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Transnational Networks of ‘Ulama

Contesting the Social Sphere

Previous chapters have examined the contestation of Salafi doctrine over
Islamism, the Sunni-Shi‘a divide, and jihadi Salafism. This chapter deals
with the under-examined subject of social issues. The chapter examines
how modernization has influenced and transformed Salafi tradition.
It analyzes how Salafi ‘ulama have responded to social changes taking
place domestically, regionally, and globally. There are strong transna-
tional elements in the way in which groups of Salafis approach conten-
tious social issues, but their approaches are shaped also by their local
circumstances. As previous chapters have shown in other contexts,
Salafis respond to unique conditions in their countries of origin or
residence.

This chapter finds that the quietist/haraki dichotomy does not reflect the
complex and dynamic nature of Salafi theological and jurisprudential evo-
lution. There are a few questions to be asked. Has the politicization of Salafi
movements following the development of the haraki trend in Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, and Egypt influenced the development of Salafi creedal and ju-
risprudential rulings on non-political matters? Are the ‘ulama united on
matters such as the role of women in Islam? Has the contest over theolog-
ical and jurisprudential issues within the framework of the social desta-
bilized the networks of ‘ulama, especially those established along haraki/
quietist lines?

Contested issues of jurisprudence extend to every aspect of Muslim
societies, from prayers to fasting to marriage. It is not possible to con-
duct a comprehensive study of Salafi jurisprudence on all such aspects;
however, the second part of this chapter selects some key highly con-
tested social issues to demonstrate the complex nature of Salafi clerical
interactions. The first part of the chapter deals with Salafi responses to
modernization.
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Evolution of Salafism

As discussed in Chapter 2, Rashid Rida supported and defended Ibn Saud
and his cohorts of Wahhabi ‘ulama. Henri Lauziere examined the divide be-
tween enlightened Salafis, who largely followed Muhammad ‘Abduh and
Jamaluddin al-Afghani’s modernist ideals, and the increasingly puritanical
Rida and his disciples. Over time, the enlightened Salafis became disassoci-
ated from the Salafi label (which they had never assumed anyway) and be-
came identified as tanwiris (enlightened) or modernists.! Rida’s support for
Ibn Saud meant that he needed to accept or at least tolerate the puritanical
nature of Wahhabism at the time. In Lauziére’s words:

On several other occasions, he intimated that the Wahhabis were prone
to extremism, but he asked his readers to over-look this negative side. For
him, it was better either to judge the Wahhabis on the basis of their prag-
matic and moderate political leader or to accept the fact that some fanati-
cism was better for the umma than the erosion of Islamic identity.?

Hamid al-Fiqiand thelater generations of Ansaral-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah
became closer to the Najdi ‘ulama, who were more conservative. They had res-
ervations about some aspects of Wahhabi doctrine, but Ibn Saud’s patronage
prevented them from challenging those aspects openly. Ridas pupils, including
al-Fiqi, never enjoyed Rida’s authority. They became subservient to the Saudi
state, especially while they lived on its soil. The religious and educational institu-
tions of the Hijaz restricted their ability to act independently.

When the struggle against colonialism subsided from the late 1940s,
and Muslim societies entered a postcolonial era, the Salafis in Egypt and
more generally focused their activism on religious purity and authenticity.
And, as examined in Chapter 2, Egyptian Salafi ‘ulama demonstrated
loyalty to the state. They invested their attention to countering western-
ization, feminism, and the encroachment of American capitalism. The
desire to preserve correct creedal and jurisprudential practices led them to
campaign against religious innovations (bid‘a).* The focus on creedal purity
magnified doctrinal divides within Salafi circles, previously obscured by
the struggle against colonialism.

Hamid al-Fiqi argued in a 1949 article, based on a literal interpreta-
tion of sources, that angels were not gifted with agl (reason). Other Salafis
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reprimanded al-Fiqi. These included the Tajik-born scholar and Mecca-
based teacher, Muhammad Sultan al-Ma‘sumi al-Khujandi (d. 1961), who
published a rebuttal of al-Fiqi in a Saudi journal.” This is a clear example of
the limitations of al-Fiqi’s efforts to mold Salafi thought.

The definition of a “Salafi” became increasingly exclusive. ‘Abd al-Rahman
al- Wakil, who headed Ansar al-Sunnah in the 1960s, stated in a Moroccan
publication in 1962 that being a Salafi involved more than just preaching the
need to return to the Qur’an and Sunnah. A Salafi, according to al-Wakil,
was someone capable of drawing from the Qur’an and the Sunnah in the in-
terpretation of Islamic creed and jurisprudence. The advocacy by Salafis of
their own hierarchy of sources cemented their ancestors as authoritative fig-
ures. In the words of al-Fiqi: “One of the most important instructions I give
to my brothers [is] that whoever is not versed in books of the two shaykhs
[Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya] cannot be a Salafi in the true
sense.”® Although al-Fiqi emphasized the importance of the two scholars, he
was adamant that these Salafi figures were not to be treated as infallible.”

The postcolonial era attracted many Salafis to Saudi Arabia, particularly
from Egypt. Some of these ulama felt that their new domestic political
environments were not conducive to the practice and preaching of Salafism.
Others wanted to pursue religious purity and saw the newly founded Saudi
state a suitable place for it. The Saudi state invested in establishing religious
schools that appealed to purist Salafis who were in search of a supportive
environment as well as the possibility of patronage, employment opportu-
nities, and official status and recognition. Saudi Arabia quickly became a
destination for purist Salafis and the bastion of Salafism itself. Many non-
Saudi ‘ulama who were seen as purists found jobs within the Saudi religious
bureaucracy, often on the recommendation of prominent Saudi counter-
parts. ‘Abd al-Razzaq ‘Afifi and al-Albani were among the immigrants. Salafi
‘ulama who held a more modernist outlook were, on the other hand, reluc-
tant to venture to Saudi Arabia.?

Resisting Modernization: The Transnational
Salafi Mission

Ibn Saud’s efforts to engage with Egyptian and modernist ‘ulama contrib-
uted to the fragmentation of Saudi Salafism. Stéphane Lacroix discusses
the “exclusivist” and “inclusivist” trends within the Wahhabi tradition. He
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argues that the dividing line between the two first emerged when Egyptian
forces invaded Najd in 1818. The Najdi ‘ulama were at odds about how to
respond to the Egyptians. Sulayman Ibn Al al-Shaykh (Ibn “Abd al-Wahhab’s
grandson) declared their infidelity, arguing that they had acted at the behest
of the corrupt and excommunicated Ottomans in violation of the principle
of al-wala’ wal bara’® He was among the exclusivists, who legitimized the
armed struggle against the Egyptians and urged believers to emigrate (hijra)
in the event of an Egyptian victory. The inclusivists were reluctant to support
this position, although they remained within the Wahhabi fold. Their view
was that while the Egyptians were sinful, they were Muslims, and it was per-
missible to reside in areas that they governed.'®

The exclusivists and inclusivists renewed their disagreements on a number
of later occasions, with the exclusivists largely emerging as the stronger
force. Ibn Saud changed this when he sought to counter the influence of
the Ikhwan, who advocated exclusivism and were dismayed by Ibn Saud’s
growing engagement with the British. After their military defeat in 1929 they
were pushed to the margins. The inclusivist ‘ulama were more capable of
adapting to Ibn Saud’s pragmatic leadership and played an important role in
justifying his ambitions for the new kingdom.

The intellectual cleavages within Saudi Salafism persisted after the estab-
lishment of the modern Saudi state and continued to shape the interactions
between Ibn Saud, his loyal ‘ulama, and the Salafi scholars who refused to
embrace modernization efforts for fear that the authenticity of Salafi thought
would be diluted. Salafi ‘ulama did not raise any qualms about the discovery
of oil and the granting of an oil concession to Standard Oil, a US company.
Their quietism did not necessarily mean that they were devoid of reserva-
tions. In David Commins’s words, “as the economic consequences triggered
irresistible forces for social, cultural and moral shifts, Saudi ‘ulama strained
to judiciously assess these changes to discriminate between the acceptable
and the unacceptable!!

Ibn Saud’s strong grip over his subordinates and his charismatic force
allowed him to challenge the ‘ulama in any event of religious doubts about
his policy decisions. The 1950s saw an increase in the number of expatriates
and the generation of oil wealth; Saudi princes began to commission over-
seas companies to build palaces with modern facilities. The ‘ulama were al-
ways concerned about non-Muslims in the home of Islam. In 1944, Ibn Saud
summoned an ‘alim, Abu Bahz, who had rebuked him for “selling land to
foreigners” Abu Bahz was dissatisfied with an American venture to improve
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agricultural output in the al-Kharj area. Abu Bahz defended his position in
Riyadh in the presence of prominent ‘ulama and Ibn Saud’s counselors.'?

The king responded by posing a question to the ‘ulama regarding Prophet
Muhammad’s practice of employing non-Muslims, and asked why it would
not be permissible to follow this example. The ‘ulama generally accepted Ibn
Saud’s argument. Abu Bahz initially rejected it but retracted when Ibn Saud
insinuated that there would be severe punishment for those who refused to
adhere to fatawa issued by the ‘ulama.'® This incident demonstrates that the
Najdi, and later the Saudi, religious establishment was forced to go through a
process of reassessment and configuration.

Ibn Saud was also persuasive in convincing the ‘ulama to accept modern
technology. He relied on religious sources including the Qur’an to introduce
new innovations. For example, he introduced the radio as an acceptable con-
traption by broadcasting a Quranic recitation over the air, impressing the
clerics who might otherwise have been skeptical.!* Some exclusivists rejected
the use of technology as an innovation that violated the Prophet’s tradition,
narrated as follows: Kull muhdathah bid‘ah, wa kull bid‘ah dalalah wa kull
dalalah fi al-nar (“Every novelty is an innovation and every innovation is a
misguidance and every misguidance belongs to hellfire”).!> But under the
leadership of Ibn Baz and the Egyptian ‘Abd al-Razzaq ‘Afifi, the Committee
for Scientific Research and Ifta’ issued a ruling stating that the hadith refers
to religious innovations that were nonexistent during the Prophet’s time.
The questioner who provoked the ruling asked specifically about techno-
logical innovations including loudspeakers and airplanes. The Committee
explained: “The ‘ulama have divided bid‘ah into two categories: religious
innovations and worldly innovations. Religious innovations are personal
acts of worship that have not been sanctioned by Allah”!® The fatwa then
stated that worldly innovations could be divided into two categories: inno-
vations that are beneficial and innovations that are harmful. Loudspeakers
and airplanes were examples of innovations that were acceptable and benefi-
cial: they did not violate the shari‘ah or cause harm or injustice to anyone.!”

After the death of Ibn Saud in 1953, his successors embarked on devel-
oping state institutions dealing with administrative, educational and legal
matters. They emulated Western institutions. Saudi students were sent
abroad for education, returning with technical skills for use in the admin-
istration of the modern Saudi state. Despite modernization, the Saudi state
continued its alliance with the ulama. The Saudi ruling family continued
to need the religious legitimacy that the Wahhabi establishment had given
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to it since 1744. This survival of clerical relevance did not extend to Egypt,
where the ‘ulama were sidelined upon the bureaucratization and reorgani-
zation of the state.!8 The Salafi clerical establishment in Saudi Arabia, which
of course now incorporated some Egyptian ‘ulama, utilized their grip over
Islamic law, their influence on the education system, and their status as social
leaders of the majority of the Saudi population, to resist the encroachment
of Western-style modernization. In other words, societal evolution took
place within the boundaries established by the clerics.!” Some ‘ulama, espe-
cially the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia at the time, Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim,
attempted to force the state to adhere to strict boundaries and opposed the
enactment of some new laws.?’ But Ibn Ibrahim died in 1969, and the gov-
ernment exploited the consequent leadership vacuum to prevent the clerics
from morphing into a powerful group that might be able to challenge the
ruling family’s power.?!

The bureaucratization of the religious establishment under King Faysal
brought the ‘ulama under state control. The king refused to fill the position
of grand mulfti, thus avoiding granting to anyone the status and prominence
that the title conferred. The new religious bureaucracy was controlled by the
Hay’at Kibar al-"Ulama (Board of Senior Clerics). The Committee had three
branches: the Council of the Committee of the Senior ‘Ulama, the Permanent
Committee for Scientific Research and Ifta’, and the General Office for the
Management of Scientific Research, Fatawa, Preaching, and Guidance. The
Saudi religious establishment developed into a hierarchical institution re-
sponsible to the state. Many of the ‘ulama hailed from Najd.?> Within the bu-
reaucracy were some clerics from outside Saudi Arabia, including Egyptian
Salafi clerics mainly from Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah.

The Saudi ruling family was careful to ensure that the religious estab-
lishment did not lose credibility as a result of their co-option into the state
structure. Ibn Baz exemplified this. He was not always a compliant figure: he
was briefly jailed for having criticized Ibn Saud for his decision to permit the
presence of American companies in the Kingdom. This incident strength-
ened Ibn Baz’s religious credibility, which in turn became crucial for his
later appointments to prominent positions. He was appointed as a member
of the Council of the Committee of Senior ‘Ulama in 1971, became the
president of the Permanent Committee for Scientific Research and Ifta’ in
1975, and later was appointed to the General Office of the Management of
Scientific Research, Fatawa, Preaching, and Guidance.?® Oil wealth enabled
the state to finance the religious establishment. In the words of Lacroix: “The
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distributive function became an essential aspect of the General Office for the
Management of Scientific Research and Fatwas, Preaching, and Guidance,
which received the largest part of the budget allocated to the religious field
and distributed it according to its own judgments”** This arrangement
allowed the ‘ulama to appear independent and powerful but also tied them
financially to the state and lessened the likelihood of them becoming an
anti-regime force.

Despite their limited independence, the ‘ulama were able to use their
positions as bureaucrats to promote their ideas to the broader population.
Commins attributes this to two factors. First, the ulama were armed with
financial resources to employ staff and intensify their da‘wa. Second, Saudi
Arabia’s rapid development in modern communications and transportation
facilitated the dissemination of religious messages. Despite decolonization,
the influence of Western economic prowess and culture remained strong.
The result was that a divide emerged between Western-educated bureaucrats
and the ‘ulama. King Saud and King Faysal employed ministers who had
been educated abroad. King Faysal and other members of the royal family
sent their children to Britain and the United States for secondary and tertiary
education; they would return and take up prominent state positions.?®

The 1970s witnessed the expansion of the Sahwa networks and their
growing influence. This can be attributed to the support they received from
the Saudi religious establishment who, having been undermined by mod-
ernization, responded by working with Muslim Brotherhood activists flee-
ing their home countries. Muhammad Ibn Ibrahim himself was receptive
to exiled Brothers. For the establishment ‘ulama, the Brothers’ commitment
to re-Islamize Muslims was viewed positively and as congruent with Salafi
objectives.?

Salafis in Egypt maintained their political quietism and drifted into ob-
scurity. Some Salafis became involved in student politics, but the larger
Salafi movement, including Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah, main-
tained its transnational affiliation with the highest religious institutions
in Saudi Arabia and focused on scholarly endeavors. Ansar al-Sunnah al-
Muhammadiyyah had been re-established in 1972 after it had been forced to
merge with Jam‘iyyah al-Shar‘iyyah during Nasser’s rule. The Salafi magazine
Al-Tawhid became an avenue for Egyptian Salafi ‘ulama to share their activ-
ities at home and abroad, including at conferences in Saudi Arabia. In 1973,
for example, Rashad al-Shafi‘i was invited to attend a conference in Saudi
Arabia on the topic of Muslim youth.?”
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Al-Tawhid published fatawa and works of Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt, focusing
on social issues, including the dangers of smoking.?® In 1973 clerics in charge
of female education in Riyadh commended Al-Tawhid in a letter and solicited
the magazine to be distributed for learning purposes within Saudi Arabia’s
female education system.? In the same issue that reported this fact, the
magazine announced that both Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah and
Al-Tawhid had been featured in the Jeddah-based newspaper, Al-Madinah
wal-Bilad >

Although their influence was limited, Egyptian Salafis were tireless in their
efforts to lobby for a more religious Egypt. In 1978, they issued a letter to the
Ministry of Education, published in Al-Tawhid, appealing to authorities to
correct mistakes in religious textbooks distributed to students.>!

Egyptian ‘ulama who were based in Saudi Arabia, including ‘Abd al-
Razzaq ‘Afifi and ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Wakil, were involved in the dissem-
ination of knowledge back home. They continued their support for Ansar
al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah. Salafi ‘ulama who remained in Egypt would
take every opportunity to meet with Ibn Baz and their homegrown figure-
head “Afifi. Al-Tawhid would document these meetings.>? For example, in
1979, it was reported in Al-Tawhid that Salafi ‘ulama of Ansar al-Sunnah
al-Muhammadiyyah were invited by Saudi Arabia (presumably Saudi
Salafi ‘ulama) to deliver lectures and classes during hajj. The names of the
‘ulama included Muhammad Ghazi, Mustafa Burhami, and ‘Abd al-Baqi
al-Husayni.*?

The Awakening Salafi Mission: Preserving Conservatism
in the Face of Modernization

The influence of the Muslim Brotherhood imported into Saudi Arabia led
to the creation of the Sahwa movement. Saudi universities were filled with
Brotherhood-leaning activists who were given teaching posts and responsi-
bilities for curriculum design. They were crucial in complementing the Saudi
regime’s ideological warfare against Gamal “Abdel Nasser’s pan-Arabism.
The Sahwis were committed to the idea that Islam was supposed to govern
every aspect of human life, including the political arena. The political aspect
of this doctrine set the Sahwa movement apart from the establishment Saudi
Salafis; but in terms of creed and jurisprudential matters generally, the Sahwa
adopted Salafi religious doctrines and practices. The Sahwa turned these
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practices into standards appropriate to every Muslim. In fact, the Sahwis
were stricter on certain issues, seeking to distinguish themselves from the
establishment ‘ulama. The Sahwis prohibited men from wearing tunics
falling below ankle-length, declaring the act haram (forbidden).>* The estab-
lishment ‘ulama only labeled the act makruh (undesirable). The Sahwis also
forbade men from shaving off their beard, arguing that it was obligatory to
emulate the Prophet and his companions.?®

To strengthen Sahwa identity and distinction in public, certain traits
were adopted that were not necessarily religious in nature. They included,
according to Lacroix, “wearing the shmagh or the ghutra without an ‘%qal,
which was not in response to an explicit prohibition but to a much vaguer
legal principle: wearing an ‘gal would be ‘contrary to what is most appro-
priate’ (khilaf al-awla)”*® In their manner of speaking, the Sahwis adhered
to certain norms by using phrases such as Allah yu‘inak (“God help you”)
and Ittagallah (“fear God,” but in a Gulf dialect), again to separate them-
selves from others socially. There was a focus on avoidance of the religiously
prohibited.?”

Ibn Baz maintained good relations with the Muslim Brotherhood in Saudi
Arabia, the Sahwis, and the exclusivist Ahl al-Hadith that would later inspire
JSM. These movements attempted to derive legitimacy from their associ-
ations with him and with Ibn ‘Uthaymin, the second-in-command within
the Saudi religious establishment.*® Each of the three movements consisted
of non-Saudis as well as locals. Some were prominent ‘ulama and others
would be in the future. Some would join JSM, including ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Khaliq.

Salafi ‘ulama who remained in Egypt were appalled by Egyptian soci-
ety’s liberal values, which far exceeded those of Saudi Arabia. Al-Tawhid
conflated social liberalization with Western imperialism. Unlike in Saudi
Arabia, where the main struggle of the various Salafi groups during this
period was against Western-educated Saudi liberals, the Salafi ‘ulama in
Egypt were also critical of Sufi-oriented ‘ulama occupying prominent
positions in al-Azhar. The Sufis were viewed as distorted in their lack of
commitment to ensuring religious purity in the face of modernization.
In 1978, Al-Tawhid published an article penned by a Salafi ‘alim, Jabir
Ibrahim al-Hajj. Al-Hajj criticized a Sufi ‘alim, Muhammad Sa‘ad Jalal,
who was based at al-Azhar’s shari‘ah department. Al-Hajj was appalled
by a fatwa of Jalal to the effect that viewing immodesty in motion pic-
tures was permissible. According to al-Hajj, Jalal rationalized his fatwa by
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emphasizing that the images were not real, as they were not physically pre-
sent. The magazine also published Ibn Baz’s endorsement of al-Hajj’s letter
in the following terms: “I urge you to publish this letter in your magazine
at the earliest opportunity”*

After the 1979 siege of the Grand Mosque of Mecca, the Saudi state, under
the leadership of King Khalid, empowered the religious establishment as
a measure to strengthen its own religious legitimacy to rule. The ulama
denounced Al-‘Utaybi and his followers. This denunciation was echoed by
other Salafi ‘ulama in both Egypt and Kuwait. Ibn Baz and al-Albani man-
aged to disassociate themselves from Juhayman and his followers, whom
they labeled as extremists. These clerics in turn became the main benefi-
ciaries of the ruling family’s desperation for religious credibility. They were
given more control over Saudi Arabia’s social arena and education system, at
the expense of liberal intellectuals. Reporting experiences of ordinary Saudi
citizens, Robert Lacey states:

“Modern science, geology, the history of civilisation, the history of
Europe—I remember studying all that in my Saudi school in the 1970s,
says Mahdi al-Asfour, an Aramco planning consultant. “That vanished.
Now it became just the history of Islam and the al-Saud, with hours of
extra religious studies—and even science and maths had to include some
Islamic content. When my child went to school, he came home crying one
day because one of his teachers told him that he would be going to hell.
Why? Because he listened to music and because his thobe was not cut short
enough”0

The Saudi religious police, officially established only in 1976, assumed real
street power. The Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention
of Vice was the organization responsible for implementing public morality
in Saudi Arabia under the purview of the Saudi religious establishment.*!
Lacey added:

People noticed that imams and religious folk seemed to have more money
to spend . . . with the religious police benefiting most obviously from gov-
ernment injections of cash. They started to appear in imposing new GMC
vans, with their once humble local committees of mutawwa . . . taking
on the grander, “Big Brother” aura of their original, collective name—Al
Hayah, “the Commission.” They developed the attitude to match.*?
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In the 1980s, the Egyptian Salafis of Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah,
who of course remained marginal figures, focused on discussing public mo-
rality. Their obsession with Sufi traditions was often tied to their concerns
about the insufficient religiosity of al-Azhar and the influence of Egyptian lib-
erals. Al-Tawhid published a number of articles condemning Sufi practices,
including their celebration of Mawlid al-Rasul (the Prophet Muhammad’s
birth). The magazine accused al-Azhar of filling a religious void with bida“
(plural “innovations”) and, more egregiously, combating Salafism, which, ac-
cording to the magazine, was the correct doctrine for Muslims. The Najdi
influence cannot be underestimated here. Discussions of the correct creed
were supported by references to Ibn “Abd al-Wahhab and Ibn Taymiyyah.*?

Egyptian Salafi ‘ulama and activists tried to lobby the government and
local councils to enforce public morality through measures such as prohibit-
ing the selling and drinking of alcohol. They also made an effort to entice
young Muslims to follow the Salafi way by emphasizing religious purity. An
article penned by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Husary, a Salafi ‘alim who
wrote for Al-Tawhid, was highly critical of Sufi leniency on sins and prohib-
ited practices. He argued for the Salafi conviction that: “Disobedience leads
to disbelief, just like kissing leads to sexual intercourse, and music leads to
fornication, and looks lead to passion and illnesses lead to death.”*4

Kuwait was also confronted with modernization that shaped the country’s
sociopolitical environment. Like the Saudi and Egyptian Salafis, Kuwaiti
‘ulama promoted “authentic” Islamic creed and focused on reinforcing religi-
osity. In the words of a student of ‘Abd al-Khaliq, interviewed by Zoltan Pall:

In the beginning we, a few dozen Salafis, only made excursions every night
to the beach where we sat around the shaykh and took courses on the
Qur’an and Sunna. At this stage we never touched on political or even so-
cial issues that went beyond personal, religious behavior. When our num-
bers became larger, we were able to have our study groups in mosques,
until three mosques were entirely Salafi. The continuous arrival of migrant
workers definitely increased our numbers.*>

Earlier chapters examined the development of Salafism through ‘Abd al-
Khaliq and his student ‘Abdullah al-Sabt. Through the establishment of a
Salafi center, Dar al-Salafi, they were able to promote Salafi ideals that fo-
cused on religiosity. In the words of al-Khaliq: “People were preoccupied
with material goods and did not have many concerns about religion. When
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I first arrived in Kuwait [1965], I was surprised to see that only old people
visited the mosques.”*® He narrated that he did not see a single young Kuwaiti
praying at mosques and suggested that Kuwait was far from the Islamic faith.
He also made a point to state that he saw only two bearded men in the first
two months after his arrival in the country.*’

Kuwaiti Salafis were far more politically oriented than their Egyptian
counterparts, who devoted their attention to countering al-Azhar ‘ulama and
promoting religious purity.*® The Salafi magazine Al-Furqan (estb. 1989) be-
came a vehicle to highlight RTHS activities in Kuwait and abroad. It featured
‘ulama from both Egypt and Saudi Arabia as part of its collectively Salafi sol-
idarity. Although the contents largely dealt with the plight of disenfranchised
Muslims in other countries, it also canvassed the corruption of the faith and
contentious social issues, both internally and externally.*’

We will now examine how Salafi ‘ulama have negotiated social issues and
Salafi identity over time.

Negotiating the “Muslim Woman”

Salafi ‘ulama propagate a conservative interpretation of the role of women
in Muslim societies. The obsession of the ulama with the impact of foreign
ideas permeating Muslim societies often leads them to focus on women and
their behavior. Women’s attire, movements, and participation in public activ-
ities, including politics, are constantly debated.

Again, domestic circumstances influence how these issues are negotiated.
In the case of Saudi Arabia, the ‘ulama were part of the newly established
state predicated upon “religious nationalism,” in which the ruler granted
the ‘ulama a monopoly over religion in exchange for religious legitimacy to
rule. The project called for religious authenticity that returned to the sources
and rulings of the early Najdi ‘ulama and was grounded in what Madawi
al-Rasheed terms “piety, propriety, and conformity”>® Women became a
symbol of what was morally and religiously acceptable for Saudi society and
any other aspiring Salafi movement. In a Saudi context, al-Rasheed discusses
the Wahhabi propagation of family at the heart of society and the preserva-
tion of public morality. The ‘ulama were preoccupied with the purification of
the public sphere by enforcing gender segregation. As a result, women “be-
came a religious and ethical subject rather than a social agency, and were re-

quired to be at the service of a masculine religious state.”>!
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The Saudi ‘ulama were concerned with almost every aspect of woman-
hood, including religiosity, outward appearance, mobility, education, em-
ployment, property and personal status. The clerics’ relationship with the
Saudi state gave them the space to promote their vision of the ideal “Muslim
woman.” The Saudi Salafi establishment jealously guarded laws that ensured
that women did not venture into the public sphere. Women were reduced
to performing reproductive functions. The clerics and their religious police
were given license to monitor public morality, which to them included wom-
en’s behavior and movement.

In the period after the 1979 siege of the Grand Mosque of Mecca, the
clerical obsession with regulating women’s mobility and behavior wit-
nessed an avalanche of fatawa about women. Al-Rasheed attributes this to
the limited outreach of the ‘ulama, who were restricted by the state from
talking about political and economic matters. The clerics gravitated toward
the social sphere of Saudi life in which they had far more latitude. In al-
Rasheed’s words: “From 1980s onward, the pious nation was dependent
on the visible signs of piety and the nation’s commitment to Islam”>> One
example of the fatawa issued by the Permanent Committee for Scientific
Research and Ifta” was about women’s visibility in the public sphere. In a
question asked:

What is the ruling on a woman who leaves her house repeatedly to visit her
relatives: is she permitted? What about leaving the house for safety reasons?
As well as leaving with a male guardian on occasions, and without a male
guardian on other occasions? If a woman leaves her house, what is a suit-
able time for leaving, and returning?>

The Committee answered:

A woman is permitted to leave her house if she needs to, with the permis-
sion of her husband. She must be protected by proper veiling and ensure
that she does not accessorize. She should be permitted to leave the house
for safety reasons, [. . .]. As for suitable times for leaving the house, that

depends on different circumstances and national preferences.”

Another common topic was that of veiling, which the ‘ulama defined as cov-
ering of the face, hands, and whole body. Many fatawa emphasized the im-
permissibility of tabarruj, meaning the gratuitous display of one’s body. The
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source for these fatawa was a Qur’anic verse that commanded the Prophet’s
wives to stay at home and avoid tabarruj.>

Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt have never enjoyed real influence on women’ is-
sues, or for that matter, any issue, as they have never been part of the
Egyptian religious bureaucracy, largely represented by al-Azhar. Egyptian
women have tended to enjoy greater education and employment prospects
than Saudi women. Gamal ‘Abdel Nasser’s efforts to promote the “working
woman,” despite its limitations, allowed Egyptian women a degree of inde-
pendence.*® The rise of Islamist fervor after 1967, propagated by the Muslim
Brotherhood, created a more conducive environment for social conserva-
tism. Ansar al-Sunnah al-Muhammadiyyah, represented by its ‘ulama such
as “Abd al-Rahman al-Wakil, fostered a traditional conception of the role of a
woman that reduced her to the private sphere.

The Egyptian Salafi ‘ulama through Al-Tawhid would often re-publish the
fatawa of Salafi ‘ulama, endorsing their views on the place of women. These
included Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin, whose tutelage was a source of brag-
ging rights for individual Egyptian Salafis who had known or studied under
them.”” The Egyptian Salafi ‘ulama had largely the same views about women
as the likes of Ibn Baz. There was, on the other hand, heated debate between
Egyptian Salafis and clerics of al-Azhar.

In a newspaper article in al-Liwa’ al-Islami, published in 1987, the views
of Egyptian ‘ulama (Salafi and non-Salafi) on women were compared.
Safwat Nur al-Din, who later became the head of Ansar al-Sunnah al-
Muhammadiyah, argued: “A woman who leaves her house is permitted to
only expose her eyes to see her way”; indicating the compulsory nature of the
nigab. Al-Din quoted Ibn Taymiyyah to support his position.’® Needless to
say, they were similar to Ibn Baz and ‘Afifi’s fatawa emphasizing the nigab as
an obligation for women.

By the 1960s, Kuwait had embraced modernization following the dis-
covery of oil and the inflow of foreign investment. Kuwaiti women became
more visible in the public sphere and were, for example, able to undertake
higher education. National independence led to the development of a collec-
tive Kuwaiti national identity that had little regard for gender and sectarian
affiliation. These changes galvanized the Salafi and the Muslim Brotherhood
movements as reactionary forces. They preached for a return to religious pu-
rity, especially after the setback to Arab nationalism brought about by the
1967 war with Israel. However, the Kuwaiti Salafis were far less effective than
their Saudi counterparts in implementing their vision of the role of a woman.
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For both Kuwait and Egypt, domestic circumstances remained an obstacle.
Despite this, rising conservatism allowed them some space to preach. Kuwaiti
‘ulama, like the politically impotent Egyptian Salafis, advocated proper dress
codes for women and defended the nigab as an obligation in Islam.

The debate over Muslim women’s correct attire and public visibility is
both domestic and transnational. Salafi ‘ulama in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia
made it their business to comment on debates over the nigab that occurred
in Egypt when al-Azhar banned the garment from campus grounds in 2009.
Al-Azhar declared the nigab as a cultural practice that had no place in Islam.
Their decision to ban it entirely may have been a defensive response to the
growing influence of Salafism. The Salafi ‘ulama were empowered during the
Mubarak era, especially since 2005, to counter the influence of the Muslim
Brotherhood.” Egyptian Salafis argued that al-Azhar’s war against the nigab
was itself un-Islamic. From Muhammad Hassan to Ishaq al-Huweiny to
Muhammad Zoghbi, the ‘ulama issued statements and delivered lectures
and sermons on the subject. Al-Huweiny argued that the ruling was a po-
litical decision and not religious, as there was enough evidence in Prophet
Muhammad’s tradition to support the nigab being obligatory. He labeled
arguments that the practice was un-Islamic as founded upon ignorance—a
grave charge against al-Azhar, which he did not mention by name.*° In sum-
marizing the sermons of Muhammad Hassan and al-Mahmud al-Masri,
Richard Gauvain states: “The distinction between nigab and tabarruj marks
the divide between insider and outsider, sister and whore, and ultimately,
faith and disbelief. Tabarruj is the means by which conservative Egyptian so-
ciety endeavours to keep Muslim women secluded.”®!

Appearing on a television program in 2010, Sa‘d “Arafat, an Egyptian qui-
etist ‘alim, framed his views on the nigab through the chauvinistic lens of
sexual harassment. ‘Arafat blamed women for wearing revealing clothes
that attracted men who were unable to contain themselves when tempted.
A woman who called into his show informed the cleric that she wore the
niqab, but that doing so had not prevented her from being targeted by harass-
ers. “Arafat suggested that the caller’s wandering eyes may have enticed men
to harass her. He noted that the woman had been outside her house and
claimed that her experience was a reminder from God of the requirement to
maintain her purity.®?

‘Arafat was confronted with the same question on another television pro-
gram in 2017. He modified his views, claiming that in 2010 he was speaking
during a time of instability and was concerned for women’s safety. Despite his
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more carefully constructed response to the question the second time around,
he continued his emphasis on women’s attire as an important factor that con-
tributes to sexual harassment.®® The scrutiny he received after his 2010 inter-
view may have forced him to change his tune somewhat. The anti-Islamism
and anti-conservatism that emerged following the demise of Morsi’s presi-
dency may also have led some ‘ulama to be more careful to avoid controver-
sies, especially for quietists like “Arafat.

The Egyptian-born Kuwaiti-based ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khaliq responded
to al-Azhar’s decision by directly criticizing the grand shaykh of the univer-
sity. Al-Khaliq declared that those who constructed the argument to justify
removing the nigab from Islamic practice were ignorant, akin to those who
lived during the pre-Islamic period. Al-Khaliq did not deny that Muslim
scholars were conflicted on the subject, with some arguing that the nigab
was not a religious obligation. However, he characterized the views of schol-
ars who denied its obligatory nature as still propagating the nigab as highly
desirable and certainly not as censuring the practice.®* Thus, in al-Khalig’s
view, al-Azhar was far removed from Islamic scholarship. Despite his intense
criticism of al-Khaliq on political issues, the Kuwaiti Salim al-Tawil agreed
that the nigab was essential, grounding his view in the works of Ibn Baz. He
nimbly argued that modernization highlighted the need for the nigab. In
his words:

In today’s world, there are more people, and mixing of the genders has
increased as women venture out to study and teach. This exposes them
to men. It was said that before, even in this country [presumably Kuwait],
women leave the house twice in their lives: once, when she leaves to her
husband’s house, and second, to the grave. Today, they leave their houses
on a daily basis even during holidays, [. . .]. Therefore it is important for
women to avoid dissension for themselves and others by covering their
faces as well as their hands.®®

Muhammad al-Hamud al-Najdi, a prominent member of RIHS and a tel-
evision personality in Kuwait, argued that a correct reading of the Qur’an,
Sunnah, and Salafi tradition compels the nigab. He criticized women who
wear the nigab but apply eye makeup, which, according to him, under-
mines the obligation to preserve women’s religiosity and chastity.%® Salafi
‘ulama generally advocate the nigab regardless of their political persuasion.
The preceding Kuwaiti example shows the non-partisan nature of the issue.
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Al-Khaliq belongs to the haraki fold, al-Tawil is a Madkhali (radical quietist),
and al-Najdi is a quietist.

Salafi clerics are concerned not only with the requirement to wear the nigab
as a matter of doctrine, but also with the enforcement of the requirement in
practice. Salih al-Fawzan in a fatwa placed responsibility with husbands. In
his words: “Men have authority over women. It is an obligation on the hus-
band to enforce proper veiling on his wife. This is because the niqab is part of
al-amr bi-I-ma‘ruf wa-n-nahy ‘ani-l-munkar (enjoining what is good and for-
bidding what is evil) [...]. Proper veiling protects and secures Muslims from
evil practices.”®” Ibn ‘Uthaymin has said much the same thing.®

Some ‘ulama make exceptions concerning the nigab. ‘Aidh al-Qarni in
2010 stated that women could remove the nigab when traveling overseas.
This permission was granted largely in response to France’s ban of the gar-
ment. Al-Qarni rationalized his position by reference to the principle of
avoiding exposure to danger, but reiterated that the nigab was otherwise
mandatory.®

A small number of Salafi ‘ulama have gone even further, destabilizing the
Salafi position by arguing that the nigab is not a religious obligation. None
of these ‘ulama goes so far as to endorse al-Azhar’s declaration of the nigab
as a cultural practice devoid of religious justification. These ‘ulama see the
niqab as desirable but not a duty. The principal cleric within this group is
the revered Nasir al-Din al-Albani. A questioner directed a query about al-
Albani to the Permanent Committee for Scientific Research and Ifta’. The
question read:

A man by the name Nasir al-Din al-Albani authored a book titled Hijab al-
Mar’ah al-Muslimah fil-Kitab wal-Sunnah [The Veiling of Muslim Women
in the Qur’an and Sunnah]. The book has become a source of dissension
founded upon ignorance. There were men who had previously ensured that
their wives covered their faces before they saw the book but now allow their
women to uncover their faces on the road and in markets, using the book

as evidence.”?

The male questioner provocatively described himself as someone committed
to correcting misconceptions and re-educating those who were influenced
by al-Albani’s ruling on the subject. He appealed to the Committee: “Some
of them have been influenced by the evidence provided by Nasir al-Din [.. .].
I ask you to answer in writing to strengthen the veiling of Muslim women
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and discuss the issue of women uncovering their faces” In a cursory reply,
the Committee stated: “A woman is obligated to cover her face in the pres-
ence of men unrelated to her and it is prohibited for her to expose her face in
the presence of men who are not her mahram [unmarriageable kin]””! The
brevity of the fatwa shows the Committee’s reluctance to criticize al-Albani
directly and engage with the questioner’s provocative sledge. The Committee
was reluctant to disavow al-Albani’s views on a jurisprudential issue. Ibn
‘Uthaymin and Ibn Baz would often defend al- Albani for his sound scholar-
ship. Moreover, al-Albani’s criticism of political activism shielded him from
being part of the ideological divide that emerged within the Salafi fold. He
had an aura of political neutrality.

Salafis who have advocated similar positions to al-Albani have faced far
more intense opposition from their brethren. Ahmad al-Ghamidi is a Saudi
‘alim who headed the religious police in Mecca. He argues that the nigab
is not a religious requirement and should not be imposed on women. In a
daring move, he appeared with his wife on a television program in 2014. His
wife explained her husband’s ruling and noted the views of al-Albani.”? This
enraged other ‘ulama, including the Saudi grand mufti, Al al-Shaykh,”? and
Salih al-Luhaydan.”*

‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Tarifi, a Kuwati-born Saudi-based Salafi and a well-known
haraki, said of al-Ghamidi in a bizarre metaphor: “The intellectuals have dif-
ferentiated between disagreements among jurists and the methods of idiots;
those who permit wine in the alcohol market are like those who encourage a
chaste woman to uncover her face amongst naked women.””> This metaphor
was meant to ridicule al-Ghamidi’s ruling and disregard al-Ghamidi’s reli-
gious credibility as a jurist. The meaning of it is unclear, but the insinuation
that al-Ghamidi is an idiot is not. Al-Ghamidi found some support for his
position from ‘Adel al-Kalbani, who had become more lenient on a number
of jurisprudential matters.”®

Then there is Hatem al-*Awni, known for his critical approach to the Salafi
tradition of which he is a member. Al-‘Awni argues that one cannot ignore
the rulings from the four principal schools of Sunni Islam on the permis-
sibility of women uncovering their faces and hands. Three Sunni schools,
referring to Hanafi, Maliki, and Shafi‘i schools of thought, do not obligate the
covering of a woman’s face and hands.””

The former Egyptian Madkhali, or “radical quietist,” Usama al-Qusi sup-
ports the arguments of the likes of al-‘Awni. Al-Qusi has been subjected
to denunciation from other radical loyalists for his liberal views. Rabi’
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al-Madkhali himself criticized al-Qusi as someone who used to subscribe
to the Salafi ideals but had moved away from Salafism.”® In 2015, al-Qusi
refuted Yasir Burhami’s advocacy of the nigab. Al-Qusi was bolder than al-
‘Awni and al-Kalbani, stating that the nigab was neither a religious garment
nor obligatory in Islam, but rather was derived from nomadic tradition.”
His fellow Madkhali Sa‘id Raslan criticized his statement.®° This was despite
the fact that both men were politically aligned in their absolute loyalty to the
state.81 In 2018, Al-Qusi announced that the “Madkhali” movement of which
he had been a part was more problematic than the Muslim Brotherhood.®?

Hatem al-‘Awni, Adel al-Kalbani, Usama al-Qusi, and Ahmad al-Ghamidi
could all claim to have been inspired by al-Albani’s rulings, but to other
Salafis, they have destabilized the Salafi tradition through incorrect reinter-
pretations. The condemnation of these ‘ulama is transnational, with Saudi,
Kuwaiti, and Egyptian ‘ulama all contributing. However, the matter has not
produced any lasting schism in the Salafi movement. The ‘ulama involved
seem to agree to disagree. The Kuwaiti ‘Uthman al-Khamis was asked by a
questioner whether those who permit women to uncover their faces were
the enemy of the religious community. Al-Khamis responded by arguing that
many scholars did not call for the nigab to be enforced. According to him,
it is a matter of jurisprudential preference. Al-Khamis himself continued to
advocate for the nigab while cautioning against wearing it with heavy eye
makeup, ostensibly because doing so attracts male attention and defeats the
purpose of the nigab. But he refused to articulate a position against the more
socially progressive ‘ulama.®?

The donning of the nigab is often associated with the influence of Salafi
ideals, at the forefront of which is the preservation of religious purity for all.
Women’s physical movements and conduct are equally the subject of scrutiny
and discussion by Salafi ‘ulama of both haraki and quietist persuasions.

The Driving Ban: Not Just a Saudi Concern?

Saudi Arabia was the last country in the world to deny women the right to
drive, until it lifted the ban in June 2018. The topic had been contentious in
the kingdom for decades. In November 1990, more than fifty women from
high-profile Saudi families defied the ban and took to the road. They were
detained and had their passports confiscated. Ibn Baz issued a fatwa that
read: “Discussions over women driving have increased in the newspaper
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Al-Jazirah; it is known that it [women driving] leads to corruption.”® Ibn
Baz outlined the possible corrupt outcomes, including being alone with un-
related men and mixing of the genders without restrictions.3> The Ministry
of Interior similarly stated that “driving by women contradicts the Islamic
traditions followed by Saudi citizens”®® As John Voll concluded, “the real
power to determine social policy remains with the more actively fundamen-
talist people like Shaykh Ibn Baz”%” The Salafi ‘ulama in Saudi Arabia resisted
all initiatives to allow women to drive and, regardless of political persuasion,
issued rulings, delivered sermons, and published articles on the issue.

One theme that emerged was the issue of foreign drivers. Ibn ‘Uthaymin
was asked by a questioner: “I request a clarification on the subject of permit-
ting women to drive: what is your opinion on those arguing that allowing
women to drive is less harmful than having women ride with foreign men”?
Ibn ‘Uthaymin replied: “I view both concerns [women driving and riding
with foreign men] as problematic. However, there is no need to permit one
over the other” Ibn “‘Uthaymin did not answer the question but emphasized
the importance of protecting Saudi society. He blamed “enemies” of Islam
for duping Saudis, referring to people in Saudi Arabia who were impressed
by the economic and worldly development of non-Muslim countries. These
people, according to Ibn ‘Uthaymin, believed that non-Muslim countries
achieved their prosperity by freeing themselves from the “chains of virtues”
only to be “chained by vices%

A principal and openly articulated concern of many Salafis is the ability
of women to control their own movements. Salih al-Fawzan argued that
women being able to drive would lead to men having no control over women
and in turn to women being lured into corrupt practices.®’

Saudi activists pushed for the end of the driving ban following the Arab
uprisings. As the movement gained momentum, the arguments put forward
by the ‘ulama ventured beyond religious justifications. In 2013, Salih al-
Luhaydan, not a noted obstetrician, stated that driving has a “physiological
impact on women and could affect her ovaries and push the pelvis higher as
a result of which their children are born with clinical disorders of varying
degrees” He also argued that allowing women to drive would violate reli-
gious and societal ethics.”* Al-Luhaydan was ridiculed, especially by mem-
bers of the medical profession both in Saudi Arabia and abroad.*?

The ‘ulama cited in the preceding paragraphs are all quietists and rep-
resent the publicly stated views of the overwhelming majority of estab-
lishment clerics on the subject. The harakis are not much different. The
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prominent haraki Yusuf al-Ahmad in an interview blamed a liberal and ex-
ternally driven movement for the bout of activism around the time of the
Arab Spring, mentioning statements by Barack Obama and Bill Clinton on
women’s rights in Saudi Arabia. He argued that Saudi Arabia was the last
bastion of religious purity and that women, whom the liberal project had
targeted, lay at its soul. He then criticized the Saudi government’s efforts to
allow the mixing of genders in the media and the education system, in the
latter case referring presumably to King ‘Abdullah’s Science and Technology
University. This university, launched in 2009, was the first mixed-gender
Saudi university. Al-Ahmad claimed that the ‘ulama had demanded greater
rights for women but that the state had focused on the wrong issues. For
him, the priority for women was the development of women-only hospitals
and markets.

Al-Ahmad emphasized adherence to shari‘ah as paramount over a wom-
an’s rights and freedoms. Besides reiterating Saudi Arabia’s special position,
he claimed to have had interactions with many people in Kuwait, Egypt, and
other countries who bemoaned the corruption that had befallen their soci-
eties due to the uncontrolled freedoms granted to women.”® He conceded
that there were benefits to allowing women to drive, but blamed advocates of
lifting the ban for using the issue to promote religious corruption.”*

Despite overwhelming opposition to lifting the ban from both quietist and
haraki ‘ulama since the 1990s, some ‘ulama have challenged the majority
view. These ‘ulama are very few but high-profile. ‘Adel al-Kalbani,”> Ahmad
al-Ghamidi,”® and Hatem al-‘Awni were the same ‘ulama who argued for
the permissibility of uncovering of women’s faces and hands, contrary to the
broader Salafi position. It could be argued that these positions were encour-
aged by al-Albani’s fatwa on the subject. In 1990 Al-Albani was asked by a
questioner about the prohibition on women driving. He replied: “If is it per-
missible for her to ride upon a donkey, it is also permissible for her to drive a
car”” Not expecting the answer, the questioner responded by commenting
on the difference between a donkey and a car. Al-Albani answered: “Which is
more concealing? Riding upon a donkey or in a car? I would suggest (riding
in) a car’?®

Al-Kalbani’s stated position was that he would allow his daughters to drive
if they would like to, as he believed in respecting their decisions and ena-
bling them to be independent.”® In an interview, al-Kalbani recalled that in
the Prophet’s time women were leaving their houses to perform errands.
When asked by the interviewer about gender equality in Islam, al-Kalbani
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rejected the notion of equality in society, arguing that equality does not exist
and cannot be implemented, but said that the priority should be to ensure
that rights in full are granted to everyone regardless of their gender.!%

Similar arguments were also made by Ahmad al-Ghamidi, who stressed
the benefits of allowing women to drive from the perspectives of religion, the
economy, and Saudi society.!?! Like al-Albani and al-Kalbani, al-Ghamidi
contested the merits of the religious justifications put forward by other
‘ulama in support of the ban, arguing that there is nothing in religious
sources that specifically prohibits the act of driving.

The divide between clerics on the issue is not along quietist/haraki lines
but rather between those who are socially conservative and those who are
socially progressive.

Driving Ban: Transnational Solidarity of the Salafi ‘Ulama

Although women in Egypt and Kuwait have long been allowed to drive,
and the subject is barely discussed in these countries, Egyptian and Kuwaiti
Salafi ‘ulama examine the issue extensively in sermons and lectures and in
the media. Ishaq al-Huweiny does not deny that there are some benefits to
women driving, but concludes that being able to drive will only encourage
women to leave the house for long hours at the expense of their responsibil-
ities at home. To him, this would destabilize families as husbands would be
forced to do housework and rear children in the absence of their wives. He
also points to the inability of women to fix cars, exposing them to danger
on open roads and vulnerability to passing men. Like Ibn Baz, al-Huweiny
emphasizes the importance of containing women’s movements and placing
them at home. He quotes a Prophet’s tradition in relation to prayers, which
states: “A woman’s prayer inside her house is much better than her prayer
inside a mosque, and her prayer inside her room is better than her prayer
inside her house”!%2 He concludes that the more secluded a woman is, the
closer she is to her God. He further argues that women are already permitted
to go to the market, which means that her rights to leave the house have been
fulfilled.!®

Muhammad Hassan appeared on his television show Al-Rahmah to dis-
cuss the importance of disallowing women from driving. He emphasized
that the act itself was not prohibited in Islam by express terms; however,

c.c

using a term in Islamic law, sadd al-dhara‘i® (“closing off the means that can
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lead to evil”), Hassan justified the prohibition on the basis of avoiding evil
and dangers for women and society in general.!%

The Kuwaiti Madkhali, Salim al-Tawil, addressed the issue in respond-
ing to a questioner. In his answer he acknowledged that Islam technically
permitted women to drive; however, because of the potential harm of the
practice, it is understandable why it had been prohibited in Saudi Arabia
even if not in Kuwait. He expressed sympathy for the views of his Saudi cler-
ical counterparts and attempted to justify their position, highlighting traffic
conditions in Riyadh to which women drivers would add further compli-
cations. Al-Tawil stated that he had prohibited all four of his wives from
driving.10°

Al-Tawil’s fellow quietist ‘Uthman al-Khamis expressed support for the
ban in Saudi Arabia to ensure the preservation of social mores. He gave
Kuwait as an example of a country that had allowed women to drive but was
now dealing with the moral decadence of young women interacting with un-
related men due to the ability to leave their homes.!%

When the Saudi government lifted the ban in 2018 at the initiation of
Crown Prince Muhammad Ibn Salman, the grand mufti changed his posi-
tion accordingly. Al-Shaykh stated that there were no objections, according
to the shari‘a, to women driving.!®” This was a clear change of position. He
had argued in the past that although the act itself (driving) was not a sin,
allowing women to drive would cause harm, morally and socially.!%

Through its spokesperson, Fahd al-Majid, the Board of Senior Clerics,
headed by the grand mulfti, articulated its new position in support of lifting
the ban. He highlighted that contrary to common reports, the Board had
never issued a ruling on the permissibility or impermissibility of women
driving. Fatawa supporting the ban had been issued only by individual cler-
ics in their personal capacity.!” He outlined a number of reasons why the
Board supported lifting the ban. First, the official ‘ulama were of the con-
sensus that the rulers (umara’) had the responsibility and authority to de-
termine what was in the interests of the Saudi public. Second, the ‘ulama’s
position on women driving in the past was predicated upon the harmful
effects of permitting women to drive but not on the legality of the act itself.
He then asserted that the ‘ulama had never declared that driving itself vio-
lated religious norms.!'? This maneuvering on the part of the Board gave re-
ligious cover to the regime.

The rush of the official ‘ulama to adopt a position that sought both to ad-
here to the regime’s new policy and to deny their own contradictions left
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them open to the charge of being government lackeys. This charge was felt
even abroad. In Kuwait, the quietist ‘Uthman al-Khamis was asked by a ques-
tioner to comment on the new position of his Saudi counterparts. The ques-
tioner pointed to previous Board rulings in favor of the ban. Al-Khamis was
visibly annoyed with the question when he responded to it in a television
appearance. He demanded the questioner present the previous fatawa for
verification and in the meantime claimed that such fatawa did not exist. He
further argued that any previous statements were only opinions propagated
by clerics in their individual capacities. In any event, al-Khamis stated that it
was common for the ‘ulama to change their fatawa and that they were enti-
tled do so. He was adamant that the Saudi ‘ulama were not beholden to the
whims of the state, and that they were committed to the preservation of the
faith. If they ever shifted their position, it was motivated by genuine reassess-
ment. More importantly, according to al-Khamis, the driving ban generated
jurisprudential clashes among the ‘ulama. He argued that where a settled ju-
risprudential position could not be obtained on an issue—women driving
being an example—the state had the prerogative to intervene and settle the
matter.'!!

Al-Khamiss intervention in an exclusively Saudi matter shows that
Salafi ‘ulama are prepared to deal with issues that have little relevance to
them domestically in an effort to promote a collective Salafi interpretation.
Sometimes this occurs along quietist/haraki lines; at other times it does not.

Women in Politics: Resistance and Pragmatism

The Salafi ‘ulama generally view women as entities to be protected, and tie
the fate of society to women’s behavior. The ‘ulama largely oppose women’s
participation in politics and conceive of their employment prospects as
narrow. Ibn Baz’s position was as follows: “Women work in areas suitable
for them including teaching other women, working in female schools, treat-
ing female patients, and other professions strictly involving women only.”!12
Ibn Baz was aware of the possibility that women may be forced by neces-
sity into situations requiring them to treat men, just as women during the
Prophet’s time nursed wounded soldiers. He argued that although treating
injured men was permissible, women were required to cover and conduct
themselves properly and limit their interactions with the opposite sex to the
best of their abilities.!!3
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The majority position on women in politics was articulated by the fol-
lowing exchange between Ibn ‘Uthaymin and a questioner during one of his
lectures. The questioner asked:

Some have said that the Prophet used to pray in the mosque with both men
and women. There were no barriers. The Prophet went into battles with
women. And some of the Prophet’s wives were sources of religious rulings
and knowledge. Why do you then prevent women from working and par-
ticipating in politics?!1

Ibn “‘Uthaymin replied:

Everything mentioned is correct. Women during the Prophet’s time prayed
with men in mosques without a divider. However, the Prophet was also
clear . . . that despite the fact that the Prophet’s companions were morally
righteous, women’s “houses were better for them.” Women were encour-
aged to pray inside their houses. It was [also] said that the best row [in
prayers] for women is the last row, and the worst is the first row.!!®

According to Ibn ‘Uthaymin, the Prophet encouraged women to stay away
from mingling with men. The cleric also argued that mosques were different
structurally during Muhammad’s era, so that the fact that women prayed
near men was irrelevant. He also asserted that women during the Prophet’s
time were different from women in contemporary times. Women of
Muhammad’s era were truly committed to Islam, but modern women did not
seem to adhere to proper ethical standards, wearing makeup and dressing
inappropriately. He emphasized that women during the Prophet’s time were
not involved in the political affairs of the state. He referred to ‘Umar Ibn al-
Khattab’s consultative council, of which there was no evidence of female
membership.!!6

Al-Albani, in answering a question about the permissibility of allowing
women to assume leadership positions, pointed to the fact that after the time
of Muhammad (presumably referring to the Islamic empires and dynas-
ties), Muslims had not always adhered to the correct interpretation of Islam
and that some innovative practices that violated the teachings of Islam had
then been introduced.!'” However, al-Albani applauded the fact that at no
time had women governed the Muslim community. He added that Salafis
should adhere to the traditions inherited from the Prophet’s companions,
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which suggests that al-Albani found women in leadership positions unac-
ceptable. Al-Albani was confronted with a question similar to that put to Ibn
‘Uthaymin. He answered by first talking about democracy, saying that elec-
tions were not Islamic even when the participants were Islamists. Electoral
democracy was inherited from the West as part of an imperialist desire to
control Muslim societies. According to al-Albani, not even military domi-
nance was as dangerous as the permeation of Western thought and ideals in
Muslim countries. He then extended his criticism of democracy generally
to women’s participation as candidates in elections, arguing that the prac-
tice was not found in Islamic tradition. Like Ibn “‘Uthaymin, he examined
the composition of the Shura council during the time of the companions and
concluded that women had never been appointed to leadership positions.!!8
Al-Albani was also asked, by a Pakistani man, about women in leadership
positions.!? He responded by quoting a hadith: lan yufliha qaumun wallau
amrahum imra’tan (people who make a woman their ruler will never be
successful).!20

Salafi clerics across Egypt, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia hold nearly uniform
views on the unacceptability of women in politics, but the extent of their
attention to the topic depends significantly upon domestic circumstances.
The issue galvanized Kuwaiti Salafis in 1999, when a royal decree allowed
Kuwaiti women to vote and stand in parliamentary and local elections.
Kuwaiti Salafis, led by the head of RIHS, Tariq al-‘Isa, issued the following
statement: “The decree for women’s political rights is founded upon external
pressures on Kuwait and the Muslim community in general” The decree, op-
posed also by the Muslim Brotherhood and tribal leaders, was vetoed by the
Kuwaiti Parliament and it was not until 2005 that Kuwaiti women were fi-
nally given suftrage.

Kuwaiti Salafi ‘ulama have not changed their position in line with the
country’s rulers. In 2017, ‘Uthman al-Khamis was asked about women in
leadership positions, from the highest office in the country to other lead-
ership roles. Al-Khamis replied by quoting the same hadith invoked by Al-
Albani: “People who make a woman their ruler will never be successful”!2!
He rationalized his position by asking: “How could a woman rule if her
testimony is worth half a man’s, which is clearly stated in the Qur'’an? How
can she judge if her testimony is not accepted as credible in comparison to
a man?” To al-Khamis, this assessment was not meant to denigrate women
but to state simply that women submit to their emotions. Therefore, a woman
cannot be a judge in a court, let alone rule.'?? ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khalig,
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while on the opposite side of the quietist/haraki divide in Kuwait, advocated
a similar view, arguing that political participation violated the boundaries of
the role that Allah assigned for women.!??

Not all ‘ulama promote this view. Hakim al-Mutayri expressed support
for women’s suffrage in a lecture given in 2017. He drew from the Prophet’s
tradition which allowed women to participate in public life. He used the
Prophet’s wife A’ishah as an example of women in leadership roles.!?* This
was not his position in 2000 when he supported the parliamentary veto of
the 1999 decree. He then argued that Kuwait had already allowed women to
work and study with men, indicating that their rights were well-protected.
He cited the social instability that could be caused if women were allowed
to vote and run for office, and asserted that Kuwaiti women themselves were
not in favor of the decree.!? This is yet another example of how the views
and positions of ‘ulama are capable of change. Some ‘ulama have hardened
their conservatism, while others have become more flexible in responding to
changing times, circumstances, and laws.

In Saudi Arabia, the matter was debated following King Abdullah’s deci-
sion in 2011 to allow women to vote for, and be appointed to, the Consultative
Assembly at the 2015 local elections.!?® Ibn Baz had spoken out against
women in leadership positions, drawing from the Qur’anic statement al-rijal
qawwamun ‘ala al-nisa’ (men have authority over women).!?” To him, the
weight of religious evidence pointed to women being barred from leadership
positions.!?8 This view has long colored the rhetoric of the ‘ulama .

‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Fawzan answered a question from a woman who wanted
to put herself forward as a candidate in the 2015 municipal elections. Like
most ‘ulama who refused to rock the boat, al-Fawzan argued that the matter
had been determined by the ruler who had seen the benefits of allowing
women to vote and run for seats. He accepted that it had become a reality
and endorsed the decision, although he suggested that it could lead to many
forms of corruption. He outlined some limitations to ensure that society was
protected. He urged female candidates to be properly covered, limiting their
exposure to harassment.!?” He suggested that if a female candidate competed
with a pious male candidate, it was imperative for everyone to vote for the
male candidate. If two women competed for a seat, it was crucial to vote for
the woman who better adhered to Islam so as to ensure the protection of the
shari‘ah and the rejection of values at odds with Islam.!3°

Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt also condemn women’s participation in elections,
both as candidates and voters, despite Egyptian women having had the right
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to vote since 1957. The 2011 Egyptian revolution and the establishment of
Salafi parties in Egypt revived the issue as a point of debate for Salafi ‘ulama.
The Egyptian electoral system required party lists to include a minimum
number of women. The Salafi party al-Nour had no choice but to nominate
candidates for the 2011 election. The party responded pragmatically, nomi-
nating women in accordance with the law but reaffirming its commitment
to gender segregation and placing its female candidates at the bottom of the
list. Their women candidates were kept from the public eye and their images
in electoral material were replaced with images of flowers.!*! In the April
2015 elections Muhammad Mukhtar al-Mady, a prominent member of the
party, rationalized with the following words the position of the party that
female candidates should not be elected: “A Christian president would not
know how to apply Sharia, while a woman can go weak when [she] gets her
period.”!%2

The Madkhali Sa‘id Raslan was appalled with women’s participation in
the election and criticized Islamist parties who joined the process. This crit-
icism came as part of his broader opposition to democracy. Raslan argued
that women should not be allowed to leave their houses without the permis-
sion of male guardians. He invoked a fatwa issued in 1952 by the Mufti of
al-Azhar, Hasanayn Makhluf, that prohibited women’s suffrage and active in-
volvement in the political process.!** It must be noted that this is no longer
the official position of al-Azhar and Egypt’s Dar al-Ifta’.!3* Raslan’s position

was supported by some Salafi ‘ulama, including Muhammad Hassan.!

136 exist in Egypt.

Like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, marginal Salafi voices
Usama al-Qusi supports the proposition that women can assume leader-
ship positions, even in the core religious bureaucracy, the Ministry of Awqaf

(Endowments). In his words:

I do not prevent women from assuming the position of Minister of Awqaf,
for if Sayyida “A’ishah [Muhhammad’s wife] were to be present now, she
would have been the best person to occupy the position of Minister of
Awgqaf. However, Egyptian customs (‘urf) prevent women from taking up

the position. I consider this role an administrative role.'?”

The overwhelming majority of Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt, Kuwait, and Saudi
Arabia support the exclusion of women from public life. Their concern
for the role of women has extended to entirely mundane matters such as
wearing colored contact lenses (discussed by Sa‘id Raslan)!*® and whether an
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engaged couple can speak with each other on mobile phones (discussed by
al-Albani).'® Their views are consistent and transcend national boundaries,
as the Salafi ‘ulama attempt to shape the “ideal” Muslim woman.

Public and Personal Piety
The Beard

Opvert religiosity is an important issue for Salafi ‘ulama, and extends even to
physical attributes. Salafi ‘ulama have argued intensely whether Muslim men
are allowed to shave off their beards. Ibn Baz was asked the following ques-
tion by someone from Syria: “Is someone who shaves oft his beard a sinner?”
The questioner requested a Qur'anic verse dealing with the subject. Ibn
Baz replied: “An individual who shaves oft his beard is a sinner” He quoted
a Prophet’s tradition which states: “shorten your mustache and grow your
beard, be different from the unbelievers”'%’ In another reporting of the tra-
dition, the word “unbelievers” is replaced with “Zoroastrians”!4! Ibn Baz did
not rise to the challenge of identifying a Qur’anic verse to support his views,
instead arguing that Islam obligates its adherents to obey the Prophet. He for-
bade even trimming and shortening of beards as gross violations of Islam.!4?
This view is reinforced by most Salafi ‘ulama in Kuwait, Egypt, and Saudi
Arabia. Salafi satellite channels such as Al-Rahmah and Al-Naas argue that
Muslim men are required to grow long beards. The Egyptian Mus‘ad Anwar
stated in a lecture on Al-Rahmah that prominent Muslim scholars, including
Imam Malik, argued that the beard is compulsory and that only hermaphro-
dites practice shaving.!** Another Egyptian Salafi ‘alim, Muhammad Ya’qoub,
urged Muslims to strengthen their identity by appearing distinct from non-
Muslims, and criticized Muslims for dressing similarly to non-Muslims. He
emphasized in a sermon that keeping the beard long is required by Islam.44
The Kuwaiti Madkhali, Salim al-Tawil, revived the debate in February
2019, stating that ‘ulama were often reluctant to discuss the importance of
keeping the beard. He argued that a man who shaves off his beard commits
no fewer than four sins. The first sin is committed against the Prophet, as
there is clear evidence that he required beards. The second is that the practice
involves Muslim men emulating Christians and Jews. A third is committed
against Islam on the basis that men appear like women. Finally, shaving
off a beard involves changing God’s creation by altering one’s appearance.
Al-Tawil questioned the commitment to Islam and love for the Prophet of

Muslim men who refuse to keep their beards.!*®
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The Egyptian Salafi ‘alim Muhammad Hassan has argued that the
beard is part of the Prophet’s sunnah, of which there are three catego-
ries: sunnah qawliyyah, which refers to the sayings of Muhammad; sun-
nah filiyyah, meaning the actions and practices of Muhammad; and
sunnah taqririyyah, referring to the Prophet’s silent or tacit approval of
the actions and practices of his companions. He then stated that the first
category, sunnah qawliyyah, must be obeyed, before placing the beard in
the category on the basis that the Prophet had said a‘fu al-lihah (leave the
beards).14¢

The question of shaving off the beard has generated intense debate be-
tween Salafi and non-Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt. Al-Azhar and the Egyptian Dar
al-Ifta’ often question the obligatory nature of the beard.!*” Muslim scholars
generally accept that the beard is part of Muhammad’s tradition. The debate
tends to revolve around the classification of the beard as an obligation (wajib)
or recommended (mustahabb). The majority of Salafi ‘ulama consulted, re-
gardless of their political affiliation, propagate the view that shaving off the
beard is impermissible. Most of the ‘ulama forbid even trimming one’s beard
as religiously unacceptable.!*8

Like other issues discussed in this chapter, Salafi views on the subject are
debated internally along socially conservative and socially progressive lines.
The latter case is, as usual, the minority. The Saudi quietists Hatem al-Awni
and Salih al-Maghamsi, both of whom have short beards, do not view the
beard as a religious obligation for Muslim men, but encourage it.!*’ Hatem
al-“Awni has argued that the religious tradition does not indicate that the
beard is an obligation. He acknowledges the hadith: “shorten your mustache
and grow your beard, be different from the unbelievers.”!* In al-‘Awni’s view,
there is no specific injunction in the hadith setting out a clear prohibition. He
concludes that shaving off the beard is not haram,"! including Ibn Baz, who
had an unkempt beard, and al-Albani.!>?

Some ‘ulama who often fall on the progressive side of social debates seek
to accept the majority Salafi opinion that the beard is obligatory, but permit
men to trim their beard. Hakim al-Mutayri!>® and Salman al-‘Awdah prop-
agate similar views on the subject. Al-‘Awdah published a video of himself
explaining the matter after questions emerged following his decision to
shorten his own beard.!>* He ended his video appeal quoting the Prophet’s
tradition: “Verily, Allah does not look at your appearance or wealth, but
rather he looks at your hearts and deeds.”!*>>

An entire book could and perhaps should be written on intra-Salafi dis-
cussions about male facial hair. The gist of that book would be that the beard
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is part of the Salafi tradition and, while there are occasional voices question-
ing the authenticity of this tradition, the Salafi ‘ulama propagate the beard as
obligatory. This view is grounded in their desire to foster a uniform religious
identity. The minority voices are generally those who belong to the socially
progressive trend, such as Hatem al-‘“Awni. Dissenting voices, no matter how
marginal, are often targeted by the broader Salafi establishment. The Kuwaiti
‘Uthman al-Khamis, for instance, was critical of al-‘Awni’s interpretation.!>®
Other Salafi ‘ulama do not take these marginal voices lightly. They con-
tinue to undermine the likes of al-‘Awni and al-Maghamsi'*’ for their reli-
gious eccentricity regarding the beard. Although this topic may seem trivial
to outside observers, it is not to Salafis: it is central to the ulama’s efforts
to cement Salafi identity through appearances and visibility. Muhammad
Hassan, responding to a questioner who ridiculed his own prominent beard,
responded by arguing that Muslims had been influenced by imperialist ways

of life and had become oblivious to the correct religious practices.'*®

Music

For Salafi ‘ulama, visible piety includes refraining from engaging in activ-
ities that could compromise or contaminate one’s religiosity. Many Salafi
‘ulama see music to be one such activity. Music, like the beard, has been
debated between and within different Islamic traditions. Some ‘ulama from
al-Azhar argue for its permissibility. ‘Ali Jumu‘ah, for instance, denied any
absolute prohibition against listening to music. He noted Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony as an example of an acceptable type of music because the sym-
phony celebrates God’s creation. He examined a number of Muhammad’s
traditions which highlighted that the Prophet had not prohibited music.!*
Salafi ‘ulama, regardless of their political persuasion, have long taken a
contrary view, arguing that music in any form, be it listening or singing, is pro-
hibited. It must be noted that some non-Salafi ‘ulama also take this approach.
Salafis who have given clear strictures about the unlawfulness of music in-
clude Ibn Baz, ‘Abd al-Razzaq ‘Afifi,'®” and ‘Uthman al-Khamis.!¢! Ibn Baz
issued a fatwa that responded to a question posed in the following terms:

It is said that songs are prohibited because of music, is this correct? Is
music on its own prohibited or is it the poetry and ghazal [poetic expres-
sions of pain and love] contained in the music that are actually religiously
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unacceptable? There are also some instruments in music such as the drums,
rebab [bowed string instrument], flute, oboe and piano?!¢?

Ibn Baz was clear that everything mentioned in the question was prohibited,
and that one should refrain from listening to instrumental or vocal music di-
rectly or through the radio. He quoted the Prophet’s hadith, stating:

Layakunanna min ummati aqwamun yastahillun al-hira wal-harira wal-
khamra wal-ma‘azif [There will be some from my community people who
would legitimize illicit sexual relations, silk, wine and musical instru-
ments]. It is known that al-hira refers to illicit sexual relations; silk is known
to be prohibited for men; wine is known to be forbidden for all as it is an in-

toxicant; and musical instruments refer to songs and other musical tools.'®?

Ibn Baz made an exception for Arabic religious poetry. At the other end of
the spectrum, he denounced songs accompanied with musical instruments
as the most evil and claimed his position to be that of the overwhelming ma-
jority of scholars. Songs without musical instruments were permissible but
only if the lyrics did not call for corruption.!®4

Once again, a small number of socially progressive Salafi ‘ulama differ on
the subject. These include al-*‘Awni, al-Kalbani,'®* al-Qusi, ¢ al-Mutayri,'®”
and al-Maghamsi.'®® Al-“Awni covered the subject at length in a published
piece. He questioned, as unsupported by evidence, the foundational assump-
tion of anti-music scholars that music reduces love for the Qur’an and instills
nifaq (hypocrisy) in the hearts of Muslims. He dismissed the proposition that
music is in any way comparable to illicit sexual relations, theft, murder, and
other serious crimes. The key point for al-‘Awni was that the possibility of a
particular practice being used as a tool for corruption was not enough to jus-
tify delegitimizing the practice if it were otherwise acceptable in Islam.! Al-
‘Awni then referred to the hadith quoted earlier as hadith mu‘allaq (a hanging
hadith).”° This means that the hadith is missing links in its historical chain
of narration. This in turn, according to al-‘Awni, undermined the authen-
ticity of the hadith and the rulings of those ‘ulama who use it to declare music
impermissible.!”! The Salafi ‘alim Badr Ibn “Ali al-‘Utaybi produced a video
denouncing al-‘Awni’s take on the subject. He argued that despite al-‘Awni’s
criticism of existing hadith on the subject as questionable, he had failed to
point to a hadith that permits music. He further argued that al-‘Awni’s ruling
was not founded upon religious tradition.!”?
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The Egyptian Salafi Usama al-Qusi has also declared music permissible and
confessed to having been moved by the 2015 song Ma Balash by the Egyptian
singer Muhammad Hamagqi’.!” The Kuwaiti Hakim al-Mutayri issued a fatwa
that stated: “It is permissible for songs to be played with musical instruments
for beneficial purposes”!’* He added that prohibitions arise only for songs
that propagate sin, corruption, or impious activities. His position is less pro-
gressive than those of al-‘Awni’ and al-Qusi because he acknowledged that
music is, generally speaking, undesirable even if not prohibited.!”®

Non-Muslim Celebrations

Another contentious social topic for Salafis is the acknowledgment of fes-
tivals and holidays of non-Muslim religions and the question of whether it
is acceptable to wish non-Muslims well on these occasions. Traditionally,
Salafi ‘ulama, despite the changing nature of social and political landscapes
of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Egypt, collectively forbid Muslims from con-
gratulating and celebrating with non-Muslims on their festivals. Ibn Baz was
asked to comment on the following observation put by the questioner: “It
is noticeable that some Muslims participate in the day of birth [of Jesus] or
Christmas as they would call it” Ibn Baz replied:

It is not permissible for Muslim men and women to engage with Christians,
Jews and other non-Muslims in celebrating their festivals. In fact, it is an
obligation to remove oneself from these celebrations. This is because [quot-
ing a hadith] “whoever emulates a group, he becomes one of them” and
the Prophet warned us against emulating them as well as embracing their
disposition. Therefore, it is imperative for every Muslim man and woman
to warn against such practices and to ensure that they do not assist in the
preparation of these celebrations with anything, because they violate Allah’s

laws. They are also celebrated by Allah’s enemies.!”®

Ibn Baz quoted a Quranic verse, “Ta‘awanu ‘ala al-birr wal-taqgwa wala
ta‘awanu ‘ala al-ithm wal-‘udwan [And help each other in righteous-
ness and piety, and help not one another in sin and transgression and re-
main fearing Allah. Undoubtedly, the torment of Allah is severe].”'”” He
then added: “Participating in non-Muslim celebrations is a form of assis-
tance founded upon sin and transgression.”'”® This view is reiterated by
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Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia, including Sa‘id Raslan,'”®
Muhammad Hassan,'® Muhammad Salih al-Munajjad,'®! Nabil al-
‘Awady,'®? Nasir al-‘Umar,'®? and Muhammad al-‘Arifi. Al-‘Arifi invoked a
Prophet’s tradition in which the Prophet encountered an individual wearing
clothes dyed with saffron; the Prophet was displeased and warned the man
that it was the clothing of infidels. Al-°Arifi was critical of Muslims who cel-
ebrated non-Muslim festivities, arguing that “they [non-Muslims] do not
concern themselves with celebrating ours”!#* He particularly singled out
Muslims who spent money on Christmas decorations, and television pro-
grams that contributed to the celebration.!> Salafi ‘ulama fairly consistently
accept that Muslims are required to be fair and just toward non-Muslims but
draw the line at congratulating and greeting non-Muslims on the occasion of
their religious celebrations.

Even some ‘ulama who adopt more progressive stances on issues such as
womens rights, male grooming, and music fall in line with the traditional
position on non-Muslim celebrations. Hakim al-Mutayri, when asked for a
ruling on the matter, expressed adherence to the Salafi norm, drawing from
Ibn Taymiyyah to conclude that it was unacceptable for Muslims to congrat-
ulate non-Muslims for their religious celebrations.!® Salih al-Maghamsi
has also declared that one cannot congratulate non-Muslims on these reli-
gious occasions, as Muslims should refrain from showing any support for
or acknowledgment of deviant practices. He criticized some ‘ulama for en-
couraging the practice without mentioning their names. It can be specu-
lated that al-Maghamsi was referring to non-Salafi Egyptian ‘ulama based
at al-Azhar. He not so cryptically mentioned that these ‘ulama hailed from a
prestigious religious institution recognized throughout the Muslim world.'¥’
Al-Azhar’s view is reflected in the grand mufti’s annual congratulatory mes-
sages to Egyptian Copts. The Egyptian Dar al-Ifta’ similarly issued a fatwa
stating that congratulating Christians for their religious celebrations was
permissible within the framework of Islamic law, founded upon the principle
of ihsan (kindness). The institution drew from three Qur’anic verses: Qulu
lil-nasi husna (Utter kindness to people), Inna Allaha ya’muru bil-‘adly wal-
ihsan (Indeed, Allah enjoins justice and kindness), and “Allah forbids you
not, with regard to those who fight you not for (your) Faith nor drive you
out of your homes, from dealing kindly and justly with them, for Allah loves
those who are just.188

Hatem al-‘Awni, an inveterate internal critic of the Salafi movement,
does question the Salafi ruling on the subject, arguing that there is no clear
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evidence in Islamic tradition suggesting that a Muslim cannot greet non-
Muslims on their religious celebrations. To him, greetings are cordial.
A greeting does not mean that Muslims approve of other religions.'®® The
number of “socially progressive” Salafis is small on most topics; on this issue
it is only al-‘Awni and Usama al-Qusi who, among prominent clerics, are
willing to push boundaries and challenge the established norms of the Salafi
tradition. Usama al-Qusi is even bolder, as he has consistently argued that
it would permissible for Egypt to be ruled by a Coptic Christian. Al-Qusi is
often invited to attend Coptic gatherings.

Ahmad Salim, an Egyptian Salafi ‘alim, appeared on Al-Naas in 2012 to
disparage al-Qusi. He alleged that the outlier was a Qutubist who became a
Salafi under the tutelage of Mugbil Ibn Hadi al-Wadi‘. He then supposedly
encountered Rabi® al-Madkhali and became a subscriber to radical quietism
before becoming fond of prominent al-Azhar ‘ulama, including Ahmad
al-Tantawi and ‘Ali Jumu‘ah. Salim concludes that al-Qusi is no longer a
Salafi.'®® He is an enigmatic figure: a self-proclaimed Salafi who abhors
Islamists (Muslim Brotherhood and haraki Salafis), is almost fanatically loyal
to the state, and takes progressive approaches to a number of controversial

social issues, contrary to other Salafi ‘ulama.'*!

Conclusion

Modernization from the mid-twentieth century posed a challenge to the doc-
trinal foundational of Salafism, a movement based on emulating the tradi-
tions of the Prophet and his companions and rejecting innovations. Salafism
had spread across the region, through the fostering of relations between Ibn
Saud and Rashid Rida and through Saudi Arabia’s patronage. The region’s
clerics cooperated, directly and indirectly, to promote a collective Salafi ap-
proach to issues perceived as socially significant.

The joint efforts of the Salafi ‘ulama in Egypt, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia ex-
tend to support for the now-rescinded Saudi driving ban for women (despite
it being a non-issue politically in Kuwait and Egypt), prohibiting Muslims
from celebrating non-Muslim festivals, and promoting the beard as oblig-
atory. It is evident that the overwhelming majority of Salafi ‘ulama adopt
these positions, based principally upon a desire to adopt an outward Salafi
identification for both men and women that is seen as authentically Islamic.
Despite these transnational ventures, the ‘ulama are governed by domestic
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circumstances and limitations. The Salafi party al-Nour was forced to field
female candidates as the price for electoral participation. Choosing partici-
pation over doctrinal purity, the Party’s reluctant concession set it apart from
the long-standing vehement opposition of Salafi ‘ulama to women in leader-
ship positions.

Despite the seemingly unified position of the Salafi ‘ulama on issues
discussed in this chapter, a small number of ‘ulama have challenged Salafi
orthodoxy. Hatem al-"Awni, Usama al-Qusi, Hakim al-Mutayri, Salman al-
‘Awdah, and ‘Adel al-Kalbani defy to varying extents the conventional rul-
ings of Salafi ‘ulama and are willing to question entrenched positions on
social issues. Divergences in views on social matters are not along quietist/
haraki lines. Although the Saudi quietist Hatem al-*Awni criticizes Islamist
politics in the region, his views on women in leadership positions are sim-
ilar to those of the avid Kuwaiti haraki, Hakim al-Mutayri. Nor has political
affiliation shielded socially progressive ‘ulama from being attacked by their
fellow quietists or harakis. Hatem al-‘Awni receives concerted scrutiny from
fellow quietists for his relatively liberal social views. Discussions over social
issues within the framework of Salafi creed and jurisprudence destabilize the
quietist/haraki dichotomy.
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