or are the descendants of immigrants 
who arrived in Britain in the late 1950s and 
onward. A clear majority of British Muslims 

trace their origins back to the Indian sub-
continent. The largest single group consists 
of immigrants from Pakistan and their 
descendants. These constitute fully 46 per-
cent of British Muslims. Bangladeshis con-
stitute a further 16 percent of the total, and 
Indians 8 percent. The remaining 30 percent 
of the Muslim population of the UK consists 
mainly of immigrants (or temporary or occa-
sional residents) from the Arabic-speaking 
world and Africa, with an addition of around 
150,000 immigrants from Turkey. Overall, 
around 50 percent of Muslims in Britain are 
British-born, according to statistics cited by 
Patrick Sookhdeo.

The vast majority of British Muslims are 
Sunnis. The small representation of Shi’a 
Muslims is composed of immigrants from 
Iran and Iraq. Among Sunnis hailing from 
the Indian subcontinent, there is a further 
significant subdivision between the Barelvi 
and Deobandi streams of Islam. Most Sunni 
Muslims in Britain are of the Barelwi stream. 
This stream is, in essence, a popularized ver-
sion of Sufi Islam. It is deeply infused with 
the culture of South Asia and includes the 
veneration of particular shrines and a cult 
of personal devotion to Muhammad. The 
imams at Barelwi mosques typically hail 
from the Indian subcontinent and often tend 

united Kingdom
Jonathan spyer
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to have a poor or nonexistent command of 
English. A number of Sufi orders are linked 
to the Barelwis. Though commanding the 
loyalty of a majority of UK Muslims from the 
Indian subcontinent, the Barelwis are less 
well organized than their Deobandi coun-
terparts. Their beliefs incline them toward a 
political quietism, conditioned on the ability 
afforded Muslims to worship freely and prac-
tice the edicts of their faith. Some analysts 
have suggested that the very quietism of 
the Barelwi approach and its dependence on 
its South Asian context for resonance and 
appeal has contributed to the alienation of 
many young, British-born Muslims and their 
consequent attraction to more rigid and radi-
cal versions of Islam, which are nevertheless 
better attuned to modernity.

The Deobandi stream takes its name from 
the town of Deoband, northeast of New 
Delhi, where the first Deobandi learning 
center was founded in 1866. The Deobandi 
approach to Islam is far more rigorous 
and puritanical than that of the Barelwis. 
In common with other Sunni revivalist 
movements, the Deobandis reject what they 
regard as non-Islamic practices that have 
found their way into Islamic practice. They 
seek to interpret the Koran literally. Thus, 
they are opposed to the folk practices from 
the Indian subcontinent that found their 
way into the practice of the Barelwis. They 
are also opposed to Sufism. The Taliban in 
Afghanistan emerged from the Deobandi 
stream of Islam. The violence that charac-
terizes the Taliban is not universal to the 
Deobandis. However, this stream is closer 
to modern Islamist movements such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the Jama’at-i-
Islami. The Deobandis have benefited from 
Saudi support and funding. Unlike the 
Barelwi stream, the Deobandi approach is 
a proselytizing one, and while this does not 
necessarily in itself include a commitment 

to overt political activity, groups associated 
with the movement have served as a way 
station for young activists on the way to 
Islamist political activism and sometimes 
political violence.

The Muslim presence in the UK is over-
whelmingly urban. One million Muslims 
live in the greater London area. There are 
also large communities in Birmingham, 
Bradford, Leicester, and Oldham. The 
Muslims of Britain are a youthful group, 
with over 50 percent under the age of 24, 
compared with 30 percent for the British 
population as a whole. British Muslims 
are an active and well-organized commu-
nity. A survey taken in 2001 revealed that 
there were 1,200 mosques in the UK, 72 
jama’ats (Muslim societies), 69 schools, 
seven Muslim mayors, and four Muslim 
members of parliament.

Muslims in Britain are overwhelming-
ly concentrated in the lower reaches of 
the economy. This is the case for younger 
Muslims as much as for the older genera-
tion. Of course, the situation varies among 
the various ethnic groups. Yet, overall, only 
38 percent of UK Muslims were found to 
be employed in 2004—the lowest of any 
faith group in the UK. Forty-two percent of 
Muslim children live in overcrowded condi-
tions. Twelve percent live without central 
heating.

Thus, the Muslims of Britain are over-
whelmingly a young, first- or second-
 generation immigrant community, possess-
ing a high degree of communal  organization. 
This is the community within which vari-
ous Islamist trends are trying to exert 
 influence.

islamist organizations in Britain

Islamist organizations first emerged in 
Britain with the beginnings of large-scale 
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Muslim immigration to the UK in the early 
1960s. The first identifiable bodies created 
among British Muslims were associated with 
the Jama’at-i-Islami organization founded 
by Mawlana Mawdudi in India in 1941. The 
UK Islamic Mission, founded in 1962, was 
one of a host of organizations founded by 
individuals wishing to promote the message 
of the Jama’at-i-Islami in Britain. Later, the 
more politically quietist Tablighi Jama’at 
began to organize as a potential rival focus 
within British Muslim communities. Groups 
associated with the Muslim Brotherhood 
began to emerge in the 1990s, a reflection 
of the later arrival of Arab immigrants to 
the UK. With the arrival of considerable 
numbers of immigrants and asylum seek-
ers from the Arabic-speaking world in the 
1980s, and the very liberal attitudes taken 
by the British authorities regarding Islamist 
activism, the emergence of groups support-
ing violent jihadi activities also took place in 
the UK. The activities of these mainly Arab 
ideologues in the 1990s crossed over the bar-
rier separating the Arabs from South Asian 
immigrants, and radical Middle Eastern 
ideologies began to find recruits mainly 
among second-generation immigrants, with 
significant results.

Jama’at-i-islami  
(islamic assembly)

Jama’at-i-Islami has been one of the most 
significant players in the politics of postpar-
tition India. Its founder, Mawdudi, is consid-
ered, along with the Egyptian Sayyid Qutb, 
to be perhaps the key ideologist of the mod-
ern Sunni Islamist revival. It was Mawdudi 
who first developed in modernity the idea of 
jihad as a permanent revolutionary strategy. 
Mawdudi conceived of jihad as in essence a 
defensive war, analogous to wars of natural 
liberation. The jihad, however, would be 

fought in the defense of Islam, which he 
conceived of as a complete, closed system, a 
universal civilization.

Mawdudi considered that religion must 
be manifest in all social, economic, and 
political spheres of society. He did not, 
however, advocate the violent transforma-
tion of society. His vision was one of a 
slow, gradual process of transformation, as 
explains Giles Kepel. He believed that Islam 
would triumph over ignorance through a 
slow, incremental process. The key to this 
process was what Mawdudi called iqamat 
al-din, or the “establishment of religion.” 
What this concept meant was the need for 
pious individuals to establish communities 
of faith, which over time, would become 
mass movements. These would then affect 
peaceful social change—bringing about the 
eventual desired goal of a strictly Islamic 
state, according to his own writings, which 
can be found on the Web site islamicinter-
link.com, and summarized by Seyyed Vali 
Reza Nasr.

Jama’at-i-Islami was founded as a politi-
cal party in South Asia to conduct activity 
along these lines. Although Mawdudi him-
self was never, as far as is known, engaged 
in militant or violent activity and did not 
advocate it, his teachings have been cited by 
later groups that did espouse violent jihad. 
The total and politicized form of his Islam 
is seen by many observers as owing as much 
to the totalitarian secular ideologies of the 
mid-twentieth century as to any traditional 
Islamic stream, and proponents of more 
quietist schools of South Asian Islam, such 
as the Tablighi Jama’at, accuse Mawdudi 
of turning Islamic practice into a political 
tool.

Jama’at-i-Islami remains a major religious 
party in Pakistan, with branches worldwide 
in the Pakistani diaspora. As noted above, 
since the arrival of large-scale Pakistani 
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immigration to Britain, it has been active 
in establishing a network of communal 
organizations to promote its beliefs. These 
include the UK Islamic Mission, Young 
Muslims UK, and the Muslim Educational 
Trust. It is testimony to the extent that 
Islamist ideas have succeeded in entering 
the mainstream of British public life that 
many Jama’at-i-Islami groups have come 
to be seen as legitimate mainstream repre-
sentatives of UK Muslims. Thus the Islamic 
Foundation, based in Leicester and one of 
the organization’s most successful enter-
prises, has come to be seen as an exemplary 
communal group, praised by the authorities, 
the recipient of visits from dignitaries and 
even royalty. The foundation has engaged 
in interfaith work with Christian groups 
and has worked together with universities. 
Yet it remains committed to the Mawdudi 
outlook outlined above, which envisages the 
eventual Islamization of society.

Jama’at-i-Islami has been active among 
British Muslims for over four decades, giving 
it a head start over the Muslim Brotherhood, 
which began activity in earnest only with 
the arrival of a large Arab presence to the 
UK. Additional Jama’ati front organizations 
include the East London mosque, the Islamic 
Society of Britain, Islamic Forum Europe, 
Da’watul Islam, and the Young Muslims 
Organization (YMO). Followers of the orga-
nization were also responsible for setting up 
the UK Action Committee on Islamic Affairs 
(UKIAC)—the forerunner group to the 
Muslim Council of Britain, now seen as the 
umbrella representative group for all British 
Muslim communities. Mawdudi activists cre-
ated the UKIAC, which was formed in 1988, 
to coordinate protests against the publication 
of the novel The Satanic Verses by Salman 
Rushdie, which many Muslims considered to 
be offensive to their faith.

The Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) was 

founded in 1997 by individuals active within 
the UKIAC. It now has over 300 Muslim 
organizations—representing a variety of 
orientations—affiliated with it. The MCB 
has come in for much criticism both within 
and beyond British Muslim communities. 
Its secretary general until June 2006, Sir 
Iqbal Sacranie, has had his credentials as a 
moderate challenged—some have recalled 
his role in the campaign against Rushdie. 
According to an August 2005 article in the 
Observer, Sacranie said at the time that 
“death was perhaps too easy” for Rushdie. 
The spotlight has been focused on some of 
the MCB’s affiliate organizations such as 
the Leicester-based Islamic Foundation and 
their links to the Jama’at-i-Islami. The MCB 
is now led by Muhammad Abd al-Bari.

tablighi Jama’at 
(organization of Preachers)

The secretive Tablighi Jama’at received a 
considerable amount of media attention 
in the UK in 2006 after revelations that a 
number of British Islamists later involved 
in terror activity had passed through a 
period of involvement with this organi-
zation before drifting into violent jihadi 
circles. These included two of the four indi-
viduals who carried out the July 7 bombings 
in London and who were known to have 
attended Tablighi events at a mosque in 
Dewsbury, West Yorkshire; Richard Reid, 
the shoe bomber; and seven of the 23 people 
arrested under suspicion of involvement in 
the plot to blow up transatlantic airliners 
in 2006. John Walker Lindh, the American 
convert to Islam who joined the Taliban, 
was also known to have attended meetings 
of the organization. 

There have been no allegations, however, 
that the Tablighi Jama’at itself has commit-
ted acts of violence. Rather, this is a body 
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associated with avoidance of involvement in 
overt political activity. The Tablighi Jama’at 
stresses Islamic da’wa (the call to Islam) 
work while avoiding taking an overt stand on 
political issues of the day. Like the Jama’at-
i-Islami, the organization has its roots in the 
Indian subcontinent. The Tablighi Jama’at 
emerged from the Deobandi stream of Sunni 
Islam. As Alex Alexiev describes in the 
Middle East Quarterly, it was founded in 
1927 by the Deobandi scholar Muhammad 
Ilyas Kandhalawi and has grown to be a 
significant and visible presence in Pakistan 
and in Muslim communities worldwide.

The Tablighi Jama’at have been referred 
to as “Islam’s Jehovah’s witnesses” because 
of their stress on proselytizing and focus on 
members undergoing journeys of fixed dura-
tion in order to propagate the faith. These 
journeys, called khuruj in Arabic, may last 
for a period of three days, 10 days, 40 days, 
or four months. While engaged in them, the 
Tablighi study religious texts and preach 
the faith. In terms of texts, the Tablighi are 
known, apart from the Koran, to stress only 
a single text: namely, the Tablighi Nisab, 
which was written in the 1920s by a com-
panion of Ilyas.

In keeping with the Deobandi roots of the 
movement, the Tablighi preach an austere, 
intolerant, and uncompromising form of 
Sunni Islam. The group is widely considered 
to benefit from Saudi funding. While the 
Saudi Wahhabis are usually openly dismis-
sive of other Islamic streams, prominent 
Saudi clerics have spoken in favor of the 
Tablighi. In 1978 the Saudi-run Muslim 
World League financed the construction 
of the Tablighi mosque in Dewsbury in 
Yorkshire, which is now the European head-
quarters of the Tablighi.

Citing the considerable number of indi-
viduals who have passed through Tablighi 
circles on their way to radical jihadi activity, 

some analysts have characterized the move-
ment as an antechamber to greater radical-
ism and to involvement in political violence. 
An article in the Guardian noted that 
both the British and U.S. security services 
regard it as “a fertile recruiting ground” for 
extremists. It is worth noting in this regard, 
however, that the Tabligh is also the sub-
ject of criticism by the Mawdudi-influenced 
circles for what it regards as the Tabligh’s 
failure to pose the issue of political power 
in its teachings. The Guardian article viv-
idly depicted the success that the Tablighi 
have had with their ongoing grassroots 
proselytizing among British Muslims. The 
reporter was present at a gathering of 3,000 
young Muslim men in the Stratford area 
of East London that was organized by the 
Tablighi. At the gathering, 300 participants 
volunteered to undertake a three-day trip 
on behalf of the organization.

The Tablighi are secretive, and little infor-
mation is available regarding the group’s 
finances and its level of support in the UK. 
Yet, such gatherings as the one described, as 
well as initiatives such as the plan to build 
the London Markaz, a massive mosque in 
London intended to be able to accommodate 
70,000 people, indicate that the Tablighi 
Jama’at have become a powerful presence in 
communities of British Muslims of Pakistani 
descent.

muslim Brotherhood–
associated organizations

The presence of the Muslim Brotherhood 
on British shores is of fairly recent vin-
tage. However, the movement, founded in 
Egypt in 1928 by Hasan al-Banna, is the 
prototypical Sunni Islamist body to have 
emerged from the Arabic-speaking world. 
The Brotherhood, in terms both of phys-
ical presence and of ideas, is the most 



5 5 2   e u r o P e  

dynamic and forward-looking of the Islamist 
formations. For this reason, although it 
established its presence in Britain only a 
decade ago, the Muslim Brotherhood has 
made rapid advances, and, together with the 
Mawdudi elements with which it finds no 
problem cooperating, it is today to a great 
extent dominating the public agenda of the 
Muslim communities of Britain, as writes 
Michael Whine.

The reason for the Brotherhood’s late 
start in British Islamist activism is simple 
and demographic. As noted above, the first 
waves of Muslim immigration to the UK con-
sisted overwhelmingly of immigrants from 
the Indian subcontinent. It was thus natural 
that in the manner of other immigrant com-
munities, these immigrants brought with 
them the organizations and belief systems 
of their country of origin. However, in the 
course of the 1980s and 1990s, a small but 
very politicized community of Arabs, many 
of them political exiles as a result of Islamist 
political activity in their countries of origin, 
were permitted to make their homes in 
London. The original impetus for activity in 
Europe was the repression suffered by the 
Brotherhood in the Middle East and hence 
a desire to maintain some structures in exile 
in a manner familiar to observers of radi-
cal politics. The first international council 
of the Muslim Brotherhood was created in 
1982. However, as Middle Eastern repres-
sion of the movement grew harsher, and as 
movement leaders began to become cogni-
zant of the potential inherent in Europe’s 
16-million-strong Muslim population, the 
need for international coordination and 
the potential benefits of activity in Europe 
became more apparent.

A number of Europe-wide organizations 
with Muslim Brotherhood links have been 
established. Among these, the Federation of 
Islamic Organizations (FIO) in Europe is the 

most significant. This organization has its 
headquarters in Markfield in Leicestershire. 
Markfield is also home, as noted above, to 
the headquarters of the Jama’at-i-Islami 
in Britain. The proximity of the two orga-
nizations is not only geographical. They 
have similar ideologies and a long history of 
cooperation internationally. Indeed, as shall 
be seen, it is this cooperation of Muslim 
Brotherhood and Jama’ati tendencies that 
is bringing the Islamists their greatest influ-
ence on public life in the UK.

In addition to the FIO, a number of other 
Brotherhood groupings have been set up 
in Europe. These include the European 
Trust, the European Center for Fatwa and 
Research, and the Dublin-based World 
Council of Muslim Clerics.

A central figure in the process whereby the 
Muslim Brotherhood is seeking to turn to 
the Muslim communities of Europe, includ-
ing the UK, is Shaykh Yusuf Qaradawi. 
The Egyptian-born Qaradawi has emerged 
as a dynamic preacher through his Islam 
Online Web site and his weekly TV program, 
broadcast by al-Jazeera from Qatar, where 
he is resident. Qaradawi is seen by some 
in the West as a voice of moderate Islam. 
This derives from his opposition to the 
extreme Salafi Islamists of al-Qa’ida. He has 
also been critical of various aspects of the 
Wahhabi outlook of Saudi Arabia. However, 
his opposition to suicide bombings in the 
United States and Europe notwithstand-
ing, Qaradawi supported suicide bombings 
against coalition forces in Iraq and against 
Israel, including against civilians. He is also 
on record as supporting violence against 
women in certain circumstances, execution 
of homosexuals, and other aspects of conser-
vative Islamist belief.

Qaradawi is one of a number of Muslim 
Brotherhood activists and prominent fig-
ures who view work among the Muslim 
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communities of Europe as a means to move 
the leadership of the Brotherhood away 
from the aged, Egypt-based traditional lead-
ership. In addition to the European-wide 
perspective of Qaradawi and the organiza-
tional results, Brotherhood activists based 
in Britain made important steps forward 
in the last decade in terms of organization, 
enabling them to capitalize on the politi-
cal turbulence of the current period. Most 
important, in 1997 a number of veteran 
Brotherhood activists joined together to 
form the Muslim Association of Britain 
(MAB). They included Azzam Tamimi, a 
Hebron-born former resident of Jordan, 
where he was an active member of the 
Brotherhood, and Anas al-Tikriti, son of 
the former leader of the Brotherhood in 
Iraq. Many analysts regard the foundation 
of this movement, which included individu-
als with careers as prominent activists in 
their countries of origin, as representing a 
seminal moment for Islamism in Britain. 
Tamimi had served as the spokesman for 
the Jordanian Muslim Brothers and had 
managed the parliamentary office of the 
Islamic Action Front, the political front 
organization of the Brotherhood in that 
country. Among other prominent members 
of MAB was Muhammad Sawalha, like 
Tamimi a Palestinian and a former Hamas 
military commander.

In addition to the founding of the MAB, 
the Muslim Brotherhood in 1999 launched 
an important London-based initiative—
namely, a global information center designed 
to communicate between the movement and 
the global mass media, according to its 
founding statement.

Hence, the arrival of Islamist activists 
from the Arab world to London and else-
where in the UK served to galvanize the 
situation. The Arab activists brought with 
them a level of know-how and sophistication 

previously unseen. However, as will now be 
observed, not all the activists who arrived 
in the 1990s were loyal to the frameworks 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, nor were the 
dividing lines always clearly drawn.

the salafi Presence in  
the uK

In addition to the South Asian groups of 
long standing and the Muslim Brotherhood–
associated organizations, the Islamist pres-
ence in the UK was significantly augmented 
in the 1980s and 1990s by the entry of a 
considerable number of Islamist activists 
from the Arab world who sought to con-
duct political activity outside of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, along the lines of the ultra-
radical Salafi groups of the Middle East. 
Some of these men were veterans of violent 
Islamist activity, and once in London, taking 
advantage of the failure of the authorities 
to place any meaningful limitations on their 
ability to agitate and organize, they set about 
seeking an audience for their ideas. Many 
of these activists had begun their careers 
in the Muslim Brotherhood and much of 
their ideological outlook resembled that of 
the Brotherhood, but they adhered to an 
additional commitment to violent insurrec-
tion that contrasted with the Brotherhood’s 
gradualist approach.

Among the most significant individuals to 
be included among this group are the Syrian 
Omar Bakri Muhammad (Fostock), a former 
Muslim Brotherhood activist; the Tunisian 
Rashid Ghannushi, who led an extremist 
Islamist party in Tunisia, al-Nahda, and 
who served a sentence for terrorism-related 
offenses; Abu Hamza al-Masri, an Egyptian-
born cleric who was associated with the 
Armed Islamic Group (GIA), the Algerian 
Islamist terror group; and Yasir al-Sirri, 
who was sentenced to death in absentia for 
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his part in the attempted assassination of 
the prime minister of Egypt, Atif Sidki.

Activists such as Muhammad al-Masri 
used London as a base for agitation against 
the Saudi authorities, and the Palestinian 
cleric Abu Qatada, considered to be a senior 
member of al-Qa’ida, also made his home 
in London after being convicted in absentia 
of crimes related to terrorism in Jordan. 
These are only perhaps the best-known 
names of a much larger list of activists 
who found their way to London in this 
period. The result of their presence was two-
fold. First, London in the 1990s became a 
worldwide hub for extremist Islamist activ-
ity. GIA terrorists used the city as a base 
from which they planned terrorist activity 
against France. The failure of the British 
authorities to extradite individuals involved 
in this activity led to the coining of the 
phrase “Londonistan” by French security 
personnel as a way to describe the extent 
to which radical Salafi activists had come to 
regard Britain as a natural and safe base of 
activity.

The policy of the British authorities 
regarding the presence of such individuals 
appears to have been one of benign neglect. 
For as long as no violent activities took 
place on British soil, the authorities were 
prepared to tolerate the presence of these 
extremist elements.

However, the radical Salafi activists did 
not confine their activities to agitation 
directed at their countries of origin. Rather, 
the 1990s witnessed a process whereby 
Islamist extremists from the Arab world 
succeeded in making inroads for their ideas 
among disaffected British-born Muslim 
youths, mainly of Pakistani or other South 
Asian origin. The formation by the Syrian 
activist Omar Bakri Muhammad (along 
with his colleague and fellow Syrian Farid 
Qassim) of a UK branch of the extremist 

Islamist party Hizb al-Tahrir in 1986 was an 
early example of a process later to become 
more widespread. This party established a 
strong presence among Muslim students 
on UK university campuses in the early 
1990s. Founded in Jerusalem in 1953 and 
committed to the reestablishment of the 
Muslim caliphate, which it sees as having 
ceased to exist with the fall of the Ottoman 
Empire, Hizb al-Tahrir is regarded through-
out the Islamic world as an extremist, 
even eccentric Islamist force. Qassim and 
Bakri Muhammad engaged in anti-Jewish, 
anti-Sikh, and anti-Hindu campaigning on 
British campuses, gaining a measure of 
notoriety before the party was banned from 
British university premises in 1995.

In 1996 Hizb al-Tahrir split, with the 
flamboyant Bakri Muhammad going on to 
set up a new movement, al-Muhajiroun (the 
Emigrants) in cooperation with Muhammad 
al-Masri. This organization sought out a 
similar target audience of young, disaffected 
British Muslims. Both Bakri Muhammad 
and Qassam, it has since become clear, did 
not limit their activities purely to education 
and information campaigns. Rather, their 
organizations, through their international 
contacts, enabled young British Muslims to 
take part in military training abroad and in 
combat in such hotspots as Bosnia, Kashmir, 
Chechnya, Israel, and Iraq. The involvement 
of young British Muslims in these conflicts 
is a result of the presence of extremist 
Salafi Islamists on British shores. There is 
a direct correlation—thus, for example, Asif 
Muhammad Hanif and Umar Khan Sharif, 
who bombed the Mike’s Place bar in Tel Aviv 
in 2004, had attended meetings of the radical 
England-based Islamic group al-Muhajiroun, 
and Richard Reid, the shoe bomber, was a for-
mer attendee of Brixton Mosque and known 
to Abu Qatada. A similar process took place 
in other centers of extremist Salafi activity, 
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such as in the mosque in London’s inner-city 
Finsbury Park.

The unsuccessful policy of benign neglect 
of Salafi extremists on British shores began 
to be rectified to some degree in 2000, with 
the passing of an act of parliament that 
explicitly outlawed a number of Islamist 
organizations and proscribed terrorist activ-
ity overseas. Omar Bakri Muhammad has 
since been deported from the UK, and a 
number of other significant extremist cler-
ics, including Abu Qatada and Abu Hamza 
al-Masri are now in custody. In the wake of 
increased public attention in the last half 
decade, Salafi-type groups in the UK have 
been undergoing various metamorphoses. 
Thus, al-Muhajiroun officially disbanded in 
2004, to be replaced by a group calling itself 
al-Ghurabaa, which appears to be led by the 
same individuals. Groups with such names 
as the Saved Sect and Ahl al-Sunna wal-
Jama’a have emerged from a similar origin. 
These successor organizations have been 
declared illegal under British law, following 
their organization of protests in February 
2006 against the publication of cartoon 
images of Muhammad. Hizb al-Tahrir has 
not been declared illegal but now operates 
in a semiclandestine fashion.

However, the long years of neglect allowed 
sufficient time to these individuals to create 
an extremist Salafi current among young 
British Muslims that no legislation can sim-
ply remove. The terror attacks in London on 
July 7, 2005, were testimony to the extent 
that these ideas had succeeded in establish-
ing a presence among a certain section of 
young British Muslims.

British islamism since the  
iraq War

The turbulent political events beginning 
with the attacks of September 11 and includ-

ing the war in Iraq and the large-scale public 
mobilization in Britain against the war, the 
terror attacks in Madrid and London, and 
the subsequent revelations of further plans 
by Islamists to carry out terror attacks on 
British soil have led to a far higher public 
profile for Islamism in the UK than had 
previously been the case. A number of new 
organizations have emerged and rapidly 
acquired influence. Recent years have seen 
Islamist organizations in Britain making 
hitherto unknown inroads into the political 
mainstream.

The participation of the Muslim 
Association of Britain (MAB) in the Stop 
the War Coalition, an umbrella body created 
to coordinate public opposition to the Iraq 
War, is perhaps the most telling example 
yet of an Islamist group making inroads 
into public consciousness. The MAB was, 
along with the Trotskyite Socialist Workers 
Party, one of the two key organizations 
behind the founding of the coalition, which 
succeeded in organizing the largest political 
demonstration in British history. The MAB 
was later associated with the foundation of 
a new political party, called Respect, which 
went on to win a single parliamentary 
seat in a largely Muslim area of London. 
Respect, however, has not managed to move 
beyond a marginal status. The MAB, found-
ed, as noted above, by immigrants from the 
Arabic-speaking world, is not an organi-
zation commanding mass support among 
British Muslims, although its vocal and 
articulate campaigning continues to garner 
for it a large amount of public attention.

In this regard, a number of senior fig-
ures from the MAB and the MCB have 
come together to launch the British Muslim 
Initiative (MBI), a new public affairs initia-
tive intended to, in its own words: “stand 
up for the rights and righteous struggles of 
the Muslim World against tyranny, oppres-
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sion, subjugation, occupation or attack, 
whether launched from within or from 
the outside world.” This initiative brings 
together veteran MAB activists considered 
close to the Muslim Brotherhood, such as 
Azzam Tamimi, Muhammad Sawalha, and 
Anas al-Tikriti, with prominent MCB fig-
ures of South Asian origin, including Inayat 
Bunglawala, the well-known media spokes-
man of this group. Tamimi and others appar-
ently quit the MAB because of the desire of 
that organization to pursue a lower-key, less 
overtly politicized path. Hence, the MBI 
appears to be carrying on the more activist 
path, with the MAB now less visible.

The newer Muslim Public Affairs 
Committee (MPAC) is an additional grass-
roots initiative founded in 2002 in response 
to Israel’s Defensive Shield operation in 
the West Bank and Gaza. The organization, 
created by four activists—Asghar Bukhari, 
Zulfikar Bukhari, Tassadiq Rahman, and 
Madassar Ahmad—was initially a purely 
online initiative. In the short period of its 
existence, however, the MPAC has become 
a significant campaigning presence. The 
organization has concentrated on attempt-
ing to mobilize British Muslims political-
ly, specifically for goals related to foreign 
 policy—namely, against support for Israel 
and against the Iraq War. MPAC has target-
ed members of parliament (MP) who have 
supported government policy on Iraq or 
taken a stance regarded by MPAC as exces-
sively sympathetic to Israel. These actions 
have had some success. One sitting Labour 
MP, Lorna Fitzsimons, was targeted by 
MPAC for her sympathetic stance to Israel. 
In the constituency of Rochdale, with a large 
Muslim community, Fitzsimons lost by 400 
votes in 2004. MPAC’s campaigns have been 
characterized by a very virulent hostility to 
Israel and on occasion to Jews and Judaism. 
It has been revealed that Asghar Bukhari 

donated money to Holocaust-denying writer 
David Irving.

Despite its undoubted success in building 
online campaigns, however, MPAC’s larger 
influence is questionable. The group has 
no mass membership, and it is not clear 
if the aggressive focus on foreign policy 
issues truly reflects the agenda of British 
Muslims.

The undoubted skill of MPAC in placing 
itself near the center of the debate, despite 
its absence of a clear large base of support, 
is evidence of a large phenomenon whereby 
in the fraught atmosphere, Islamist indi-
viduals and groups have managed to pro-
mote themselves as, and to some extent be 
seen by British officialdom as, the authentic 
representatives of the Muslim community, 
without clear evidence to justify this claim.

This process has emerged because the 
involvement of a number of young British 
Muslims in extremist Salafi activity has 
brought home to officialdom the need for 
greater monitoring of processes within, and 
engagement with, UK Muslim communities. 
Awareness of the urgent need for action in 
this regard has of course been galvanized by 
the terror attacks in London in 2005 and the 
discovery of still greater planned attacks.

Yet evidence has revealed that engage-
ment with Muslim communities has at times 
been interpreted to mean engagement with 
so-called moderate Islamism as a means of 
isolating more extreme Islamist currents. 
The earlier policy of benign neglect has been 
replaced by a form of engagement that has 
served to privilege Islamists over more mod-
erate British Muslim elements.

Thus, the MCB, which has become the 
main partner of the UK government on 
issues related to Islam, is dominated, as 
noted above, by individuals close to the 
ideas of the Jama’at-i-Islami. MCB leaders 
have expressed their admiration for the 
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ideas of the movement’s founder, Mawlana 
Mawdudi. The Foreign Office has promot-
ed a view of both Jama’at-i-Islami and 
the Muslim Brotherhood as nonextremist 
movements that are representative of UK 
Muslims. Thus a presentation on British 
Islam used in the Foreign Office and thought 
to have been authored by Mockbal Ali, a key 
Foreign Office adviser on engagement with 
UK Islamic communities, described these 
organizations in the following terms, cited 
by the New Statesman in December 2005: 
“The root of the reformist movement can 
be traced to the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Jamaat i-Islami, which was orthodox and 
pragmatic. However, the reformist trends 
have evolved into a liberal and progressive 
movement, adapting to their own socio-
political context, especially in Britain.”

This extremely optimistic, somewhat dis-
ingenuous view of the organizations in 
question serves to exaggerate both the lev-
els of support they command and the extent 
to which cultivating contact with them is 
likely to be successful. Critics of current 
UK government policy toward Islamism 
in the UK argue that the result in recent 
years has been to artificially elevate not 
necessarily representative Islamist voices 
over those of more moderate trends within 
Muslim communities in the UK. The result 
has been that at a time when real dia-
logue between Muslim communities and the 
British authorities is absolutely vital, the 
structures created for such dialogue have 
inevitably fallen into the hands of individu-
als who, while perhaps opposing terrorism 
on British soil, are adherents of extrem-
ist Islamist ideologies with a problematic 
approach to forging a life for Muslims with-
in a liberal, secular democracy.

Awareness of this process, and of the use 
that prominent Islamists have made of it, 
is growing. However, the process whereby 

a real alternative to previous, long-held 
assumptions is formulated is still in its 
infancy. Elements in the media have sought 
to highlight the anomalies in current pol-
icy. In this regard, the documentaries of 
Panorama producer John Ware and a series 
of articles by former New Statesman politi-
cal editor Martin Bright have played a par-
ticularly significant role. Ware has sought 
to show the extent to which leaders of the 
MCB have ignored the extremism within 
many of their affiliate groups. He has also 
focused attention on the role of supposedly 
nonpolitical charity organizations, some of 
which have been found to be supportive of 
extremist Islamist agendas.

Bright, meanwhile, became the recipi-
ent in 2006 of a series of leaked Foreign 
Office documents that showed the extent to 
which the British government had followed 
a policy of engaging with Islamism. Bright 
focused on the close dialogue maintained 
between the Muslim Brotherhood leader-
ship in Egypt and the British Foreign Office. 
He also showed how the British government 
has tended to develop relations with part-
ners among British Muslims who are them-
selves Islamists or who are close to Islamist 
organizations. He refers to this approach as 
“a policy of appeasement towards radical 
Islam that could have grave consequences 
for Britain.” Bright went on to single out 
the influential MCB for criticism. He con-
tends that the MCB has failed to prove itself 
to be nonsectarian and nonfactional, noting 
pro-Mawdudi statements made by some of 
its leaders. Furthermore he referred to the 
MCB in July 2006 as “undemocratic, divi-
sive and unrepresentative of the full diver-
sity of Muslim Britain.”

There are some indications that this fer-
ment is beginning to have an effect on the 
stances of the British government. Ruth 
Kelly, the communities secretary in the 
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British Cabinet, provoked fury among MCB 
leaders when she told a Muslim audience 
that “it’s not good enough to merely . . . pay 
lip service to fighting extremism. . . . I want 
a fundamental rebalancing of our relation-
ship with Muslim organizations,” as quoted 
by John Ware in Prospect Magazine.

Kelly’s comments, coupled with the furor 
provoked by former foreign secretary Jack 
Straw when he revealed in an article in the 
Lancashire Evening Telegraph that he pre-
fers Muslim constituents to remove their 
veils when talking to him, indicate that the 
government’s patience has begun to wear 
thin with the failure of many Muslim lead-
ers in the UK to do enough to combat radi-
cal Islam. The bombings of July 7, 2005, and 
the revealing of a number of subsequent 
plots by Islamist groups to commit atrocities 
on British soil have undoubtedly contrib-
uted to a hardening of public and official 
attitudes in the UK toward radical Islam in 
its many manifestations. The shift from the 
policies of accommodation, engagement, and 
benign neglect will not take place overnight, 
however, nor will the transition necessarily 
be a smooth one.

formulating Policy to 
combat radicalism

Currents affiliated with various Islamist 
trends play an influential role in Muslim 
communities in the UK. South Asian 
Deobandi groups have been a notable pres-
ence in Muslim communal organization 
since the first arrival of a large Muslim 
community from the Indian subcontinent 
in the early 1960s. Radical Islamist trends 
from the Middle East began to make their 
presence felt with the growth of a bur-
geoning Arab political/religious subculture 
in London in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
British authorities took an exceptionally 

tolerant view toward Middle Eastern radical 
Islamist political organization in London in 
the 1990s and an incurious attitude toward 
the wider trends active in British Muslim 
communities. This approach was in keeping 
with British liberal traditions but has had 
unexpected results. The meeting between 
disaffected British-born Muslims and the 
tireless, skilled activists of both the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the more extreme Salafi 
elements has helped to make the UK into 
the host of one of the largest and most 
vociferous representations of radical Sunni 
Islam in Europe.

The role of South Asian Islamist groups 
such as the Tablighi Jama’at has been at 
times to act as a way station for young men 
on their way to further radicalism. Yet the 
question of the extent to which the beliefs 
of these groups too may serve to hinder the 
successful integration of British Muslims 
is a relevant one. The British policymak-
ing elite is now aware that the unimpeded 
growth of radical Islam in Britain has 
brought forth a serious problem that must 
be engaged. The formulation of a coherent 
policy to address this problem is only in its 
first stages.
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On June 2, 2007, U.S. federal authori-
ties announced that they had broken up 
an alleged terrorist plot to blow up fuel 
tanks and pipelines at John F. Kennedy 
International Airport by four Afro-Caribbean 
radical Muslim converts from Guyana and 
Trinidad and Tobago. The plot had been in 
its planning stages, and the FBI had been 
following it for 16 months. Even though the 
plan had not been close to completion, the 
plotters’ intention was to create maximum 
havoc and destruction, with the hope that 
the fuel dumps would destroy terminal 
buildings and aircraft on the ground. The 
exposure of this plot has brought the issue 
of the domestic threat posed by radical 
Muslims from the Caribbean—thus radi-
cal Islam’s acquisition of a foothold in the 
Caribbean Basin, a geographical area that 
is located in the backyard of the United 
States—to the fore.

The Caribbean Basin comprises 31 coun-
tries that are linguistically classified into four 
regions, including 19 English-speaking coun-
tries, five French-speaking countries, three 
Spanish-speaking countries, and four Dutch-
speaking countries. Out of a total population 
of 35 million, 300,000 are Muslims. Small 
concentrations of Muslims can be found 
all over the Caribbean Basin. However, the 

largest Muslim populations are found in the 
English-speaking countries of Guyana, where 
Muslims compose approximately 13 percent 
of the overall population, and Trinidad and 
Tobago, where they compose approximately 
8 percent of the overall population, as well 
as in Suriname, which is a Dutch-speaking 
country, where there are 120,000 Muslims, 
28 percent of the overall population.

The first Muslims who arrived in the 
Caribbean were Black Africans from West 
Africa who were brought as slaves to work on 
Caribbean plantations. Because of the harsh 
conditions of slavery, most of these slaves 
gradually abandoned their Islamic religion 
and converted to Christianity. Later on, from 
the 1830s—after slavery was formally abol-
ished—hundreds of thousands of indentured 
laborers from the Indian subcontinent and 
Indonesia were brought to the Caribbean 
Basin. Among them were many Muslims.

Thus, the region’s small Muslim popu-
lation is composed mostly of South and 
Southeast Asians with deep roots that stem 
back to the colonial period. The region has 
also experienced an increase in migrants 
from the Middle East in the last decades. 
Recent Arab migrants from the Middle East 
tend to be more pious and traditional rela-
tive to their second- and third-generation 

Caribbean Basin
Moshe terdman
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Arab and Muslim counterparts. Moreover, 
there are a growing number of locals con-
verting to Islam, especially among the mar-
ginalized populations of African descent in 
the Caribbean Basin. Most Muslim converts 
embrace Islam for purely spiritual reasons 
and do not harbor any inclination toward 
political or religious extremism. Many per-
ceive Islam as a source of empowerment 
against societies in which they are under-
served and experience discrimination.

A process of religious revival is occur-
ring among Muslim communities in vari-
ous parts of the Caribbean, particularly 
among Muslims in Guyana, Suriname, 
and Trinidad and Tobago. This process is 
manifest partly through vocal claims for 
the introduction of Arabic to the primary 
and secondary school curriculum. Arabic 
is taught privately and mostly in religious 
contexts. Arabic instruction has been stimu-
lated by the overseas communities in South 
Asia and the Middle East, which frequently 
send missionaries to the Caribbean and 
receive Caribbean students for training. 
The religious revival is also visible through 
the processes of Sunnification and radi-
calization taking place within the Muslim 
communities in these countries, which are 
the largest as well as the most significant 
in terms of the number of Muslims in the 
Caribbean Basin.

Because of the lack of material on the 
subject of Islam in Suriname, this chap-
ter will focus only on the Sunnification 
and Islamization processes taking place in 
Guyana and the process of radicalization 
occurring in Trinidad and Tobago.

the sunnification and islamization 
Processes in Guyana

Guyana is a multiethnic republic situated 
on the northern coast of South America. 

The country is inhabited by a heteroge-
neous population in terms of ethnicity and 
religious affiliation. Amerindians are the 
indigenous people of Guyana. In the seven-
teenth century, the country became popu-
lated through waves of immigrants brought 
over under colonialism as slaves from Africa 
or as indentured workers from the Indian 
subcontinent. Thus, the Dutch, and later 
the British, colonial mercantile interests 
shaped the sociocultural environment of the 
country. In 1966 it gained its independence 
from the British, which marked the trans-
fer of political power to the Afro-Christian 
population. However, the majority of the 
population is of South Asian descent, and 
those of South Asian heritage form rough-
ly 51 percent of the population. Yet they 
remained disenfranchised until the 1992 
general elections.

According to the Central Islamic 
Organization of Guyana (CIOG), there are 
about 125 mosques scattered throughout 
the country. Muslims form about 13 percent 
of the total population. There are several 
active Islamic groups in Guyana, includ-
ing the CIOG, the Hajjat al-Ulamaa, the 
Muslim Youth Organization (MYO), the 
Guyana Islamic Trust (GIT), the Guyana 
Muslim Mission Limited (GMML), the 
Guyana United Sadr Islamic Anjuman 
(GUSIA), the Tabligh Jama’at, the Rose 
Hall Town Islamic Center, and the Salafist 
Group. Two Islamic holidays are nation-
ally recognized in Guyana: Idd al-Azha (or 
Bakra Idd) and Yawm al-Nabi (or Idd Milad 
Nabi). Furthermore, in mid-1998, Guyana 
became the 56th permanent member of 
the Organization of the Islamic Conference 
(OIC).

Islam was formally reintroduced in Guyana 
with the arrival of South Asian Muslims in 
1838. However, there was a Muslim pres-
ence in Guyana even earlier than that 
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date. Mandingo and Fulani Muslims were 
first brought from West Africa to work in 
Guyana’s sugar plantations. Yet the cru-
elty of slavery neutralized the Muslims, and 
the practice of Islam vanished until 1838. 
However, even today Muslims in Guyana 
are referred to as Fula, linking them to 
their West African ancestry. Between 1835 
and 1917, over 240,000 East Indians, most-
ly illiterate, Urdu-speaking villagers, were 
brought to Guyana. Of these, 84 percent 
were Hindu and 16 percent were Sunni 
Muslims. There has also been a Shi’a and an 
Ahmadiyya presence in Guyana. However, 
their numbers are too insignificant to cause 
any friction within the Muslim community.

Before the 1960s, Muslim missionaries 
who visited Guyana came almost exclusively 
from the Indian subcontinent and visited 
frequently. This influx of missionaries and 
the Islamic literature they brought with 
them helped to promote and maintain the 
Sunni Hanafi school of law. However, after 
Guyana won its independence in 1966, it 
established diplomatic relations with many 
Arab countries, and Egypt, Iraq, and Libya 
opened embassies in Georgetown, Guyana’s 
capital. Many Guyanese Muslim youths 
went to Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Libya to 
study Islamic theology and the Arabic lan-
guage.

These Guyanese Muslims, who returned 
to Guyana from the Arab world, began 
introducing changes that irked the local 
Muslims. Many who studied in Saudi Arabia 
were highly influenced by Wahhabism, and 
thus a new interpretation of Islam, which 
confused the locals, was brought to Guyana. 
Wahhabism’s interpretation of Islam came 
in conflict with some aspects of the Muslim 
culture of the Indian subcontinent.

In the 1970s Guyanese Muslims began 
a movement toward greater homogeniza-
tion and uniformity. Greater orthodoxy, or 

Sunnification, accompanied this tendency 
toward uniformity. Sunnification in this 
context refers to the abandonment of local 
and sectarian practices that originated in 
South Asian Islam in favor of a uniform 
orthodox practice that originated in the 
Arab world. In other words, it seems that 
in Guyana, Arabic and Arabness legitimizes 
Islam, and South Asian Islam is viewed as 
un-Islamic and polluted with innovations.

The background of this Sunnification 
process is rooted in the political compe-
tition between Hindus and Muslims in 
Guyana. With this in mind, it seems that 
the Sunnification process is an expression 
of a need for a separate Muslim identity, as 
well as of a Muslim refusal to be dominated 
by Christians and Hindus.

The tendency toward orthodoxy seems 
to have affected local religious practices, as 
can be seen by the gradual disappearance 
of the observance of Muharram (Shi’a holy 
month) and the complete disappearance 
of the ta’zia (Shi’a religious ceremony), 
both of which are associated with the Shi’a 
Muslim tradition. Now Muslim leaders con-
stantly stress orthodoxy. Religious leaders 
in Guyana and those who return from study 
overseas—mostly from the Arab world—
preach strongly against what are consid-
ered to be un-Islamic practices. Thus, it is 
no wonder that there are many disputes 
between the orthodox and the traditional-
ists in which the former accuse the latter of 
pagan practices.

Another manifestation of the Sunnifica-
tion process is the reconstruction of the 
past by Guyanese Muslims who returned 
from studies in the Arab world. They have 
tried to deemphasize their Indian cultural 
heritage by reconstructing their history in 
order to distinguish themselves from the 
Hindus and promote a separate Muslim 
identity. Thus, although the vast  majority 
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of Guyanese Muslims are descendants of 
South Asian indentured laborers, they have 
presented themselves as the descendants 
of Arabs. Though their mother tongue was 
Urdu, many have claimed that it was actu-
ally Arabic. During the mid-1970s, a pow-
erful Arabization movement emerged in 
Guyana, and it became more attractive for 
the orthodox Muslims in Guyana to be part 
of this movement than to trace their roots to 
Pakistan or India. This movement to create 
a purer Islamic identity has been contested 
by other traditionalists, especially those 
of the older generation, who have clung to 
their South Asian practices and traditions.

The shift from Urdu to Arabic and the 
emphasis on doing away with traditional 
practices illustrate attempts to emphasize 
Muslim cultural identity. They link tra-
ditional practices to Hinduism, and, as a 
consequence, would like to purge Islam 
of these “innovations.” The association of 
Arabic with Islam is new in Guyana, and the 
demand for Arabic illustrates the emphasis 
on differentiation from the Hindus. Muslim 
children are taught Arabic and Urdu dur-
ing the evenings at Muslim schools. These 
languages are restricted to religious con-
texts because all Guyanese Muslims speak 
English.

As part of the Islamization and Arabization 
processes, new elements derived from the 
Middle Eastern culture—such as the archi-
tecture of the mosque and its dome—have 
been introduced. Another Arab influence is 
the manner of greeting among Muslim men, 
particularly after prayers in the mosque, 
which involves embracing and shaking 
hands. Other Middle Eastern influences 
include the incorporation of Arabic words 
and terms instead of Urdu words and terms; 
the pilgrimage to Mecca for those who can 
afford it; and the wearing of the long shirt 
(jilbab), acquired after the pilgrimage, and 

the growing of the long beard for men and 
the wearing of the headscarf (hijab) for 
women.

Furthermore, there is a move toward a 
more literary tradition in conformity with 
Islam at the expense of local traditions. 
In this religious discourse, the interpreta-
tion provided by orthodox Muslims that 
relies on the scriptural tradition seems 
to be more hegemonic, creating religious 
authority itself. There is stronger emphasis 
on the need to learn Arabic for the daily 
worship (namaz) and on correct pronuncia-
tion, as well as on the ability to recite and 
understand the Koran. In Guyana today, 
the emphasis is on practicing orthodox and 
Sunni Islam. This idea is voiced by many 
imams who advocate strict adherence to the 
Koran and the Sunna of Muhammad.

The movement to purge Islam of South 
Asian traditions continues unabated in 
Guyana. Guyanese Muslims who have 
returned from studies in educational insti-
tutions in the Arab world are encouraging 
the younger generation to study in Arabic-
speaking countries instead of in Pakistan, 
India, or Malaysia. Currently, many Islamic 
organizations in Guyana also tend to send 
young people to the Arab world. Some of 
these organizations have forged strong ties 
with Saudi Arabia, Libya, Iraq, Kuwait, 
and Egypt. However, Muslims still have the 
opportunity to study in Malaysia, Pakistan, 
or India, though the latter countries are not 
on the top of the list for the younger Muslim 
generation. The Muslim religious scholars 
now look to the Arabic-speaking world for 
leadership and religious guidance.

This alignment with the Arab world might 
bring some Wahhabi and Salafi influences to 
Guyana. Yet for now they are not significant. 
However, if these processes of Sunnification 
and Arabization continue, these radical 
influences might have a much greater effect 
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on Guyanese Muslims, and radical Islamic 
tendencies might evolve out of them.

radical islam in trinidad  
and tobago

In Trinidad and Tobago there is no question 
as to the existence or significance of radical 
Islamic tendencies among the local Muslim 
community. In fact, it is the only Caribbean 
country in which radical Islam has existed 
openly since the 1980s.

Before dealing with the subject of radi-
cal Islam in the country, some information 
about Trinidad and Tobago and the Muslim 
community there is in order. Trinidad and 
Tobago is the southernmost Caribbean 
island and closest to the coast of Venezuela. 
The population of Trinidad is about evenly 
split between Afro-Trinidadians and people 
who trace their ancestry to South Asia. 
Most of them are Hindus, but there are also 
some Muslims among them. Thus, Trinidad 
and Tobago’s political parties are largely 
race based, with Afro-Trinidadians dominat-
ing the ruling People’s National Movement 
and South Asians making up the bulk of the 
United National Congress.

The same racial divide found in politics 
exists in the country’s religious communi-
ties, with most of the country’s churches 
and mosques being either Black or Indian. 
Muslims compose about 8 percent of the 
country’s population. Most of them live in 
Trinidad, but there are a handful in Tobago 
as well. The first Muslims to arrive in the 
country were brought from Africa as slaves 
by the colonists. The next wave of Muslims 
came from South Asia as indentured labor-
ers to work on the sugarcane and cacao 
plantations. Muslims today are mostly of 
South Asian descent, but there are many 
Afro-Trinidadian converts. Several Muslim 
organizations flourish in Trinidad, includ-

ing the Islamic Coordinating Council—the 
instrument of the dominant South Asian 
Muslim community—which comprises the 
three major Islamic groups: the Anjuman 
Sunnat-ul-Jamaat Association (ASJA), the 
Trinidad Muslim League (TML), and the 
Trinidad Islamic Association (TIA). There 
is also the United Islamic Organization, 
which comprises 14 smaller and more radi-
cal Muslim organizations, some of which 
were formed as a consequence of Middle 
Eastern missionary activity. In addition, 
there are other Islamic groups, such as the 
Islamic Trust, the Tabligh Jama’at, and 
the Islamic Missionaries Guild of South 
America, the Caribbean, and others, which 
all have significant followings there.

Among the radical Islamic organiza-
tions, Jama’at al-Muslimin (Muslim Group, 
JAM) is the most notorious and well known 
throughout Trinidad and Tobago. The 
founder and leader of the organization, 
which was formed in the mid-1980s, is 
Yasin Abu Bakr. Formerly Lennox Phillips, 
Abu Bakr is the 8th of 15 children, the son 
of a soldier in the Trinidad army. Born in 
1941, Lennox, an Afro-Trinidadian, joined 
the Police Service in 1959, when he was not 
yet eighteen. Disenchanted with the service 
and with Trinidad in general, he migrated 
to Canada in 1968. He converted to Islam 
while studying in Canada, and by the early 
1970s he returned to Trinidad as Abu Bakr. 
JAM has several hundred members. The 
organization has traditionally been com-
posed primarily of Afro-Trinidadian Muslim 
converts to Sunni Islam, who converted to 
Islam in the 1980s following the rise of the 
Nation of Islam in the United States. Thus, 
its ideology and discourse combine a mix 
of the most extreme fringes of pan-African 
nationalism, Black Power ideology, and iden-
tity politics with Islamist rhetoric and sym-
bolism. Indeed, Abu Bakr maintained links 
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with Libya in the 1980s and 1990s. JAM 
reportedly received funds through Libya’s 
Islamic nongovernmental organization, the 
World Islamic Call Society, to finance the 
construction of its main mosque, medical 
center, and schools.

Throughout the years, JAM has por-
trayed itself as an advocate for all Afro-
Trinidadians—including non-Muslims—
against the South Asians, who have been 
a frequent target of its attacks. It launched 
its violent 1990 attempt to overthrow the 
Trinidadian government over grievances 
related to land ownership, social and eco-
nomic inequality, and government corrup-
tion, with the goal of erecting an Islamic 
state instead. On July 27, 1990, 114 mem-
bers of JAM, led by Yasin Abu Bakr and 
Bilal Abdallah, stormed the Red House 
(the seat of the national parliament) while 
parliament was in session and took the 
prime minister, A.N.R. Robinson, and most 
of his cabinet hostage. Robinson was shot 
and wounded amid the ensuing chaos. At 
the same time, they attacked the offices of 
Trinidad and Tobago Television, then the 
only television station in the country, and 
the Trinidad Broadcasting Company, then 
one of only two radio stations in the country. 
The ensuing standoff lasted for five days, 
while rioting and looting gripped the capi-
tal, Port of Spain, leading to the death of 24 
people and to the destruction of millions of 
dollars worth of property. After five days of 
negotiations, JAM’s members surrendered 
on August 1, 1990, and were taken into cus-
tody. They were tried for treason, but the 
Court of Appeal upheld the amnesty offered 
to secure their surrender, and they were 
released. The Privy Council later invalidat-
ed the amnesty, but JAM’s members were 
not rearrested and the case was abandoned. 
It must be stressed that although most 
Trinidadians did not support this 1990 coup 

attempt, many—especially impoverished 
Afro-Trinidadians—at the time agreed with 
the issues raised by JAM during the crisis.

Subsequent to the attempted coup, JAM 
aligned itself publicly first with the United 
National Congress (in the run-up to the 1995 
general elections) and later with the People’s 
National Movement, the party that forms the 
current government of Trinidad and Tobago. 
Before and since those elections, present and 
past members of JAM have been connected 
with or prosecuted for serious violent crimes. 
These crimes include drug and weapons 
trafficking, drug- and gang-related killings, 
money laundering, rape, and a spree of kid-
nappings for ransom that mainly targeted 
South Asian Trinidadian members of the 
local upper and middle classes.

Moreover, JAM has been connected to 
a series of four bombs that were set off in 
2005 in and around Port of Spain. The first, 
which went off on July 12, was hidden in a 
rubbish bin a few blocks from parliament. 
Thirteen people were injured, two of them 
critically. The last bomb exploded at a night-
club in St. James, a suburb of the capital, 
on October 14. Ten people were injured. As 
a result, Abu Bakr was taken into custody, 
along with other members of JAM, but all of 
them were released shortly afterward. Still, 
on November 19, 2005, another JAM mem-
ber, Lenville Small, was arrested on suspi-
cion of carrying out the bombings, but he 
was later released without being charged.

On June 4, 2003, Yasin Abu Bakr was put 
on trial, together with six other members of 
JAM, for the attempted murder of two former 
JAM members, Salim “Small Salim” Rashid 
and Zaki Ubayda, who were expelled or split 
from the group because of ideological dif-
ferences or shifts in allegiance to rival Afro-
Trinidadian Muslim groups. Zaki Ubayda is 
Abu Bakr’s son-in-law. The plot to murder 
them, however, resulted in the killing of a 
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woman with no ties to the organization. As in 
the past, Abu Bakr was found not guilty and 
released, but he still faces sedition and ter-
rorism charges stemming from a November 
4, 2005, sermon. In the sermon, which cel-
ebrated Idd al-Fitr (the end of Ramadan) and 
which was broadcast on television, Abu Bakr 
threatened “bloodshed and war in 2006” 
on wealthy Muslims, most probably intend-
ing the South Asian Muslim community, if 
they did not contribute a percentage of their 
income to charity. On November 7, 2005, fol-
lowing the sermon, Abu Bakr was arrested. 
He was charged on November 10, 2005, with 
incitement, sedition, and extortion, and on 
November 22 he was additionally charged 
with terrorism. According to the British 
Broadcasting Corporation, this is the first 
case to be brought under Trinidad’s new 
Anti-Terrorism Act.

JAM has also been linked to crime in the 
United States. JAM member Louis Akhtab 
Hanif, a former resident of Pompano Beach, 
Florida, who is also known as Louis Sinclair 
Coleman, purchased most of the weapons 
used by his associates during the 1990 coup 
attempt at gun shows and shops in south-
ern Florida and exported them to Trinidad. 
After being convicted for his role in smug-
gling the weapons to Trinidad, he spent four 
years in a U.S. federal prison. Another JAM 
member, Olive Enyahooma El, also known 
as Clive Lancelot Small, was convicted in 
Miami in 2004 on charges of attempting to 
smuggle automatic weapons and silencers 
from Florida to Trinidad in 2001. Moreover, 
JAM member Keith Andre Glaude was 
arrested during a sting operation in Fort 
Lauderdale in 2001 for attempting to pur-
chase automatic weapons and silencers for 
export to JAM in Trinidad.

Although JAM has maintained a lower 
profile since 2000 as a result of increased 
government pressure and a series of high-

profile arrests of its members, the group has 
remained a vocal player in Trinidadian poli-
tics. Indeed, until now, Abu Bakr’s influence 
among a narrow, albeit vocal, segment of the 
Afro-Trinidadian population and his willing-
ness to resort to violence and other radical 
measures makes him virtually untouchable. 
His reach extends from corrupt elements of 
the police and security services all the way to 
the upper echelons of political power, includ-
ing Trinidad’s major political parties. This 
influence has insulated him from prosecu-
tion. It is his ability to pressure the govern-
ment in vulnerable areas that makes him so 
influential. In a testament to that influence, 
Abu Bakr convinced the state to grant him 
authority over lucrative state-owned land in 
Valencia in 2002. He later mined the land, 
only to resell the extracted materials back to 
the government. JAM was thus able to earn 
vital revenue and provide jobs and social ser-
vices to its members and supporters.

Trinidadians, however, continue to charac-
terize JAM as a criminal organization more 
than a religious or political one. Thus, in 
light of the crime wave threatening stability 
in the country, the Trinidadian government 
has made true efforts to go after JAM and to 
curb its activity. For example, Abu Bakr con-
tinues to be denied bail, which had been pre-
viously unheard of, despite JAM assurances 
that they will do everything in their power 
to topple the current government if their 
leader is not freed. The state is also moving 
to confiscate his properties and to evict his 
four wives from his numerous homes. It is 
also pressing JAM to pay back over $30 mil-
lion to the state for property damaged dur-
ing the coup attempt. Whether these efforts 
will bear fruit is hard to say at this point. 
One of the difficulties in the way of curb-
ing JAM’s activity is the existence of other 
small radical groups in Trinidad, which are 
all in some way connected to JAM.



5 7 4   W e s t e r n  h e M i s P h e r e  

One of these groups is the Waajihatul 
Islaamiyya (Islamic Front), headed by Umar 
Abdallah, himself an Afro-Trinidadian 
Muslim convert. The group has been iden-
tified as a potential threat by U.S. intel-
ligence and Trinidadian authorities. Like 
JAM, the Waajihatul Islaamiyya is composed 
mostly of Afro-Trinidadian converts to Islam. 
Local sources allege that Abdallah harbors 
extremist leanings. The Islamic Front has 
been accused of publishing material express-
ing support for al-Qa’ida, but Trinidadian 
authorities have not provided conclusive evi-
dence of any direct links with that group. 
Umar Abdallah is often outspoken in his 
criticism of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle 
East as well as the Trinidadian government’s 
policy toward Muslims. Trinidadian authori-
ties also tie Abdallah to local crime and 
other illicit dealings. Abdallah was born and 
grew up in Tableland. He boarded at both 
Presbyterian and Hindu primary schools 
and later at St. Stephen’s College, Princes 
Town, an Anglican Church–assisted second-
ary school. Abdallah started to practice Islam 
during the late 1980s and has always been 
described as a “hard-line Muslim.” He is 
believed to be smuggling AK-47s, Tech-9s, 
and Glocks into Trinidad and Tobago. He 
may have even fought in Afghanistan against 
the Soviet Union during the 1980s.

Other such active radical Islamic groups 
in Trinidad and Tobago are the Jama’at 
al-Murabitin (Almoravids, after the African 
Muslim dynasty that ruled Morocco and 
Spain in the eleventh and twelfth centuries) 
and the related Jama’at al-Islami al-Karibi 
(Caribbean Islamic Group). These groups 
are associated with the former JAM chief 
of security and imam of its San Fernando 
Mosque, Mawlana Hasan Anyabwile (for-
merly Beville Marshall). He had been a 
member of JAM for 27 years and was 
among the participants in the failed coup 

attempt in 1990. He split with Abu Bakr in 
2001 over what Trinidadian sources allege 
was a personal rift with the group’s leader. 
Anyabwile hosted a radio show in which he 
was known to criticize Trinidadian Hindus, 
South Asian Muslims, and his former JAM 
associates for their purported failure in 
improving the lot of Muslims in Trinidad 
and Tobago. Local sources also allege that 
he is an extremist. Anyabwile was shot and 
critically wounded in 2002 by an unknown 
attacker in what many believe was part of a 
larger turf war between rival Muslim activ-
ists, most likely JAM. Now a paraplegic, 
Anyabwile continues to fear for his life but 
remains an outspoken critic of Abu Bakr.

All these groups took advantage of a 
“crime wave” during 2001 that primarily 
affected the urban areas. There, the radical 
Islamic groups have been recruiting among 
the poor, and some of these jihadi recruits 
allegedly have been traveling to Pakistan 
and Afghanistan and back.

indications for the future

A key aspect of radical Islam in Trinidad 
is the Afro-Trinidadian character of groups 
such as JAM, Waajihatul Islaamiyya, Jama’at 
al-Murabitin, and Jama’at al-Islami al-Kari-
bi. Abu Bakr’s worldview was strongly influ-
enced by the “Black Power” movements 
that emerged in the United States and the 
Caribbean in the 1960s and 1970s. He claims 
to be inspired by what is known in Trinidad 
as the 1970 “Black Power Revolt,” which 
entailed bloody race riots between Afro-
Trinidadians and South Asian Trinidadians. 
Thus, the discourse of groups such as JAM 
borrows heavily from the militant fringes 
of pan-African nationalist movements such 
as the Nation of Islam. Like the Nation 
of Islam, Afro-Trinidadian Islamists claim 
to advocate for all Afro-Trinidadians, not 
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only for the tiny Afro-Trinidadian Muslim 
community. For many Afro-Trinidadians, 
conversion to Islam signifies their assertion 
of identity in a society in which they are 
underserved and face discrimination. Yet it 
must be stressed that just because most of 
Trinidad’s radical Islamic groups are domi-
nated by Afro-Trinidadian Muslim converts, 
it does not mean that all Afro-Trinidadian 
Muslim converts can be labeled as radical.

Abu Bakr’s prosecution is unlikely to lead 
to the end of JAM, or, generally speaking, to 
the end of the radical Islamic current among 
Afro-Trinidadian Muslim groups in Trinidad, 
at least in the near future. Because of his 
influence over JAM, his departure would 
certainly deal a massive blow to the group’s 
viability. Dedicated followers of Abu Bakr are 
likely to carry on their efforts under the lead-
ership of Kala Aki Bua, JAM’s welfare offi-
cer and second in command. He assumed a 
leadership role after Abu Bakr’s latest arrest 
following his November 4, 2005, sermon, but 
it is unclear whether he would be able to 
carry on much longer as the group’s leader. 
Instead, many may look to other groups for 
guidance, while others may choose to start 
their own movements.

Trinidadian and international sources 
often point to the presence of al-Qa’ida 
and other international terrorist organi-
zations in Trinidad and Tobago with the 
potential to threaten U.S. interests in the 
Caribbean Basin and Latin America. Because 
of Trinidad’s lucrative energy reserves, its 
strategic location in the Caribbean off the 
coast of Venezuela, and its Muslim minor-
ity, part of which has a history of resorting 
to political violence, many observers believe 
that Trinidad represents an attractive target 
for groups such as al-Qa’ida. Al-Qa’ida’s doc-
umented successes recruiting Muslim con-
verts elsewhere, including Afro-Caribbean 
converts, is also a point of concern. The 

tendency of groups such as JAM to resort to 
violence against the state and its rivals and 
to engage in criminal activities has also led 
some to worry about the influence of radicals 
such as Abu Bakr and their potential to col-
laborate with international terrorist orga-
nizations with broader agendas. In reality, 
the brand of radical Islam found in Trinidad 
has so far remained a strictly Trinidadian 
phenomenon stemming from a narrow fringe 
of the Muslim community. The ethnic divide 
between the Afro-Trinidadian and South 
Asian communities that transcends sectarian 
affiliation, in addition to the rivalry between 
the tiny Afro-Trinidadian Muslim minor-
ity and Trinidad’s influential South Asian 
Muslim community, in particular, goes far in 
explaining the trajectory of the movement. 
Given this background, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that groups such as JAM or 
its offshoots in Trinidad represent ideal allies 
for al-Qa’ida, although their documented role 
in extensive crime should be of concern.

Yet the radical Islamic challenge emanat-
ing from the Caribbean islands is expected 
only to increase with the ever-growing social 
and economic tension that has prevailed 
during the last two or three decades in the 
Caribbean between the main two groups 
that share it—Afro-Caribbeans and South 
Asians—and even among the South Asians 
themselves, as is the situation prevailing 
in Guyana between Muslims and Hindus. 
If one looks at who the Trinidadian radical 
Muslims are, one will see that most of them 
are Afro-Trinidadian converts to Islam, who 
are poor in comparison with the affluent 
South Asian Muslims and Hindus.
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North America does not seem a very likely 
place to promote an Islamist revolution. 
Islamist groups there have instead put a 
priority on taking advantage of the lack of 
restrictions regarding organizing and free 
speech in the United States and Canada 
in order to raise money for counterparts 
abroad, to shape a favorable public image of 
Islam as a religion while putting an Islamist 
interpretation on it, and to recruit cadre.

In this context, most Islamist groups 
have portrayed themselves as exclusively 
Islamic—that is, purely religious in their 
intentions, rather than having a politi-
cal agenda to create a Muslim-dominated 
America, to create an Islamist state within 
a state, or to back political revolutionary 
activities abroad. The most important out-
side influence on these groups has been 
Saudi Arabia, which has used its vast funds 
to promote a Wahhabi version of Sunni 
Islam that is relatively radical and anti-
American—as well as being more in tune 
with an Islamist approach—in advocacy and 
social organizations, mosques, and schools.

What is especially significant, regardless 
of the views of average American Muslims, 
is that organizations largely controlled by 
Islamist activists represent about 80 per-
cent of Muslim institutions. This is so 

even though, according to an article in the 
Summer 2001 Middle East Quarterly, only 
about 10 percent of American Muslims are 
thought to be Islamists, while another 5 per-
cent are sympathizers, and another 5 per-
cent agree with Islamists on certain issues.

However, other studies show that the 
above statistic may be too low. In May 2007, 
a Pew Research Center study found that 13 
percent of U.S. Muslims would justify the 
use of suicide bombings, albeit “rarely,” and 
that a quarter of young U.S. Muslims sup-
port the use of suicide bombing in “some cir-
cumstances.” Furthermore, the Pew Global 
Attitudes Project reported in June 2006 that 
estimates of “only 10 percent of American 
Muslims are Islamists” may be off. For 
example, when asked, “Is there a conflict 
between being a devout Muslim and living 
in a modern society,” fully 42 percent of U.S. 
Muslims said yes.

Violence and Arrests

It is likely that the rhetoric from these 
Islamist institutions and the type of ideology 
taught in more radical mosques and Islamic 
schools motivated those responsible—usu-
ally individuals acting alone—for sever-
al dozen successful or failed attacks that 

North America
Judith Colp rubin
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have continued to be launched throughout 
North America since 2001. The best-known 
include a 2002 attack by an Egyptian on an 
El Al Airlines counter in the Los Angeles 
Airport, which killed three; the 2006 attack 
on a Jewish organization in Seattle, which 
killed one and wounded five, by a Pakistani 
immigrant gunman shouting “I hate Israel”; 
and bomb attacks in Montreal in 2006 by 
Muslim extremists against the city’s Jewish 
community center and an Orthodox boys’ 
school, which resulted in no injuries.

Many North American Muslims have been 
arrested for attempted attacks, some on a 
grandiose scale. These include six U.S. immi-
grants from Yemen living in Lackawanna, 
New York, who received sentences rang-
ing from seven to 10 years, after pleading 
guilty to training in an al-Qa’ida camp. In 
2002 Jose Padilla was convicted of working 
with al-Qa’ida to launch a “dirty bomb” at 
apartment buildings in large cities across 
the United States. He was charged in court 
along with two other Muslims—a computer 
programmer and a school administrator 
from Detroit—who were accused of recruit-
ing terrorists in the United States and rais-
ing money for and sending weapons to help 
Islamist efforts in Chechnya, Kosovo, and 
Bosnia from 1993 to 2001.

Iyman Faris was sentenced to 20 years in 
jail in 2003 after pleading guilty to charg-
es that he aided al-Qa’ida and plotted to 
destroy the Brooklyn Bridge in New York. 
Derrick Shareef was charged in 2006 with 
attempting to detonate hand grenades in 
garbage cans in a Rockford, Illinois, mall. 
A 2006 plot by 18 Muslims in Canada, 
most of them citizens there, to place truck 
bombs on the streets of Toronto and behead 
the nation’s prime minister after storm-
ing the parliament building in Ottawa was 
uncovered. Christopher Paul, who trained 
with al-Qa’ida in the 1990s, was indicted 

in 2007 for supplying funds and train-
ing others to engage in terrorist attacks 
against tourist resorts in Europe and U.S. 
military bases outside the country. In a poll 
by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 
12 percent of Canadian Muslims—about 
49,000 people—said that the terrorist attack 
planned for Toronto, which included behead-
ing the prime minister, was justified.

In none of these cases was there evidence 
that any of these individuals were directly 
connected with local Islamist groups. Yet in 
some of the cases, these individuals were 
supported uncritically by Islamist organiza-
tions with regard to the accusations and 
their trials. Moreover, in August 2007, inves-
tigative journalist Paul Williams reported on 
the discovery of radical training camps in 
North America, such as Islamberg in upstate 
New York. “Jamaat ul-Fuqra, a terrorist 
organization with headquarters in Pakistan, 
has established over 45 compounds in rural 
areas throughout America,” he wrote. These 
compounds provide paramilitary training 
to new jihadi recruits to fight the United 
States. Most recruits are African-American 
ex-cons who converted to Islam in prison. 
However, these African Americans, through 
Shaykh Mubarak Ali Gilani’s al-Fuqra, have 
close ties to al-Qa’ida; al-Fuqra was report-
edly involved in murdering Daniel Pearl and 
has perpetrated dozens of violent incidents 
in the United States. In December 1993 
Gilani attended an international gathering 
of Islamic terrorists at the Khartoum home 
of Hasan al-Turabi, where Gilani and Osama 
bin Ladin were filmed chanting: “Down, 
down with the USA!” “Down, down with the 
CIA,” and “Death to the Jews.”

demographics

Reporting about the Islamic community 
in North America—even obtaining a fig-
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ure as to the community’s size—has been 
highly controversial. Claims by the Council 
on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) that 
there are six to seven million Muslims in the 
United States have been widely debunked as 
inflated. Two academic studies conducted in 
2001 found the figure to be much lower: The 
American Religious Identification Survey 
carried out by the Graduate Center of the 
City University of New York put the number 
at 1.8 million. A second study by Tom Smith 
of the National Opinion Research Center in 
Chicago concluded that Muslim population 
figures ranged between 1.4 million and 2.8 
million. The Muslim community in Canada 
has been determined by the 2001 Census to 
be about 580,000 people.

About one-third of these Muslims in the 
United States are immigrants, while in 
Canada about two-thirds are. Most are 
Iranians, Pakistanis, Palestinians, Iraqis, 
Bangladeshis, Turks, Somalis, Egyptians, 
and Lebanese in origin. (The Nation of 
Islam, an African-American group with its 
own worldview outside the framework of 
mainstream religious Islam is not included 
in this estimate.)

Between 1990 and 2000, Canada’s Muslim 
community more than doubled in size com-
pletely as a result of immigration, from 
253,300 in 1991 to 579,600 in 2001. Muslims 
composed 15 percent of the 1.8 million new 
immigrants who came during the 1990s, 
according to the 2001 Canada Census.

Unlike in some Western nations, where 
Muslims are among the most economically 
depressed, the Muslim community in the 
United States is more affluent than the 
national average, with one in three indi-
viduals earning an annual income of over 
$75,000 and the vast majority having col-
lege degrees. Canadian Muslims are more 
educated than those in the general popula-
tion but earn less, according to a 2006 poll 

by Environics Research for the Canadian 
Broadcasting System.

In contrast to Europe, large and active 
immigrant support and advocacy organiza-
tions have a long history in North America 
with its multicultural population and tradi-
tion of participatory democracy. The first 
significant immigration of Muslims to the 
United States took place during the 1960s. 
While some of these immigrants sought to 
assimilate into the U.S. melting pot, some 
explicitly chose not to do so. In this case, 
many of this new group, albeit a minor-
ity, has defined themselves largely by their 
Muslim identity in ways that were at odds 
with mainstream American life. This was 
also true in Canada. According to the 2006 
Environics Research poll, 23 percent of 
Muslim Canadians said they did not want 
to integrate into Canadian society, while 55 
percent said they did.

organizations

Many Muslim immigrants during this first 
major wave of immigration were students, 
a group of whom started the first Islamist 
organization in North America in 1963. 
The Muslim Students Association (MSA), 
headquartered in Indiana, has become a 
powerful force, with chapters in at least 33 
states in the United States; on average, each 
of those states has more than five universi-
ties with MSA chapters. There are several 
chapters in Canada as well.

A second organization to be founded that 
same year was the Islamic Society of North 
America (ISNA), an umbrella group today 
comprising 300 Muslim organizations and 
one-third of all mosques in North America, 
headquartered in Plainfield, Indiana, and 
calling itself the largest Muslim organiza-
tion in North America. In 1971 the MSA 
created the North American Islamic Trust 
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(NAIT), which holds title to hundreds of 
U.S. mosques and religious schools and 
manages bank accounts for Muslim groups 
using Islamic principles.

The Islamic Circle of North America 
(ICNA), established in 1971 and headquar-
tered in New York, focuses on promoting 
Islamic life in U.S. society. ICNA is one of the 
Islamist groups having a direct connection 
to a terrorist group, identified as the North 
American front group for Jama’at-i-Islami, 
a Pakistani Islamist organization based in 
Kashmir. The Muslim Public Affairs Council 
(MPAC) was founded in 1988. It is head-
quartered in Los Angeles and Washington, 
D.C., and seeks to promote a favorable por-
trayal of Islam and Muslims in mass media 
and popular culture.

When a worldwide rise in Islamism emerged 
during the late 1980s, some Muslims in the 
United States committed themselves to sup-
porting the transformation of U.S. society 
into a Muslim nation. For the first time, 
some individuals immigrated to the United 
States for the sole purpose of fomenting ter-
rorist activity there. One of the internation-
al groups that has adherents in the United 
States is the Muslim Brotherhood, founded 
in Egypt but with large branches in several 
countries. In 1990 Mahmud Abu Saud, a 
prominent Brotherhood official, founded the 
American Muslim Council (AMC), intended 
to get Muslims active in politics and civic 
activities. Two years later, according to the 
Chicago Tribune, other Brotherhood activ-
ists founded the Muslim American Society 
(MAS), based in Falls Church, Virginia. The 
group later claimed to have disavowed its 
connection to the Muslim Brotherhood.

These types of organizations and the 
issue of Islamism was put at center stage in 
1993, when the World Trade Center in New 
York was bombed for the first time, killing 
seven and injuring more than one thousand 

people. The plot’s mastermind was Umar 
Abd al-Rahman, a radical blind shaykh from 
Egypt who came to live in the United States 
primarily to help raise money and organize 
for Maktab al-Khidamat (MAK), an interna-
tional jihadi group. He was also a preacher 
at mosques in New Jersey and New York, 
where he became known for his incendiary 
language against the United States that 
attracted scores of followers. In one of his 
sermons, al-Rahman said:

If those who have the right [to have 
something] are terrorists, then we are 
terrorists. And we welcome being ter-
rorists. And we do not deny this charge 
to ourselves. The Koran makes it among 
the means to perform jihad for the sake 
of Allah, which is to terrorize the enemies 
of God and our enemies too. . . . Then we 
must be terrorists, and we must terrorize 
the enemies of Islam, and frighten them, 
and disturb them, and shake the earth 
under their feet.

A few weeks later, some of these followers 
were inspired to perpetrate the World Trade 
Center attack.

Four years after that bombing, a CIA 
report of the more than 50 Islamic nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) existing in 
the United States found that “approximately 
one-third of these Islamic NGOs support ter-
rorist groups or employ individuals who are 
suspected of having terrorist connections.”

During the rest of the 1990s, coincid-
ing with increases in radical Islamist 
attacks elsewhere in the world, terrorism 
against the United States continued. In 
1997 a Palestinian gunman opened fire on 
tourists at an observation deck atop the 
Empire State Building in New York, killing 
a Danish national and wounding several. 
Then, in December 1999, Ahmad Ressam, 
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an Algerian who belonged to a Montreal ter-
rorist group, was caught trying to cross the 
Canadian-American border in Washington 
with explosives in his car. Ressam, whose 
Montreal cell had links to both the Algerian 
Armed Islamic Group (GIA) and al-Qa’ida, 
was later convicted of planning a New Year’s 
Day attack at Los Angeles International 
Airport.

By the 1990s three new organizations 
had joined the field. In 1994 the Council on 
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), origi-
nated by a group linked to Hamas, was 
founded as a political and civil rights orga-
nization. With 31 branches across North 
America and headquartered in Washington, 
D.C., CAIR’s activities include aiding the 
election win of the first Muslim member 
of Congress and intervening on behalf of 
Muslims claiming to be victims of religious 
discrimination. CAIR has enjoyed great 
success and acceptance. It has been quoted 
extensively and favorably in the main-
stream media and courted by Democratic 
and Republican politicians. However, 
as noted below, in June 2007 CAIR was 
declared an unindicted co-conspirator in a 
federal terror-funding prosecution.

Two of the most recent Islamic groups 
to be established are the Canadian Islamic 
Congress (CIC), that country’s largest Islamic 
advocacy organization, founded in 1998, and 
the American Muslims for Jerusalem (AMJ), 
a coalition founded in 1999 of 10 groups based 
in Washington, D.C., to advocate Muslim con-
trol of the city. Another group established 
during this time was the Graduate School of 
Islamic and Social Sciences (GSISS), the only 
educational institution in the West exclu-
sively devoted to providing graduate degrees 
in Islamic Studies, which was approved by 
the United States Department of Defense to 
both train and recommend Muslim military 
chaplains.

The U.S. government took little action 
to monitor these organizations until less 
than a week before September 11, 2001. 
On September 5, 2001, the FBI raided the 
offices and seized the assets of an Internet 
service provider, InfoCom Corporation, in 
Richardson, Texas, that ran the Web sites of 
several Islamist organizations. InfoCom was 
also found to be linked to several terrorist 
groups, notably Hamas. One of the group’s 
founders, Ghassan Elashi, would later be 
convicted for shipping computers to Iran 
and Libya and of ties to Hamas. Another 
InfoCom employee, Ghassan Dahduli, had 
ties to Wadih al-Hage, who was convicted in 
2001 of planning the 1998 al-Qa’ida bomb-
ings of U.S. embassies in Africa. He was 
deported to Jordan.

The September 11 attacks made moni-
toring these Islamist groups in the United 
States both more urgent and easier to carry 
out. The USA PATRIOT Act, passed soon 
after the attacks, gave law enforcement and 
intelligence officials wider scope in monitor-
ing potential terrorist activities and tak-
ing action against radical Islamist groups 
involved in backing or committing violence.

The Holyland Foundation for Relief and 
Development (HLF) was the first major 
U.S. Islamist organizational casualty of 
September 11. The HLF was founded in 
1987 in Los Angeles as the Occupied Land 
Fund, with the goal of raising funds for 
Muslim fatalities in the Palestinian upris-
ing that had just begun in the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip. Four years later, HLF 
changed its name and its headquarters to 
Richardson, Texas, with additional offices 
established in California, Illinois, and New 
Jersey. It called itself the nation’s largest 
Islamic charity.

Then, in 1997, Israel raided the offices of 
the Jerusalem-based HLF and discovered 
documents indicating that large amounts 
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of funds for Hamas were being raised by 
the organization’s U.S. affiliate. It took 
until December 2001 for the United States 
to act against the organization. The gov-
ernment discovered that the HLF leader-
ship had helped raise over $12 million for 
Hamas and also promoted the organization 
through videos, literature, and other ways. 
The head of the HLF, Ghassan Elashi, who 
had also founded InfoCom, raised $11 mil-
lion for Hamas. Shukri Abu Baker, HLF’s 
cofounder, president, and chief executive 
officer, referred to during a convention in 
the United States as a Hamas senior vice 
president, also raised money for the organi-
zation and arranged for its members trips 
to the United States. Mohammed al-Mezain, 
a one-time HLF chairman, had publicly 
boasted of having raised $1.8 million within 
the United States for Hamas.

In its indictment of HLF, the government, 
quoted in the Washington Post, said that 
the organization was “deeply involved with 
a network of Muslim Brotherhood organi-
zations dedicated to furthering the Islamic 
fundamentalist agenda espoused by Hamas.” 
One was the Islamic Association of Palestine 
(IAP), also known as the American Muslim 
Society, which was raising money for Hamas 
and had its assets frozen in 2005. One of 
IAP’s founders was Mousa Mohammed Abu 
Marzook, a top Hamas leader, and the group 
was believed to be a front for Hamas. In 
2004 a federal judge in Chicago ruled that 
IAP and HLF were among those organiza-
tions and individuals that owed $156 million 
in a lawsuit to the family of David Boim, an 
American citizen killed in a 1996 Hamas 
suicide attack near the Israeli settlement of 
Beit El.

Other organizations also have ties to this 
group. The IAP had founded CAIR with 
funding from the HLF. Ghassan Elashi sat 
on CAIR’s board in Texas. Several organiza-

tions, including CAIR and the MSA, adver-
tised on their Web sites and in publications 
after September 11 to raise money for HLF.

One of the founders of the IAP was Sami 
al-Arian, a man who had many connections 
to terrorist organizations. Al-Arian was a 
Palestinian who had lived in Kuwait and 
Egypt before coming to the United States 
in 1978, where he obtained a bachelor’s 
degree and later a doctorate in engineering. 
He was a computer sciences professor at 
the University of South Florida in Tampa, 
from where he formed several Islamist 
groups. One of them, the Islamic Committee 
for Palestine (ICP), preached the cause of 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) through 
flattering articles in its newspaper, Inquiry. 
ICP’s Arab-language publication, al-Muja-
hid, was even more explicit, calling itself the 
“Publication Produced by the Islamic Jihad 
Movement in Palestine-Lebanon.” The ICP 
arranged for visits to the United States not 
only for representatives of PIJ and Hamas 
but also for several other radical Islamist 
groups, including Hizballah, the Sudanese 
National Islamic Front, and the Tunisian 
al-Nahda.

In 1991 al-Arian founded the World Islamic 
Studies Enterprise (WISE), a think tank 
ostensibly dealing with Islamic affairs that 
was affiliated with the University of South 
Florida. However, WISE’s main purpose 
was to raise money for the PIJ. PIJ leader 
Ramadan Abdallah Shalah from Gaza was 
a WISE board member as well as a former 
professor at the University of South Florida. 
In April 2006 al-Arian was acquitted of 
eight of the 17 charges filed against him. He 
pled guilty to raising money for the PIJ in 
exchange for having other charges dropped 
against him. He was sentenced to almost five 
years in prison, after which he is expected to 
be deported. Rather than disassociate them-
selves from al-Arian, a coalition of Islamist 
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groups, including CAIR and ICNA, called 
on all Muslims to fast three days a week in 
solidarity after al-Arian launched a hunger 
strike in early 2007.

Other Islamist organizations were also 
closed as a result of stricter federal enforce-
ment after September 11, when they were 
shown to have links to terrorist activities. 
One of the best-known was the American 
Muslim Council (AMC), founded in 1990 
to get Muslims active politically. One of the 
founders, Mahmud Abu Saud, was a Muslim 
Brotherhood activist. The organization was 
closed after its founder and former chair-
man, Abd al-Rahman al-Amudi, was discov-
ered to have illegally accepted money from 
Libyan officials that he intended to pass on 
to terrorist groups headquartered in Syria. 
He was also involved in a Libyan plot to 
assassinate Saudi Crown Prince Abdallah. 
The AMC has since reestablished itself with 
no connection to its predecessor.

funding and financing

The scrutiny of Islamist groups after 
September 11 also focused on other parts 
of the terrorist money trail. In 2002 Global 
Relief, a charity based in Bridgeview, Illinois, 
that had provided funds to Osama bin Ladin 
and al Qa’ida, was closed, as was the al-Har-
amain Islamic Foundation, an international 
charity financed by the Saudi government 
and nicknamed the United Way of Saudi 
Arabia, which had an international budget 
of $40 million to $60 million. In 1997 the 
foundation had opened its U.S. office in 
Ashland, Oregon. In 2004 that office was 
raided on charges that the group falsified 
tax returns so as to send money to ter-
rorists fighting in Chechnya. Its director, 
Aqeel Abdel Aziz, was found to have ties to 
al-Qa’ida.

Furthermore, a number of Islamist organi-

zations were named as unindicted conspira-
tors in a June 2007 federal case in Texas 
involving fund-raising for terror groups. 
Most notably, the list includes Hamas, CAIR, 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Islamic Society 
of North America, the Islamic Association 
for Palestine (IAP), the Young Mens’ Muslim 
Society, the Muslim Arab Youth Association, 
and the North American Islamic Trust. 
It also includes al-Salah Society, al-Razi 
Hospital, the Bethlehem Orphans Society, 
the Islamic Relief Committee, the Islamic 
Heritage Committee, the Islamic Science 
and Culture Committee, the Patients 
Friends Society, the American Middle 
Eastern League, the IAP Information 
Office, InfoCom, the Palestine Committee, 
the United Association for Studies and 
Research, the Islamic Action Front, al-Aqsa 
Society, Interpal, the Jerusalem Fund, the 
Palestine Relief and Development Fund, 
and the Palestine and Lebanon Relief Fund. 
The trial ended in a hung jury in October 
2007, but documents presented as evidence 
did establish credible links between these 
groups and violent Islamist organizations in 
the Middle East.

events and Activities

Islamist groups that have remained active 
have been at pains to adopt the public 
persona of moderation. Two months after 
September 11, MPAC, for example, spon-
sored an annual national convention to 
showcase moderate Muslims. The U.S. 
government and private industry have 
also given many of these organizations 
legitimacy. In 2003 the president’s main 
adviser on public diplomacy toward the 
Middle East, Karen Hughes, spoke at the 
ISNA. The ISNA also participated in White 
House events under both Republican and 
Democratic administrations and received 
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two grants totaling $50,000 in 2003–2004 
from the Department of Health and Human 
Services to train Muslim community lead-
ers in how to make grant applications. In 
March 2003 the ChevronTexaco Foundation 
gave the GSISS a $100,000 grant for a pro-
gram that would train religious figures to 
identify and deal with prejudice against the 
Muslim community. In 2007 the Department 
of Justice, against advice from its own 
Counterterrorism Division, participated in 
an ISNA conference.

In 2003 CAIR’s Ohio branch received 
an award from the local American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU) for helping to pro-
mote civil liberties, while in March 2006 
the ACLU’s Florida branch elected CAIR’s 
head, Parvez Ahmed, to its board. Among 
those toasting the 10-year anniversary of 
CAIR’s Southern California branch in 2004 
was the head of the FBI’s Los Angeles 
office and members of the sheriff’s office. 
One CAIR official, cited in the Middle East 
Quarterly’s spring 2006 issue, boasted in 
2004 that no one can “point to something 
CAIR has done in its 10-year history that is 
objectionable.”

Even to mention CAIR’s radical Islamist 
involvements—which are often a matter of 
record—has thus become very controversial, 
according to reports in the New York Times. 
However, several individuals affiliated with 
CAIR were arrested for terrorist-related 
activities while they were working at the 
organization. They include Randall “Ismail” 
Todd Royer, a CAIR communications spe-
cialist and civil rights coordinator, who was 
among 10 other Muslim Americans involved 
in a northern Virginia–based organization 
planning to wage terrorism against the 
United States and other Western nations. In 
2004 he was sentenced to 20 years in jail for 
a firearms-related charge. Bassem Khafagi, 
CAIR’s community relations director, was 

deported after pleading guilty for lying in 
his visa application and for distributing bad 
checks, and Rabid Haddad, a CAIR fund-
raiser, was deported from the United States 
because he had been executive director of 
the Global Relief Foundation, which the 
United States found had raised money for 
al-Qa’ida.

Islamist organizations in North America 
also sponsored radical speakers who advo-
cated and inspired terrorism, some against 
the United States. One of the most dramatic 
of such events was held by the MSA in 2003 
at Queensborough Community College in 
New York. Two speakers were from al-
Muhajiroun, an international jihadi group 
suspected of having links to al-Qa’ida. One 
of them, Muhammad Faheed, a 23-year-old 
native of Pakistan who had been living in 
the United States almost all his life, told the 
audience, as cited by WorldNet Daily:

We are not Americans! We are Muslims! 
[The United States] is going to deport 
and attack us! It is us versus them! 
Truth against falsehood! The colonizers 
and masters against the oppressed, and 
we will burn down the master’s house.

Faheed argued that it is un-Islamic for 
Muslims to protest peacefully against the 
U.S. government because that would mean 
recognizing the authority of a non-Muslim 
country. He went on to say:

We reject the U.N., reject America, 
reject all law and order. Don’t lobby 
Congress or protest because we don’t 
recognize Congress! The only relation-
ship you should have with America is 
to topple it!

The widely distributed MSA-NEWS, cre-
ated at Ohio State University, included 
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news releases from terrorist groups such as 
the Algerian Armed Islamic Group and the 
Islamic Salvation Front. In an article in the 
MSA publication at UCLA, al-Talib, called 
“The Spirit of Jihad,” it was written:

When we hear someone refer to the 
great Mujahid (someone who struggles 
in Allah’s cause) Osama bin Ladin as a 
“terrorist” we should defend our broth-
er and refer to him as a freedom fighter; 
someone who has forsaken wealth and 
power to fight in Allah’s cause and 
speak out against oppressors.

That was about a year after bin Ladin had 
been implicated in the bombing attacks of 
the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. 
The Web site of the Islamic Assembly of 
North America (IANA), Islamway.com, 
had included in 2003 the fatwas (religious 
edicts) of two extremist Saudi shaykhs who 
maintain close ties to al-Qa’ida and support 
terrorism and showed scenes of fighters 
engaged in jihad.

Other organizations, such as the ICNA, 
actively tried to find jihadi fighters among 
its own. During a 2000 ICNA national con-
vention in Baltimore, one of the speakers, 
Tayyab Yunus, head of the organization’s 
youth section, said:

We all want to see our youth to succeed 
to become doctors, to become engineers; 
but how many of you can actually say 
that you want to send your sons to jihad, 
to Chechnya? How many of you can 
actually say that you want to send your 
youth to fight in jihad? 

CAir

CAIR officials have also had a long his-
tory of publicly endorsing Islamist terrorism 

against the United States. Siraj Wahaj, a 
CAIR board member, said in a 1992 speech 
to New Jersey Muslims that if Muslims 
in America “were united and strong, we’d 
elect our own emir [leader] and give alle-
giance to him. . . . [T]ake my word [for it], 
if 6–8 million Muslims unite in America, the 
country will come to us.” Wahaj was named 
in February 1995 as a possible coconspira-
tor in the 1993 bombing of the World Trade 
Center and had been a character witness for 
Shaykh Umar Abd al-Rahman. In 1993 two 
members of his mosque, Masjid al-Taqwa, 
pleaded guilty on charges that they plotted 
to kill the UN secretary general, a member 
of the U.S. Senate, and Egyptian president 
Husni Mubarak.

Umar Ahmad, chairman of CAIR’s board 
of directors, said in July 1998 during an 
Islamic conference that “Islam isn’t in 
America to be equal to any other faith, but 
to become dominant. The Koran . . . should 
be the highest authority in America, and 
Islam the only accepted religion on earth.” 
Muslims, said CAIR board member Ihsan 
Bagby, “can never be full [U.S.] citizens of 
this country because there is no way we can 
be fully committed to the institutions and 
ideologies of this country.”

During an AMJ fund-raising dinner in 
1999, several speakers said that Christians 
in the United States had been brainwashed 
by the Jewish community and proposed a 
Muslim-Christian coalition to end Zionist 
control over America. The dinner’s key-
note speaker, Issa Nakhleh, head of the 
Arab Supreme Council for Palestine and a 
Christian himself, said that since the pro-
Israel lobby bribes members of Congress, 
Muslims should do the same with the larg-
er amounts of money furnished by Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. More explicit has been 
support of terrorism against Israel.

In 1994 CAIR founding member and exec-
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utive Nihad Awad said at a public meeting 
that he was a supporter of Hamas, while 
CAIR communications director Ibrahim 
Hooper defended Saudi Arabia’s financial 
aid to families of Palestinian suicide bomb-
ers. MPAC’S Salam al-Maryati said on a 
radio show on Public Radio International 
on September 11 that Israel had likely 
perpetrated the attacks as a way of divert-
ing attention from the Palestinian situ-
ation. Mohamed El Masry, head of the 
Canadian Islamic Congress (CIC), said in 
October 2004 during the “Michael Coren 
Show,” a television talk show, that terror-
ism against Israeli civilians was justified, 
because everyone over age 18 is “part of 
the Israeli army, even if they have civilian 
clothes. The same, if they are women in the 
army. . . . Everybody above 18 is a combat-
ant.” He later apologized for these remarks 
and offered to resign from his post, but the 
CIC’s board of directors wouldn’t let him.

In October 2006, after the war between 
Israel and Lebanon, InFocus, published out 
of CAIR’s Southern California office, ran an 
article that not only supported Hizballah for 
its war against Israel but also called the war 
a “phase of the larger plans of the colonial-
ist superpowers.” It also praised the “epic 
heroism of the resistance fighters” and “the 
larger-than-life leader.”

A major reason for the success of Islamist 
groups in the United States has been their 
large amounts of funding. Despite asser-
tions that they have never taken foreign 
funding, many of these Islamist organiza-
tions have received many millions of dollars 
from Saudi Arabia and other rich countries 
in the Gulf. This funding has given these 
countries a huge influence in how religious 
instruction is given and has alienated many 
Muslims who disagree with the Wahhabi 
doctrine of Islam. During its early years, the 
MSA received Saudi funding, and officials 

from there brought stacks of the Wahhabi 
publications in English and Arabic to Friday 
prayers. It was known that MSA officials 
were strictly forbidden to criticize Saudi 
Arabia, a view that still runs strong in the 
organization today.

CAIR has received several huge grants 
from Persian Gulf countries. The Saudi 
government gave CAIR $250,000 in August 
1999. Three years later, CAIR received 
a $500,000 grant from Saudi Prince al-
Walid bin Talal and from the al-Marktoum 
Foundation, based in Dubai. Most recently, 
in 2006, the New York Times reported 
that the United Arab Emirates publicly 
announced that it would finance a new $24 
million office for CAIR and an annual oper-
ating budget of $3 million.

The funds for Islamist groups have come 
largely from Saudi Arabia through a compli-
cated web of offices, many headquartered in 
Saudi Arabia, with branches in the United 
States. Some of the most important places 
were NAIT and the SAAR Foundation, a 
group of charities named after the initials 
of Sulayman Abd al-Aziz al-Rajhi, a Saudi 
shaykh who set up the organization dur-
ing the 1970s with a branch in the United 
States. SAAR, which in December 2000 
became known as the Safa Trust Group, 
a group of Muslim organizations based in 
Herndon, Virginia, was a major target of a 
March 2002 raid led by the U.S. Customs 
officials in which files were seized. Although 
no arrests were made or organizations shut 
down, the files are being examined in the 
belief that SAAR raised funds and laun-
dered money for Hamas, Hizballah, PIJ, and 
al-Qa’ida.

Another source of funds from Saudi 
Arabia was the Islamic Affairs Department 
of the Saudi embassy in Washington, which 
once had an annual budget of $8 million and 
also sponsored imams and preachers in the 
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United States. This department provided 
the American Muslim community not only 
with money but also with Saudi-published 
Korans and publications. After complaints 
about their radical content, the U.S. govern-
ment made it illegal in December 2006 for 
religious scholars and missionaries to work 
in the United States with Saudi diplomatic 
passports. Among the 24 who were deported 
as a result was Jaafar Idris, a Sudanese 
scholar who had founded the American 
Open University, based in Alexandria, 
Virginia, which in 2002 had 540 registered 
students pursuing undergraduate and grad-
uate degrees in Islamic studies.

The late Saudi King Fahd also person-
ally funded 16 Islamic and cultural centers 
in California, Missouri, Michigan, Illinois, 
New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Virginia, and 
Maryland. The largest is the $8 million King 
Fahd Mosque in Culver City, outside Los 
Angeles, which also features a school, an 
Islamic research center, and a bookstore.

Given this funding, it is not surpris-
ing that of the 1,200 mosques throughout 
the United States, based on a 2000 study 
cited by the Washington Post, 70 percent 
of mosque leaders were favorable toward 
fundamentalist teachings, while 21 percent 
adhered to the more rigid Wahhabi prac-
tices. In one example of this trend, while 
in 1994 only half of the mosques separated 
male and female worshippers, by 2000 that 
figure had grown to two-thirds.

Those mosques and Islamic centers under 
Saudi control were also found to distribute 
material that instructed Muslims to view 
as their enemies Jews, Christians, adulter-
ers, Muslim apostates, Shi’as, and Sufis. 
The material also preached a hatred of the 
United States because it is not ruled by 
Wahhabi Islamic law and it is democratic, 
which is considered un-Islamic. Muslims 
are advised not to take U.S. citizenship and 

to treat the United States as an enemy. 
According to one publication called Loyalty 
and Dissociation in Islam, found at the King 
Fahd–funded Islamic Center of Washington, 
D.C., cited by a Freedom House report:

When a Muslim is in the . . . realm of 
war, also called the realm of the infidels, 
he or she must behave as if on a mis-
sion behind enemy lines. Either they 
are there to acquire new knowledge and 
make money that can later be employed 
in the jihad against the infidels, or they 
are there to proselytize the infidels until 
at least some convert to Islam. Any 
other reason for lingering among the 
unbelievers in their lands is illegitimate, 
and a true Muslim must exit as quickly 
as possible.

According to a report by Franklin Foer 
in the New Republic, some Muslims experi-
enced firsthand the Wahhabi stranglehold at 
mosques. Khaled Abou El-Fadl, a law school 
professor at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, said that he was attacked by 
officials at and driven away from the Islamic 
Center of Greater Austin in Texas, owned 
by NAIT, when he challenged their Wahhabi 
views. Nonetheless, al-Fadl himself is a 
fanatic, as is documented in an article on 
the Ford Foundation’s promotion of Islamic 
education, entitled “Ford Has a Better Idea: 
One Nation Under Allah.” The article pos-
its that he is a dissembler and no friend of 
Western civilization.

The International Institute of Islamic 
Thought (IIIT) is another institution fund-
ed by Saudi Arabia, though it is a Muslim 
Brotherhood organization and not Wahhabi. 
The IIIT is based in Herndon, Virginia, and 
comprises a group of companies, charities, 
and think tanks. The IIIT network was set 
up in the 1980s by one-time Brotherhood 
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sympathizers with money from wealthy 
Saudis, Muslim activists said. An IIIT book 
called Violence, published in 2001 by Abd 
al-Hamid Abu Sulayman, called Israel a 
“foreign usurper” that must be confronted 
with “fear, terror and lack of security.” In 
the book, according to the Washington Post, 
Abu Sulayman said that Palestinian fight-
ers can choose “civilian or military” targets, 
provided such targets are not “excessive.”

Saudi funds have also made their way to 
hundreds of Islamist elementary and high 
schools through the United States. The 
number of these schools range from 200 
to 600, with some 30,000 students. Many 
promote a radical Islamist philosophy. At 
the Abraar Islamic School in Ottawa, two 
teachers were fired after one initiated and 
the other praised a student project that 
extolled the killing of Jews. At the Islamic 
Saudi Academy in northern Virginia, 11th 
graders learn that the Day of Judgment 
will not come until Muslims kill the Jews. 
According to a February 2002 article in 
the Washington Post, several students said 
that in Islamic studies they were taught 
to shun and dislike Christians, Jews, and 
Shi’a Muslims.

Some of these Islamist organizations also 
criticized anti-Islamist Muslims. Khalid 
Duran, a Pakistani-born Muslim academ-
ic living in the United States who heads 
the Ibn Khaldun Society, said that CAIR 
endangered his life. It began when Duran 
was commissioned by the American Jewish 
Committee to write Children of Abraham: 
An Introduction to Islam for Jews. Several 
scholars of Islam had endorsed the book, 
but before it was even published, CAIR 
denounced the project as filled with “stereo-
typical or inaccurate content.” That led Abd 
al-Mun’im Abu Zant of Jordan’s Islamic 
Action Front, a Muslim Brotherhood group, 
to call Duran an apostate who, according to 

Islam, must be executed. Duran’s car was 
broken into, and a dead squirrel and excre-
ment were thrown inside.

According to the February 2002 article 
in the Washington Post, Duran has called 
CAIR:

The principal front organization of a 
coalition of Islamist . . . groups [which] 
have taken root in America over the past 
two decades. CAIR’s mission has dif-
fered from the others: its special assign-
ment is the insinuation of the Islamist 
agenda into the mainstream American 
politics. Like the many front organiza-
tions established by the Soviet Union in 
its heyday, CAIR works to give a “white 
bread” image to advocates of illiberal 
and even radical ideas.

Another critic is Shaykh Muhammad 
Hisham Kabbani, head of the Islamic 
Supreme Council of America (ISCA), who 
said during a public forum at the U.S. State 
Department that CAIR was among many 
Muslim organizations espousing an extrem-
ist policy and that donations these groups 
accepted were used to fight jihad.

These Islamist organizations—with lavish 
funding from Saudi Arabia and elsewhere or 
inspiration by the Muslim Brotherhood and 
other radical groups—have disproportion-
ate power in the North American Muslim 
communities. In addition, the zeal, ideologi-
cal clarity, and discipline of such groups let 
them defeat or outshout more moderate, 
diverse groups. Although Islamist organi-
zations in North America have never been 
directly linked to the increasing number 
of small-scale terrorist attacks in North 
America, they have had employees who 
raised money for terrorist groups and 
engaged in extremist rhetoric. The battle 
for institutional leadership and the ideologi-
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cal direction of North American Muslims is 
an ongoing struggle.
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