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Preface

The rise of political Islam has attracted great public, government, and academic attention in the West. It is fair to say that Islamism has been largely
viewed by many with dismay and fear due to its perceived anachronistic
and totalitarian nature. In an era of globalization, the blurring of politics
and religion seems antimodern and irrational. In 2012, Farhad Khosrokhavar, a prominent scholar of the Islamic world, observed confidently that
“the age of Islamism is over, not as an ideology or a credo among minority
groups, but as a motto that could convince the people of its feasibility.”1
Yet Islamism in its various forms has reached almost every Muslim community in the world and Islamist groups are still on the march.
The term political Islam in itself is contested by both academics and
Islamists. Some critics say that it is a redundant term because the distinction between political and nonpolitical domains of social life is not relevant
anymore; the modern state has significantly expanded its functions to
influence every aspect of organized life.2 For many Islamists, the term is
problematic because Islam is inherently political; thus din (religion) and
dawla (state) depend on each other. But such views tend to ignore the
diversity that exists within the Muslim faith. In particular, Sufism and its
mystical beliefs constitute an important part of Islam that is often despised
by those who favor the politicization of the faith.3 This is not to say that
Sufism is apolitical; actually, Sufi orders have been involved indirectly in
politics (e.g., the Gülen movement in Turkey). Sufism is rather nonpolitical
in the sense of avoiding political interpretations of Islamic concepts, rituals,
and practices.4
Therefore, it is essential to distinguish ontologically the religion from
its political expression. So what is political Islam and what is Islamism? The
two terms are often treated as synonymous. Nazih Ayobi defines political
Islam as “the doctrine and/or movement which contends that Islam possesses a theory of politics and the state.”5 Guilain Denoeux describes political Islam or Islamism as “a form of instrumentalization of Islam by
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individuals, groups and organizations that pursue political objectives.”6
Finally, Frederic Volpi argues that Islamism “refers to the political dynamics generated by the activities of those people who believe that Islam as a
body of faith has something crucial to say about how society should be
organized.”7
This book will maintain the use of the term political Islam to describe a
global social movement that seeks to mobilize Muslims into activities that have
political ramifications. It is a diverse and nonhierarchical collectivity of different actors who share some ideas and perceptions. Accordingly, Islamism
refers to the ideology and practices of parties, groups, and prominent individuals that claim that Islam must regulate every aspect of public and private life.
It is a fluid and unsystematic set of beliefs and practices that is open to
change and adaptation in accordance with local conditions. Due to its
broad character, “Islamism should not be linked exclusively with political
violence and militancy.”8
Political Islam has expanded on all continents, but its internationalization is politically and culturally localized.9 It is a movement of movements
that revolve around the interplay between the global and the local. The
interconnectivity of societies has contributed to the spread of Islamism but
at a great cost: different versions of this ideology have emerged based on
specificities.
In today’s world, however, it is necessary to move beyond the globallocal dichotomy because there is growing overlap between them. Paul
Lubeck has observed that “the new global infrastructure integrates the disparate members of the global umma by encouraging Muslims to communicate, study, travel to fulfill the diverse Muslim obligations.”10 The umma
now consists of Muslim communities that interpret political and social realities in their own distinct ways. In this context, Islamist parties and groups
have adopted universal political and social norms bypassing the nationstate. Political Islam is the embodiment of a synthesis between global ideas
and local applications. Indeed, it is a social movement that must be studied
from a new angle.

Political Islam’s Manifestations of Glocalization
Islam is projected to be the religion of one-third of the world’s population
by 2050, reaching parity with Christianity around 2070.11 The content of
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Islam is determined by the relationship between universality and particularity. It is a religion of 1.7 billion people worldwide and professes a single
message about submitting to God and worshipping him alone. Yet it is
practiced differently in many countries and communities. In fact, Islam is
divided both horizontally and vertically. The Sunni-Shia divide has raged
since the death of Prophet Muhammad in 632, generating dissimilar theological beliefs, rituals, and traditions. In addition, each of the two denominations contains schools of jurisprudence (madhahib) that offer different
methodologies of setting Islamic rules and regulations.12 Ethnic and cultural
elements have also significantly diversified the Muslim faith. It has been
suggested that one of the reasons why Islam has come to be a global religion
is its ability to become local.13 Many scholars have recorded how Islamic
tenets have been blended with native practices and customs. As a result,
there is an Ethiopian Islam, a Kazakh Islam, a Thai Islam, and so on.14 To
put it simply, Islam is as highly varied as any major religion.
Similarly, political expressions of the Muslim faith are vastly divergent
because they accommodate local circumstances. Islamist parties and groups
have utilized a variety of political methods to achieve their aims, ranging
from engaging in peaceful activism to participating in the electoral process
to using violence and coercion. Political Islam does not exist as a single and
homogeneous movement because it constantly incorporates new political
realities, different identities, and dynamic cultural influences. Although its
extraordinary dynamism is connected to the globalization processes, political Islam has become more fragmented in recent years.
This glocalization of political Islam and, subsequently, of Islamism has
accelerated during the post-9/11 era for a variety of reasons that I discuss
later. The term glocalization was put forward during the 1990s by Ronald
Robertson to describe the relationship between the global and the local. I
return to the history of the term in the Introduction. The book attempts to
link the concept of glocalization with the framing theory that derives from the
social movement paradigm. Islamists of different varieties have consciously
syncretized religion, culture, and politics by using certain schemata of interpretation. The book’s central claim is that there is a new political Islam consisting of activists, politicians, and militants who have acted as glocalizers by
transferring global ideas and norms to local Muslim communities. This categorization of Islamists is based on their preferred method of engagement with
Muslim communities. It does not necessarily describe the ideological content
of their action, which can be anything from reformism to fundamentalism.
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To begin with, Islamist activists have increasingly used human rights
language to question the socioeconomic and political status of Muslims
living in the West and elsewhere. More specifically, they have employed the
master frame of human rights to explain and criticize the marginalization
and targeting of fellow Muslims. Religious freedom and respect for Islam
are themes that have been at the core of Islamist activism. Simultaneously,
some of them advocate the establishment of an Islamic state as the ultimate
defender of Muslim rights. With the use of this master frame, they can gain
ethical legitimacy over their opponents and undertake a moral obligation
to help fellow Muslims.
For instance, Hizb ut-Tahrir, an international Islamist group with neocaliphate aspirations, has often used the language of human rights to criticize Western governments for their policies vis-à-vis Muslim communities.
In September 2013, the group accused Belgian authorities of violating the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Declaration of Principles
on Tolerance because they launched an antiradicalization initiative. It supported the view that “Muslims . . . are not entitled to the rights of thought
and expression to maintain their cultural identity and uniqueness, as well
as their difference in behavior and appearance as regarded obligatory for
them in their religion.”15 The use of this master frame could allow Hizb utTahrir to become more mainstream and acceptable to Muslims and nonMuslims alike.
While every situation is unique, the human rights master frame can
bridge and connect Muslims in different locales and communities because
concerns over rights and freedoms are a source of social stress and political
upheaval. Therefore, it has been observed that the need to respect individual rights and civil liberties has featured highly on Islamist agendas.16 The
instrumentalization of human rights by Islamist activists is a development
that indicates the exposure of political Islam to broader ideational frameworks. Islamist activists function as agents of glocalization since they seek
to apply a human rights framework to local contexts.
In addition, the universal idea of democracy can be found, perhaps
unexpectedly, in many Islamist discourses. It is true that the standard view
of many Islamists is that the parliament is not supposed to legislate like the
Sharia; this is a privilege left to God. Nevertheless, Islamist parties and
organizations have accepted elections as the only method of coming to
power in their countries. As a consequence, there are Islamists who have
embraced the master frame of democracy, which emphasizes political
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equality and majority rule, while offering to them important political
legitimacy.
In Egypt, for example, the overthrow of President Hosni Mubarak led
to the first democratic election in the history of the country. Despite its
long history of clandestine existence, the Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated
Freedom and Justice Party formed a government in 2012, supporting political reforms in Egypt. After the outbreak of protests against President
Mohamed Morsi, the Freedom and Justice Party declared its intention to
“safeguard ballot-box legitimacy, defend the principles of democratic process, and affirm that the people’s choice for president and MPs are red
lines.”17 Following the military coup of July 3, 2013, the Brotherhood stated
that “the restoration of the democratic process certainly means respecting
the will of the Egyptian people as expressed in all the elections which the
whole world affirmed were free and fair.”18 The arrested president of Egypt,
Mohamed Morsi, was even portrayed as “an icon for democracy.”19 Hence
one of the world’s most important Islamist organizations borrowed and
utilized the global idea of democracy during different phases of its engagement in Egyptian politics.
The political participation of Islamist parties has given rise to a new
form of Islamism, the Islamo-democracy, which employs Islam as a force
of democratization. It does not deny the importance of particular political
and cultural elements and traditions. In fact, it aims at combining communal realities with Islamic tenets and beliefs. Islamo-democracy is a new
trend that has changed the nature of political competition in some Muslimmajority countries.
Finally, Sunni and Shia militants have exploited the concept of justice
to deliver their belligerent messages locally. The justice master frame is a
powerful cognitive schema that resonates well with different Islamic tenets
and traditions. Islamist militants have tapped into certain moral and ethical
principles to utilize the virtue of justice for the purpose of mobilizing support. They tend to stress equality among Muslims, although they largely
follow sectarian policies. In this way, militants claim a responsibility to
protect Muslim communities in order to justify actions against their opponents.
For example, Hizb’allah has built its narratives around the idea of justice. The Lebanese group has defended the view that justice can only be
achieved by pursuing muqawama (resistance) against Israel and other
countries or movements.20 Moreover, General-Secretary Sayyed Hassan
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Nasrallah holds the view that “peace based on injustice and violation of
rights cannot be a true peace and will immediately collapse”; consequently,
peace and stability in Lebanon or any other place in the world is conditioned on achieving justice.21 The group has assumed a responsibility to
protect those who suffer from injustice; thus, on the thirteenth anniversary
of the Resistance and Liberation Day commemorating the Israeli withdrawal from South Lebanon, Nasrallah stated that “we in the Islamic resistance will continue to assume our responsibility. . . . I say to the people
that trust the Resistance and bet on it: your Resistance will stay with you
defending you!”22 In other words, the group has utilized the justice master
frame to achieve its goals inside and outside Lebanon.
The theme of justice can appeal to wide Muslim audiences because it
has a religious base. Islam proclaims justice to be a God-given virtue and
of supreme significance. Muslims must live under a just system. It is not a
coincidence that both Sunni and Shia groups have relentlessly pursued
justice-seeking and justice-making aspirations. In spite of their sectarian
differences, Islamist militants of all sorts have declared their intention to
restore justice against evildoers who persecute Muslim communities.
The book explores several case studies of individuals, groups, and parties that function as Islamist agents of glocalization. These cases represent
the new political Islam that is on the rise. Each one has its own significance
in size, popularity, or influence. European convert-activists have become
increasingly important as (often uninvited) interlocutors between authorities and Muslim communities; Hizb ut-Tahrir has led the way in international Islamist activism due to its ability to initiate actions in different
locations worldwide; Turkey’s Justice and Development Party, Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, and Tunisia’s al-Nahda are mass political parties and
organizations that have participated in the political system advocating the
convergence of Islamic and certain democratic values; nonviolent Salafi
groups, like al-Nour and the Reform Front in Egypt and Tunisia respectively, have entered the electoral process, breaking a long-standing taboo
against political participation; Hizb’allah and the Mahdi Army are the two
most powerful Shia militant groups in the Middle East; and finally, alNusra and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria have made international
media headlines for their violence and fanaticism.
Methodologically speaking, the book is largely based on a qualitative
analysis of discourses deriving from statements, speeches, and interviews,
as well as materials produced by Islamists. In addition, I obtained data from
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online videos and social media in order to understand the dynamics of the
new political Islam. Finally, the book draws on the existing literature on
social movements, globalization, and political Islam.

Structure of the Book
The Introduction describes the phenomenon of glocalization, which
includes constant interactions between the global and the local. Given the
multidimensional nature of globalization, I argue that the concept of glocalization is more suitable for describing the particularization of universal
ideas, discourses, and practices. The chapter describes the transformation
of political Islam into a global social movement with many local components. The glocalization of Islamism has been achieved by three types of
agents: the activists, the politicians, and the militants. With the help of
master frames, the new Islamists have transferred global ideas about human
rights, democracy, and justice to local audiences.
Part I comprises an introduction and Chapters 1 and 2. The part introduction briefly discusses the origins of human rights and explains the content of the human rights master frame. It also describes the growing
tendency of Islamist activists to utilize human rights discourses in order to
promote their political goals.
Chapter 1 analyzes the activism of European converts to Islam who
have attempted to promote Islamist agendas in their countries. It first
describes the experience of conversion for Europeans who have embraced
Islam. The chapter focuses on organizations run by converts and prominent
convert-activists that have propagated a hybrid Islamism. While these
Islamists have different backgrounds, orientations, and goals, they have all
utilized the master frame of human rights to gain support and transmit
their messages to their communities.
Chapter 2 examines Hizb ut-Tahrir, known for its international activism. The chapter first describes its ideology and strategy, then analyzes Hizb
ut-Tahrir’s activities in Western countries, South and Southeast Asia, the
former Soviet Union and China, and the greater Middle East. Due to its
global presence, the group has to take into account different political and
cultural settings. Finally, the chapter assesses how Hizb ut-Tahrir has functioned as an agent of glocalization by adopting the master frame of human
rights and adjusting it to local needs.
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Part II consists of an introduction and Chapters 3 and 4. The part introduction describes the evolution of democracy and the content of the
democracy master frame. Then it discusses briefly the relationship between
Islam and democracy from the viewpoint of Islamic thinkers.
Chapter 3 is dedicated to Islamist parties that have entered the democratic process and come to power through elections. They have espoused a
new version of Islamism that combines pluralism with Islamic values,
namely the Islamo-democracy. The chapter focuses on three parties that
represent this political trend: Turkey’s Justice and Development Party,
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, and Tunisia’s al-Nahda. While they have different origins and perspectives, these Islamist parties have recognized
democracy as the preferred political system. I argue that they have utilized
the master frame of democracy to mobilize support and gain legitimacy.
Chapter 4 analyzes electoral Salafism in Egypt and Tunisia. Newly established Salafi parties tend to have ultraconservative views on social issues,
but they have denounced the use of violence. They have chosen to campaign through the parliaments and within the constitutions. The al-Nour
party in Egypt and the Reform Front in Tunisia have advocated the implementation of Sharia by democratic means. The chapter first describes the
characteristics of electoral Salafism in North Africa, then explains how and
why Salafis have applied the democracy master frame to their local
environment.
Part III comprises an introduction and Chapters 5 and 6. The part
introduction focuses on the concept of justice as developed by religion and
philosophy. Also, it discusses the substance of the justice master frame and
the Islamist perspective on justice.
Chapter 5 examines Shia militancy in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. The
chapter concentrates on Hizb’allah and the Mahdi Army, which are the two
largest groups fighting against Sunni militants in the Middle East. It examines their history, evolvement, and strategy. Both have portrayed themselves
as defenders of Shia power. I argue that their understanding of justice
derives from Shia history and theology. Finally, the chapter analyzes how
the two groups have acted as agents of glocalization by adopting the master
frame of justice.
Chapter 6 analyzes the militancy of Sunni groups in Syria and Iraq.
It describes the origins and evolvement of al-Nusra and ISIS, which have
attempted to overthrown Shia-dominated regimes in the Middle East. Both
groups are part of the Jihadi-Salafi movement. The chapter examines their
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effort to establish a polity where justice will prevail; this can be achieved
only with the implementation of Sharia (as they interpret it). Sunni militants have functioned as glocalizers of Islamism because they have utilized
the master frame of justice to achieve their local goals.
The Conclusion briefly discusses the emerging relationship between the
West and the new Islamists. It offers some thoughts as well about a more
constructive approach to the rise of the new glocalized political Islam.

Note on Transliteration and Spelling
The book includes texts originally published in Arabic, French, German,
Greek, and Turkish. I have tried to limit the use of diacritics and adopt the
most common English spellings of Arabic names and terms. Non-English
words have been italicized on first use, apart from the most commonly used
terms such as Quran and Sharia. When Islamic terms are included in a
quotation, I have provided the translation in brackets. I have used Maulana
Muhammad Ali’s English translation of the Quran23 and Richard Netton’s
A Popular Dictionary of Islam.24
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Introduction

I went to the West and saw Islam, but no Muslims; I got
back to the East and saw Muslims, but not Islam.
Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905)

Political Islam has often been viewed as static and monolithic. However, it
has changed significantly since the time of Ayatollah Khomeini’s triumph
in Iran in the late 1970s and the mujahidin resistance in Afghanistan in the
1980s. Although political Islam first appeared in the greater Middle East, it
has now spread across the world.1 From Europe to Southeast Asia and from
Russia to sub-Saharan Africa, Islamist parties and groups are on the rise.
This is a new political Islam that is global in scope and increasingly local
in action. Some Islamists favor activism, some others participate in the
democratic process, and fewer even advocate violence. The diversity of
approaches derives from different realities and orientations. They all share
the ideology of Islamism that advocates a greater public role for Islam; yet
it is not a well-defined set of ideas but rather holds very different meaning
for different groups of people.
The wide geographical spread of political Islam has challenged conventional understandings of globalization, which often privilege the global over
the local. In a context of worldwide economic and social changes, local
manifestations of Islamism are becoming more prevalent and diverse. The
new political Islam is a complex and dynamic social movement that has a
dialectical relationship with globalization.

From Globalization to Glocalization
Despite more than twenty years of research, scholars still debate what globalization is.2 There are many definitions that emphasize the economic
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dimension of the phenomenon. Thus, globalization is defined as “greater
international mobility of investment, capital and production, accompanied
by a significant increase in international trade.”3 Moreover, globalization
can be understood as an economic form of transnationalism, namely the
connectivity across state borders that could include immigrants, social
movements, and capitalism.4 Although many analysts identify economic
globalization with late modernity, the world did experience another such
period between the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century.5
It was a time of massive immigration from the Old Continent to the New
World, the rapid development of the socialist movement, and the increased
flow of trade among developed economies. A second phase of globalization
started in the 1960s with growing commercial and financial transactions;
this phase intensified with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the liberalization of markets in the early 1990s. Nevertheless, some scholars have
disputed the existence of globalization, arguing that what really exists is
regionalization, namely the formation of trading blocs that compete against
each other.6
But globalization cannot be understood as an economic phenomenon
alone because it has affected in other ways the lives of millions of people
around the world.7 Anthony Giddens asserted that “globalization can be
defined as the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events
occurring many miles away and vice versa.”8 This sociopolitical globalization has been facilitated by increased international travel, more efficient
telecommunications, and the widespread use of English. It is not a neutral
process; Alex Inkele has argued that globalization “involves the movement
of national populations away from diverse indigenous cultural patterns
towards the adoption of attitudes, values and modes of daily behavior that
constitute the elements of a more or less common world culture.”9
If Inkele is right, then globalization can be perceived by many as a
process of homogenization of culture and practices that undermines their
own ontological security.10 Moreover, globalization possibly threatens
human security since there is evidence that it significantly increases fatalities from ethnic conflicts.11 But the conflictual nature of globalization cannot be taken for granted in the world of Islam. Actually, it seems that new
interactions and convergences between the global and the local have been
absorbed into the social and cultural fabric of Muslim communities,
thereby giving birth to a new political Islam.
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The concept of glocalization can best describe the global-local nexus of
political Islam. It originates from the Japanese word dochakuka, which
refers to the agricultural principle of adapting farming techniques to local
conditions.12 In the early 1990s, Japanese corporate executives started using
the word to describe the customization of a global product for a local market. For example, the McDonald’s Corporation has promoted products that
have a local flavor so that they become more attractive to certain markets.
Ronald Robertson introduced glocalization into the broader arena of social
sciences.13 The term was then adopted by sociologists and communication
scholars in order to explain how the process of globalization has been
embraced by local communities.14 In the words of Barry Wellman, “glocalization is a neologism meaning the combination of intense local and extensive global interaction.”15 Moreover, as Fruma Zachs wrote, “glocalization
refers to the ways in which social actors construct meanings and identities
within a sociological context of globalization.”16 According to Wayne
Gabardi, glocalization “represent[s] a shift from a more territorialized
learning process bound up with the nation-state society to one more fluid
and translocal.”17 But the concept of glocalization is not without its critics.
For instance, William Thornton argued that glocalization “amounts to an
inoculation against further resistance” since it “serves capitalist globalization by naturalizing it.”18
Nevertheless, glocalization will serve as a theoretical tool of analysis for
the new political Islam that has emerged in recent years. This book partly
draws on Ronald Robertson’s glocalization thesis, which emphasizes culture
and variation along the global-local axis. More specifically, Robertson examined the cultural experiences that have been produced by the interaction
between the global and the local. He criticized the widespread view that the
former is proactive, whereas the latter is reactive. Globalization is bringing
new opportunities along with threats. In effect, he argued that there are
attempts in contemporary life to combine homogeneity with heterogeneity
and universalism with particularism.19 The increasing interconnectedness of
people, places, and activities has created a world where localized geographical
space coexists with globalized virtual space. Furthermore, the late American
sociologist Charles Tilly argued that people respond to opportunities and
threats generated by globalization by employing bottom-up networks, namely
social movements, to create new relations with centers of powers.20
Against this background, political Islam has borrowed ideas and practices from the global marketplace and has attempted to implement them
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locally. Indeed, many Islamists now think globally and act locally. Robertson has pointed to the pivotal role of the nation-state in providing an
“official” interpretation of global ideas and practices, and then initiating a
process of importation and hybridization.21 It is true that the sovereign state
still commands significant authority and legitimacy. However, it does not
have exclusive control anymore over such processes. The rapid emergence
of nonstate and semistate actors has changed fundamentally the sociopolitical landscape, especially in the Muslim world where borders are usually
artificial and disputed. Therefore, it is more accurate to claim that different
actors are shaping, sometimes together and sometimes separately, the process of adoption and interpretation of ideas and practices that have traveled
across the world.

The Three Phases of Political Islam
From the late nineteenth century to the interwar period, a whole generation
of Islamic thinkers across the Muslim world discussed and considered the
relationship between din (religion) and dawla (state). Sayyid Jamal al-Din
al-Afghani (1838–1897), the father of Islamic modernism, condemned
Western imperialism, criticized the class of ulama (Islamic scholars), and
advocated pan-Islamic unity.22 One of his disciples was the grand mufti of
Egypt Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905), who initiated reforms in administration and education. The Egyptian scholar argued that “there is no religion without a state and no state without authority and no authority
without strength and no strength without wealth.”23 Rashid Rida (1865–
1935), a Syrian-born author and activist who lived and worked in Egypt,
built upon the ideas of al-Afghani and Abduh. In his famous book The
Caliphate, or the Supreme Imanate (1923), he advocated a reconceptualization of the institution of caliphate that would take into account the existence of modern states. He envisioned a caliph with religious and spiritual
authority who would preside over Muslim states and Muslim communities
under foreign rule in a kind of confederation.24 One year after the abolishment of the caliphate by Kemal Ataturk, the Egyptian religious judge Ali
Abd al-Raziq (1888–1966) asserted in his book Islam and the Principles of
Governance (1925) that there was no religious obligation to re-establish the
caliphate; in fact, Muslims could establish any form of government as long
as it serves their interests.25
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In this intellectual context, the ideology of Islamism came into being in
a Middle East dominated by colonial powers. It is widely accepted that
political Islam is a modern social movement that was born with the establishment of the Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun) in Britishcontrolled Egypt in 1928. Hasan al-Banna (1906–1949), the founder of the
Brotherhood, envisioned a grassroots organization that would Islamize the
Egyptian society that had been exposed to the forces of westernization.
Although foreign supporters established branches of the Brotherhood
in their home countries, the parent organization showed little interest in
international affairs. Despite al-Banna’s pan-Islamic rhetoric, the Ikhwan
remained largely an organization with national aims and ambitions.26 As a
result, the Egyptian authorities viewed the group with suspicion; President
Gamal Abdul Nasser attempted to crush the Muslim Brothers, while his
successor Anwar Sadat tried to marginalize them politically.27 However, the
1967 defeat in the Arab-Israeli war undermined pan-Arabism and paved
the way later for the reemergence of the Brotherhood in Egyptian politics.
The Brotherhood’s branches in neighboring countries performed differently, depending on their relationship with the ruling elites. The organization was systematically targeted by the Baathist regime in Syria, while it
formed a tactical alliance with Jordan’s Hashemite royal family against
nationalists and communists.28 Interestingly, the Muslim Brotherhood utilized different political methods in different situations: the mother organization used activism and violence, the Syrian branch participated in
parliamentary elections but then resorted to violence, and the Jordanian
branch engaged almost exclusively in activism. By the mid to late 1970s,
the Ikhwan and its satellites were one way or another under tight control;
therefore, Islamism had not made serious inroads in the region.
Two important developments on the periphery of the Arab world
resulted in the revival of Islamism in the late 1970s: the Iranian Revolution
and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. The overthrow of the shah of Iran
by a coalition of nationalists, leftists, and Islamists led to the creation of
the Islamic Republic of Iran in April 1979.29 Ayatollah Khomeini came to
dominate the postrevolutionary Iranian political scene, establishing the system of vilayat al-faqih (the guardianship of the jurist).30 The newly born
Islamic Republic was to be governed by a high-ranking Shia cleric who
must act as the supreme leader of the government. Despite its doctrine of
exporting the revolution, Iran remained inward looking and parochial. The
Khomeini regime’s nationalist tendencies, along with the eight-year war
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against neighboring Iraq, can possibly explain the chronic isolation of Iran
from the Arab world.
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 unleashed an
unprecedented wave of Islamist militancy. Arab fighters were recruited by
Islamist charities and organizations based in Pakistan and other Muslimmajority countries. Consequently, thousands of young volunteers poured
into the border areas between Afghanistan and Pakistan to join the mujahidin movement against the Red Army and its communist allies in Kabul.
The story of the Soviet-Afghan War and the Arab volunteers in Afghanistan
has been well documented; Osama bin Laden and his mentor, Abdullah
Azzam, became famous for their struggle against the Soviet Union.31 Yet
the military contribution of the Arab volunteers has been overestimated;
the mujahidin insurgency remained a localized ethnonationalist conflict.32
The decade of the 1980s witnessed also the spread of Islamism in the
Levant. In Lebanon, the Shia group Hizb’allah fought against the Israeli
Defense Forces, which had invaded the country in 1982 to chase Palestinian
guerrillas. While Hizb’allah adhered to Khomeni’s pan-Islamic ideology, its
main aim was to liberate the occupied Lebanese territories and establish an
Islamic republic in the country.33 The founding of Hamas in the Gaza Strip
in 1987, during the first Intifada, reconfirmed the localized nature of political Islam.34 The group started as an offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood in
the Occupied Territories. Hamas criticized the Palestinian Liberation Organization and other Palestinian groups for being too moderate in their
approach toward Israel; therefore, it became the first group to advocate the
establishment of an Islamic state in the historic Palestine.
The Muslim Brotherhood, the Iranian Islamists, the Afghan mujahidin,
Hizb’allah, and Hamas confined themselves within national boundaries.
The nation-state was the unit of identification in spite of their panIslamic discourse, which was more for domestic consumption or to
attract foreign support than anything else. Thus, Islam was utilized as a
mobilization structure by religious leaders to promote political aims in
a certain geographical area. They used different methods ranging from
engaging in activism to participating in the electoral process to using violence. In every case, the early political Islam was localist in its approach.
These Islamists largely aimed at liberating a country—from a dictator
or foreign rule—and then establishing an Islamic state. Thus, the first
generation can be described as Islamist nationalists.35
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The emergence of al-Qaeda in the late 1980s was a development that
changed the nature of political Islam. Al-Qaeda decided to target the socalled far enemy, namely the United States and other Western countries,
rather than fighting local adversaries. The main unit of identification for
the second generation of Islamists was the totality of believers, the umma.
Instead of confronting local opponents, al-Qaeda claimed that there was an
open-ended religious conflict between the umma and non-Muslims.36
Thus, it made frequent reference to conflicts in the Middle East, South Asia,
the North Caucasus, and the Balkans, portraying Muslims as the victims of
infidel discrimination and aggression. In reality, al-Qaeda constructed a
new transnational identity to promote its utopian vision of an Islamist takeover of the world. This new post-territorial identity aimed at creating a
Homus Islamicus who would live and die by the Quran and the Kalashnikov. This new man would have allegiance to the umma and not his country
of origin.
Osama bin Laden attempted to revolutionize political Islam, trying to
compel even his Afghan hosts, the Taliban, to adopt a globalized scale of
engagement.37 The rise of al-Qaeda coincided with the intensification of
globalization in the early 1990s. Indeed, the group embraced some of its
achievements (e.g., advanced communication technology, freer movement
of people) to grow stronger. Its strategy and approach was globalist, since it
perceived itself as a vanguard of chosen fighters who would defeat the
umma’s enemies and establish a global caliphate. Al-Qaeda reached its
zenith with the September 11, 2001, attacks in New York and Washington.
In addition to al-Qaeda, a handful of other Islamist groups adopted a
globalized scale of engagement. One of them was Hizb ut-Tahrir al Islami
(the Islamic Liberation Party—hereafter Hizb ut-Tahrir). Although it has
shared the vision of a global caliphate, the group has denounced the use of
violence as a legitimate means to gain power. Hizb ut-Tahrir has expanded
geographically, opening branches in many different countries.
In his book Globalized Islam, published in 2004, Olivier Roy asserted
that political Islam could be divided into two subgroups: Islamists and neofundamentalists. He argued that a schism has emerged between mainstream
Islamist groups like Hizb’allah and Hamas, which call for the establishment
of an Islamic state on the national Lebanese and Palestinian soil respectively, and neofundamentalist groups like al-Qaeda and Hizb ut-Tahrir that
seek to establish a caliphate, not embedded in any particular society or
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territory.38 This change of focus on the part of neofundamentalists is not
hard to understand. Madawi al-Rasheed has argued that “the unity of
the umma, its humiliation and its expected rejuvenation are portrayed as
transnational themes mobilizing Muslims regardless of their cultural background.”39
The question is what stands behind this new division. Roy noted that
“Islamic neofundamentalism is not a simple reaction against westernization
but a product and an agent of the complex forces of globalization.”40 Frederic Volpi observed that “although Islamism was from its very beginning an
aspiring global movement due to the universalistic character of Islam as a
religion, it is the process of compression of space and time characteristic
of the late twentieth century globalization that empowered contemporary
Islamism.”41 Furthermore, Peter Mandaville argued that “global sociocultural transformations are giving rise to new forms of transnational politics,”
in which the nation-state plays a decreasing role; political identities (including the Islamic one) are now defined by multiple political spaces.42 To sum
up, the rise of this globalized political Islam has been viewed as the consequence of worldwide changes. The argument goes that advances in information and communication technology, faster transportation of people, and
growing interactions between Muslim communities gave rise to a new Islamism. Therefore, the second generation can be described as Islamist globalists.
But how globalized is political Islam actually? It is true that certain
issues, like the Bosnian war of the 1990s, have functioned as unifying
themes for this diverse social movement.43 The outburst of anti-Islamic
propaganda has also occasionally brought together Islamists of varied orientations and backgrounds. Another indication of political Islam’s globalism is the emergence of transnational Islamist networks that usually include
Islamic charities, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), legal and clandestine groups, Muslim religious leaders and preachers, and individual
followers.44 Some of them have been involved in mobilizing Muslim volunteers to fight in the Kashmiri insurgency from 1989 onward,45 the Algerian
civil war from 1992 to 1998,46 and the Russian-Chechen wars during 1994–
1996 and 1999–2001.47
Yet globalization has not produced more homogeneity within political
Islam; if anything, Islamists are more divided and polarized than ever. The
current antagonism, for instance, between the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Salafis in Egypt,48 the Justice and Development Party or AKP and the
Gülen movement in Turkey,49 and al-Qaeda and the Islamic State of Iraq
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and Syria (ISIS)50 indicate the fragmentation of political Islam into localized
entities that struggle for political and ideological supremacy. Apart from
dealing with the political considerations of the moment, these Islamist parties and groups have attempted to position themselves physically, mentally,
and socially. French Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre identified three
dimensions of space: the perceived space (l’espace perçu) that has a physical
form; the conceived space (l’espace conçu) that is a mental construct where
ideological, political, and cultural conflicts take place; and the lived space
(l’espace vécu) inhabited and used by cultural producers (e.g., artists, intellectuals) who shape the other two dimensions.51 Islamists compete with
each other in all dimensions: they seek physical space to consolidate their
activities; they defend and promote their interests, ideas, and norms in the
mental space; and they define and maintain, with the help of religious leaders, interpretations of reality in social space.
The scale of space is another important aspect of the analysis about
political Islam because its ideology has a global assertion that can be applied
only locally. The global and the local are not only locations but also processes. Therefore, all Muslim spaces under conditions of globalization are
hybrids of integration and differentiation.52 This means that Muslim polities and entities absorb and interpret external influences and universal
norms for the purpose of adapting them to their own environment.
Despite all this, some authors have claimed that Islam is the antithesis
of globalization because it opposes modernity.53 Yet, as discussed earlier,
political Islam itself is a product of modernity since it grew as a movement
during the twentieth century. Indeed, the relationship between Islam and
modernity goes deeper and is more fundamental. Immanuel Kant was
probably the first to notice an affinity between modernity and cosmopolitanism.54 Islam has arguably shaped modernity through its inherent cosmopolitanism; the latter is demonstrated by the annual pilgrimage to Mecca
and other sacred places in Saudi Arabia, the transnational Sufi orders, and
missionary and educational activities that include international traveling
experiences.55 More specifically, thousands of people travel every year to
pursue Islamic higher education and many Muslim scholars visit foreign
countries to acquire knowledge. Indeed, the Muslim faith has encouraged
the believer to travel for religious purposes. The Islamic term rihla refers to
a journey that is made for the purpose of seeking the divine truth. The
umma is a world of constant interactions and communications. Therefore,
Islam in general and the social movement of political Islam in particular
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Islamic cosmopolitanism

Modernity

Globalization

Figure 1. The relationship between Islamic cosmopolitanism,
modernity, and globalization

can accommodate and join the globalization process, which is a period of
“high modernity.”56 The inductive relationship between Islamic cosmopolitanism, modernity, and globalization is represented in Figure 1.
Not surprisingly, the ideology of Islamism in its various forms has
entailed a global message about the establishment of a true Muslim society
in accordance with the will of God. However, its application has not been
an easy task given that Muslim constituencies have their own understanding of what a proper Islamic society ought to look like. Despite their global
reach, Islamists of all sorts have to adjust to different political and cultural
settings surrounding Muslim communities. In other words, the globality of
the umma is disputed by the specificity of its local components, which often
have territorial boundaries and ethnic identifications.
Therefore, it can be argued that between the first generation of Islamist
nationalists and the second generation of Islamist globalists stands now a
new generation of Islamists, who have blurred the lines between global
influences and local constraints. The Islamist activism on behalf of distant
others, the resurgence of a localist neocaliphatism, the rise of Islamodemocrats who blend Islamic values with democracy, the emergence of
electoral Salafis who seek a change from within the system, and the sectarianization of Islamist militancy have indicated the development of a new
political Islam that is characterized by high heterogeneity and adaptability. Due to its distinctive character, the new political Islam is the epitome
of glocalization. Its adherents are far less ambitious than their globalist
predecessors who did not achieve their grandiose aims. However, the new
Islamists are not against globalization per se; in fact, they have taken
advantage of global processes to achieve their local aims. Their version of
Islamism is usually exclusive and divisive in its approach. The totality of
Muslims is not anymore the unit of identification. Instead, they have
focused on Muslim communities within and beyond national borders.
Amitai Etzioni defines community as “first, a web of affect-laden relationships among a group of individuals, relationships that often crisscross and

Introduction

11

Table 1. The three phases of political Islam
Scale of
engagement

Unit of
identification

First generation
of Islamists

Localized

The nation-state

National
governments and
foreign powers

Second generation
of Islamists

Globalized

The global umma

The West

Third generation
of Islamists

Glocalized

The community

Western
governments,
secularists, other
Islamic
denominations

Main adversary

reinforce one another (as opposed to one-on-one or chain-like individual
relationships); and second, a measure of commitment to a set of shared
values, norms, and meanings, and a shared history and identity—in short,
a particular culture.”57
Therefore, the third generation can be described as Islamist communitarians. Their imagined community is composed of pious Muslims, whose loyalty
and identity is determined by their adherence to a particular version of
Islamic authenticity.58 The list of adversaries now includes Western governments, Arab regimes, secularists, and other denominations. It is an all-out
confrontation against those who are perceived deviant or hostile. It should
be noted that this new category includes groups that initially were classified
as Islamist nationalist (e.g., Hizb’allah) or Islamist globalist (Hizb ut-Tahrir).
The three phases of political Islam are outlined in Table 1.

The Forces of Glocalization
The emergence of the third generation is largely the result of important
international developments that have taken place in the last ten to fifteen
years. To begin with, the 9/11 events and the U.S. War on Terror not only
raised tensions with Muslims around the world but also resulted in the
strengthening of a pan-Islamic sense of solidarity. The U.S. president
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George W. Bush once stated that “this crusade, this war on terrorism is
going to take a while.”59 Whether it was intentional or unintentional, the
use of the word crusade evoked feelings of anger and frustration in the
Muslim world. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 proved in the eyes of many
Muslims the existence of a hidden agenda to confront and humiliate Islam.
In fact, Pew Research Center surveys have indicated that most Muslims in
the greater Middle East and South Asia clearly believe that the West has
followed an anti-Muslim strategy by invading Muslim-majority countries.60
Consequently, relations between the West and Muslims during the years
of George W. Bush’s presidency reached a nadir. More importantly, U.S.
interventionist policies unintentionally triggered a demand for pan-Islamic
unity. For example, a 2006 survey conducted by the University of Maryland
found that 74 percent of Pakistanis, 71 percent of Moroccans, and 67 percent of Egyptians supported the idea of establishing a global caliphate.61
That being said, the Muslim world is hardly united and monolithic.
Muslims do not share a single overriding identity. Every Muslim society
has its own history and problems that determine its path. Therefore, this
new pan-Islamism does not always mean statehood; it rather underscores
the need to formulate proper Islamic responses to transnational challenges
as an alternative to Western ones. In effect, the Muslim world tries to
address new challenges perceived as threatening and disruptive. Yet, realistically speaking, this can be achieved only if there is local awareness and
management of global issues. In an era of global ecological crises, for example, Islamists have been able to formulate policy responses for the preservation and protection of the environment. Therefore, Islamist groups like
Hizb’allah, the Muslim Brotherhood and Hizb ut-Tahrir have paid growing
attention to climate change, pollution, and water management.62 Since they
favor local solutions to global challenges, these communitarians represent
a new generation of Islamists.
Another important factor facilitating the glocalization of political Islam
has been the massive use of the Internet and the new media by millions of
Muslims in the Middle East and elsewhere. In this way, they have been able
to avoid state censorship and receive information about developments in
other parts of the world. As a result, local events like the attempted burning
of copies of Quran by a Protestant pastor in south Florida in July 2010 have
attracted the attention of millions and poisoned relations between Muslims
and Western governments.63 The speed of information delivery is so fast that
time and space have been relativized. In this smaller world, the differences
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between Muslims and non-Muslims appear larger. The interaction and
intermingling of Muslims and Westerners have reinforced each other’s identities and perceptions of the self and the other.64 The increased awareness of
differences can fuel antagonism or facilitate ideational transfers. Interestingly, these two outcomes sometimes happen at the same time: Islamists
criticize Western societies and embrace ideas that are cherished by the latter.
This contradiction reflects the duality of globalization, where homogenization and heterogenization co-occur and shape each other.
In addition, social media like Facebook and Twitter have provided new
opportunities for Islamists to propagate their messages and recruit members and sympathizers locally and globally. The use of social media has
reduced the distance between producer and consumer.65 For instance, ISIS
has been a pioneer organization in using Twitter to communicate with sympathizers around the world.66 The speed and flow of information have created a conceived space that is beyond the control of states. It is a new virtual
battleground where the umma and the individual could unite to fight
against the perceived adversaries. Simultaneously, different Islamists compete for the hearts and minds of the pious Muslims in the lived space. This
environment of virtual competition did not exist in the first few years after
2000; it is largely the result of the social media revolution since the middecade.67
Finally, there is a reverse trend from global to local that has strengthened ethnoreligious loyalties. During the mid-1990s, Benjamin Barber’s
Jihad vs. McWorld discussed the retribalization of societies as a reaction to
globalization.68 It can be argued that the rise of the new political Islam is
just one of the consequences of this development. Since globalization is
eroding state power and authority, people are becoming conscious of their
own long-suppressed particularities. Robert Kaplan has observed that
“loose and shadowy organisms such as Islamic terrorist organizations suggest why borders will mean increasingly little and sedimentary layers of
tribalistic identity and control will mean more.”69 Tariq Ramadan has
argued that “globalization contains the paradox that at the same time that
it causes the old traditional points of reference to disappear, it reawakens
passionate affirmations of identity that often verge on withdrawal and selfexclusion.”70 Indeed, the new Islamism has been instigated by the ongoing
fragmentation of Muslim identity under conditions of globalization. This
development has benefited those who favor confrontation over compromise because narrower identities tend to be exclusive.
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The Arab Spring revolutions in North Africa and the Middle East have
accelerated this trend toward sociopolitical localism. While Tunisia and
Egypt have remained territorially intact, Libya, Syria, and Iraq do not exist
anymore as unitary states. Instead, they have disintegrated into fiefdoms
and quasi-independent regions. The outbreak of civil wars and insurgencies, the use of proxy armies by external powers, and the emergence of ISIS
as a quasi-state possibly indicate the breakdown of the entire post-World
War I regional order. This process of disintegration is leading to the formation of new identities that are reinforced by conflicts over Islamic authenticity.
Under these conditions, new glocalized dynamics can be identified.
Many Muslims are now mobilized to demand equality, representation, and
justice in their communities. Islamists are obliged to address this neolocalism in order to survive politically and remain relevant. However, Islamists would look out of touch with reality if they do not engage with the
forces of globalization as well. For this reason, the new Islamists have
attempted to reach out to local constituencies by redefining global ideas
and practices. In effect, the new generation of Islamists has promoted the
particularization of Islamism. It is a cognitive process facilitated by the
construction and transmission of master frames that include widely accepted ideas and norms.

Conceptualizing the Glocalization of Political Islam
Since the early years of this century, a growing number of scholars have
applied social movement theory to explain the emergence of Islamist movements in the Arab and Muslim world.71 They have argued that it is possible
to analyze political Islam by using the same concepts that have been
employed in other cases. Mario Diani defined social movements as “networks of informal interactions between a plurality of individuals, groups
or associations, engaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of a
shared collective identity.”72 Social movement theory incorporates various
dimensions of collective action, including structural factors, mobilization
of resources, responses to political opportunities, and framing.73 Therefore,
it treats political Islam as a social movement that is not fundamentally
different from movements like the radical Left of the 1960s, the environmental movement of the 1970s, and the antinuclear movement of the
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1980s. Bringing some elements of social movement theory to bear on political Islam offers the potential to better explain its emergence and development. In fact, it is an alternative to explanations that present political Islam
as a monolithic and expansionist movement.
The globalization literature has also examined the question of political
Islam. Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations addressed the cultural
and religious reorganization of world politics in the era of globalization. He
predicted a perpetual conflict between the West and Islam.74 Peter Mandaville’s Islam and Politics focused on the complex interactions between globalization and Islam that “could lead many Muslims toward reactionary
forms of Islamism.”75 Abdulaziz Sachedina argued that “the declining sovereignty of Muslim states and their increasing inability to regulate economic and cultural exchanges are the two main issues that bring Muslims
together to challenge globalization.”76 Again, political Islam is understood
as incompatible with worldwide integration. Yet other scholars tend to view
Islam as more harmonious with globalization because Muslims and the
West have long been interconnected through international trade and other
economic activities.77
This book attempts to identify and explain the processes and factors
leading to different fusions of the global and the local within political Islam.
For this reason, it follows an integrated approach combining elements from
the globalization debate and the social movement literature that emphasizes
framing. In effect, it provides a theoretical understanding of the new Islamism that privileges ideas, identity, and culture.
The starting point is to understand how global transformation affects
local realities in the Muslim world. According to Robertson, glocalization
explains how the symbiosis between the global and local differs according
to particular cultural circumstances.78 George Ritzer defines glocalization as
“the interpenetration of the global and the local resulting in unique outcomes in different geographic areas.”79 In the era of globalization, Muslim
polities and communities are open to outside pressures and influences. It
follows that a social movement like political Islam cannot remain intact
under such conditions; Islamists have to take into account both global
developments and local perspectives. As a result, they follow different
approaches and methods depending on the political and social circumstances.
The goal of restoring the historic caliphate is indicative of political
Islam’s glocalization. Many Islamist parties and groups have shared the
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vision of a worldwide Muslim state, but without solving the problem of
method and territoriality. The Palestinian-led Hizb ut-Tahrir has made the
caliphate the centerpiece of its ideology but has not specified its future
location. It has tried to achieve this goal through international activism. In
contrast, the Pakistani group of Jamaat-e-Islami has argued that the caliphate can first be established in Pakistan. For this purpose, it has participated
in general and local elections. Finally, ISIS has declared the establishment
of a caliphate in Syria and Iraq, and has launched a military campaign to
expand its territory.
The glocalization of Islamism means that in reality there are many political Islams. In 2005, the International Crisis Group divided Sunni Islamism
into three groups: the political, consisting of parties like the Muslim Brotherhood and Turkey’s Justice and Development Party that aim at gaining
power at the national level; the missionary, which has two main components, the Tablighi movement and the Salafis; and the jihadi, which has
three subgroups: antiregime, irredentist, and global.80 Yet this typology is
outdated for three reasons: first, Salafi parties have participated in the electoral process although they have very different characteristics from those
included in the first group; second, there are political parties whose main
focus is global activism rather than gaining power at the national level
through elections (e.g., Hizb ut-Tahrir); and third, there is a new type of
jihadi groups that can be best described as sectarian (e.g., ISIS, Mahdi
Army). Hakan Yavuz provided a more comprehensive typology of political
Islam that includes both Sunni and Shia groups; he categorized them as
society oriented or state oriented and legitimate or illegitimate.81 However,
this typology follows a dichotomous logic that ignores the importance of
external dynamics and the complexities of political Islam that can be both
legitimate and illegitimate.
This book proposes a new (perhaps simpler) framework of analysis. I
argue that the new political Islam is represented by three agents of glocalization: the activists, the politicians, and the militants. These glocalizers initiate
the process of adoption and adaptation of global ideas, norms, and practices
across time and space.82 Therefore, the book offers a new categorization of
Islamists based on the nature of their involvement in public life. Although
some groups have had multiple engagements, their core mission has
remained essentially the same. For instance, both Hizb’allah and Hizb utTahrir have participated in parliamentary elections; yet the former remains a
militant group, while the latter is involved almost exclusively in activism.
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The Activists
Some analysts have used the term Islamic activism to describe the mobilization of Muslims around political and religious issues. Quintan Wiktorowicz
has described Islamic activism as “the mobilization of contention to support Muslim causes.”83 The International Crisis Group equals Islamic activism with “the active assertion and promotion of beliefs, prescriptions, laws,
or policies that are held to be Islamic in character.”84 Joshua Hendrick has
defined it as “the political and social mobilization of actors who deploy a
specifically Islamic discourse to express their aspirations for social change.”85
In this book, the term Islamist activism is used to describe any systematic
effort to mobilize human and other resources for the purpose of promoting an
Islam-based agenda by nonviolent means. It should be noted that the word
Islamist implies an ideologized process of coordination to achieve political
aims.
Islamist activism outside the Muslim world first appeared in the late
1980s, when the Salman Rushdie Affair erupted in Great Britain. Thousands of Muslims protested against the British author and burned copies of
his book The Satanic Verses. Since the 9/11 events, Islamist activism has
become more sophisticated; Muslim activists are better organized and more
mobile. They have taken a stance on many pan-Islamic issues (e.g., the
Prophet Muhammad cartoons controversy) and have made their presence
felt in many countries. They tend to rely on the Internet for the propagation
of their messages.
Interestingly, some of them are of convert origin. Being familiar with
the political culture and system of government of their own countries, they
feel confident in defending Islamist agendas. They have acted alone or on
behalf of Islamist groups. European convert-activists are not the only ones
who mobilize for Islam-related issues. Hizb ut-Tahrir has pioneered Islamist activism in Europe and internationally. The group has refused to use
violence as a tool of political change; instead, it has favored the widespread
dissemination of leaflets and party literature in universities, mosques, and
other public areas for the purpose of re-Islamizing the society. It has also
extensively used the Internet and the new media to propagate its radical,
by Western standards, messages.
However, the days when Islamist activism was manifested in violent
demonstrations and flag burning have long gone. The new generation of
Islamist activists is more likely to call attention to Islamophobia and human
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rights violations of Muslim citizens in the West and elsewhere. This change
of discourse has been the result of new global trends. According to Samuel
Moyn, human rights in their current form can be traced back to President
Jimmy Carter’s years in office when they were used as a foreign policy tool
against the Soviet Union and its allies.86 Since then, human rights have
preoccupied public discourses on ethnicity, religion and integration.
In this context, Islamist activism has increasingly adopted the political
language of human rights to make local claims and confront opponents.
For this purpose, a number of prominent individuals and groups have promoted Islamist agendas that focus on the collective rights of Muslim populations. Thus, they have constantly amended human rights discourses to
reach out to communities and propagate their messages in accordance with
their local needs.
The Politicians
Islamism has long been synonymous with extremism and antimodernity.
Francis Fukuyama wrote one month after the tragic events of 9/11 that
“there does seem to be something about Islam, or at least the fundamentalist versions of Islam that have been dominant in recent years, that makes
Muslim societies particularly resistant to modernity.”87 What Fukuyama
did not foresee was that one part of political Islam would eventually absorb
the so-called liberal idea, namely the combination of representative democracy and market economics.88 As a result, Islamist parties have joined the
democratic mainstream and have come to power through the ballot box.
They have participated in Islamist politics, which can be understood as
the pre-electoral, electoral, and postelectoral struggle and maneuvering for the
support of Muslim causes and the Islamization of society.
In Turkey, most Islamists have accepted the secular nature of the state.
Despite its inclination to authoritarianism, the Islamist-leaning AKP has
recognized the electoral process as the most important mechanism of modern democracy. Indeed, elections could provide crucial legitimacy to a party
like it that seeks to promote a new political agenda. The AKP has managed
to integrate the post-Cold War global democratic imperative into Turkish
Islamism. In this way, a new version of Islamism has come into being, the
Islamo-democracy that promotes Islam as a force of democratization and
progress. The Arab Spring revolutions of 2010–2011 reinforced the drive
toward Islamo-democracy. The largely peaceful demonstrations proved the
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unstoppable power of the people against autocratic regimes. With the help
of social media networks and the Internet, citizens were able to mobilize
and protest. Islamist groups failed initially to comprehend the new dynamics of democratization.89 Yet they quickly managed to grasp the momentum
and increase their popularity. Consequently, Islamist parties came to power
through elections.
The Islamo-democrats operate within the bounds of the constitution
and tend to avoid a winner-takes-all approach. In practice, this often means
that they are willing to raise only symbolic, but not politically important,
issues like the wearing of the hijab (headscarf). In this way, they could
appeal to large fractions of the population. They usually avoid controversial
issues (e.g., legalization of polygamy) and seek to build strong alliances with
other political forces that do not object to the growing religiosity of the
population (e.g., nationalists). They follow an agenda drafted on the basis
of compromise and consensus, even if not always wholeheartedly.
Furthermore, the electoral process has gained widespread recognition
as an expression of people’s desires even by those who have traditionally
denounced democracy as a man-made political system. Salafi parties have
been established in Egypt and Tunisia in order to participate in the postArab Spring political systems. In effect, some Salafis now see elections as a
way to advance their faith-based agenda aiming at the establishment of an
Islamic state ruled by Sharia. Despite having a globalist outlook, Salafis
have increasingly discussed local issues of concern such as the status of the
economy, education, and health.
The symbiotic relationship between democracy and new political Islam
should come as no surprise. Since the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s,
there has been a wave of democratization across the world. In the early
1990s, Olivier Roy observed the “failure of political Islam” to offer a viable
alternative to Western democracy.90 Yet there is a new generation of Islamist
leaders who work within the political system to achieve change. Thus, the
global trend of democratization has been fused with local Islamist agendas.

The Militants
The post-Cold War era has witnessed the outbreak of many Islamistinspired insurgencies. The problem is not new, but it has now become more
of an intra-Muslim affair. In recent years, Sunni and Shia militants have
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used excessive violence to overthrow or support sectarian regimes, while
annihilating hostile communities.
For the purpose of this study, Islamist militancy is defined as the aggressive and often violent pursuit of a cause associated with Islam in opposition to
other parties. Contemporary militants have become more focused on the
achievement of local objectives, rather than global ones that have proved to
be unattainable and unrealistic. After all, the ongoing franchising of alQaeda has demonstrated that all politics—even Islamist—is local, not
global. The localization of Islamist militancy means that control over territory is a necessary step to accomplish this mission. But the achievement of
statehood is rarely a peaceful process. The change of territorial or political
status quo is often resisted by fellow Muslims of different political orientation or sectarian affiliation. Islamist militancy is not only more localized
but also more factional.
On the one hand, Shia groups have taken up arms for the protection of
friendly regimes and the empowerment of Shia communities. After the U.S.
invasion of Iraq and the demolition of the Baathist state, Shia militant
groups like the Mahdi Army were formed to defend Shia rights against the
new Sunni opposition. In Lebanon, Hizb’allah has often claimed to be a
nonsectarian resistance group fighting for the independence and sovereignty of Lebanon. Yet the Shia group has now targeted its opponents in
Syria on the basis of religious affiliation.
On the other hand, Sunni extremists have engaged in a war against
Shia-dominated regimes in Syria and Iraq. They have accused Shia Muslims
of being heretics who have distorted the Muslim faith and have conspired
against Sunnis. The sectarianization of Islamist militancy means that there
is a new political goal: Sunni militants have carried out ethnic cleansing
against Shia populations, seeking to establish a Sunni-only state.
Militant Islamists have fought not only for power but also for recognition. This new form of Islamist militancy is linked to identity politics as
much as power politics. In spite of globalist tendencies, they have adhered
to a localist vision of an idealized communal life restricted to members
of a specific denomination. Thus, sectarian affiliation is becoming the
prime criterion for acceptance and participation in the society. This fragmentation of the Muslim identity is not, of course, a unique development.
In fact, the leadership of the Muslim world has historically been contested
by numerous religious-political groups claiming to represent true Islam.
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Interestingly, both Sunni and Shia militants have used discourses that
emphasize the need for justice because their community has been targeted
by evildoers. While Islam preaches about general justice applicable to all
humans, militant Islamists have focused more on reciprocal justice. This
form of justice can rationalize political violence against opponents and
excuse collateral damage killings. It is based on a dichotomous logic that
dictates certain responses to out-group members. It follows that, from a
sectarian viewpoint, this justice entails the recognition of identity based on
a notion of moral superiority.
Islamist Agents of Glocalization and Master Frames
The existence of glocalization alone does not explain the rise of the new
political Islam. The missing link is a process of social construction that
links the global with the local through cognitive schemata that are known
as frames.91 I argue throughout that the glocalization of political Islam
entails a framing process, defined as “the conscious strategic efforts by
groups of people to form shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective action.”92
Framing theory has explored how social movements construct and disseminate messages to gather support. It derives from new social movement
theory, which stresses culture as a key issue in understanding collective
action.93 According to Erving Goffman, a frame is an interpretive schema
through which information is encountered and processed.94 In effect, it
constitutes a form of discourse that draws on shared meanings.95
Social movements have used frames to communicate key messages to
the public in order to mobilize supporters. Therefore, there are three different categories of frames: diagnostic frames that focus on the problem, prognostic frames that offer a desirable solution, and motivational frames that
encourage potential participants to join a social movement.96 Islamists have
typically utilized Quranic concepts to construct powerful frames. For
instance, Sayyid Qutb’s interpretation of jahiliyya (i.e., the pre-Islamic
period) has served as a diagnostic frame, identifying the lack of Sharia as
the main problem in contemporary Muslim communities. The Ikhwan’s
famous slogan “Islam is the solution” (al-Islam huwa al-hal) represents a
prognostic frame that offers a solution to Muslims’ problems. Finally,
Islamist mobilization is framed as a religious duty in order to provide
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potential sympathizers with a powerful incentive; for example, Hizb utTahrir has claimed that its members constitute “an umma within the
umma,” a group of people that has a special mission in life that would be
rewarded in the afterlife.97
Successful frames often resonate with a master frame, which is a set of
meanings that enjoys even broader popular resonance.98 According to Pamela
Oliver and Hank Johnston, “movement participants draw upon master frames
to portray their perceived injustice in ways that fit the tenor of the times and
thus parallels other movements.”99 Therefore, master frames tend to be as
generic as possible; only then can they be used by many aggrieved groups.100
Johnston has argued that “master frames can be thought of as a general formula for solving problems related to the opposition movement: what collective actions are appropriate, who might be acceptable allies, what demands
can be voiced, which ones are better left unvoiced, and how to interpret the
responses of the regime.”101 Only a handful of master frames have been identified that are shared by multiple social movements, including the environmental justice frame,102 the hegemonic frame,103 the nationalism master frame,104
the anti-imperialism frame,105 and the anti-Americanism frame.106
David Snow and Robert Benford argued that master frames can be either
restricted (i.e., theme focused) or elaborated (i.e., broad and detailed).107
Social movements adopt those master frames that resonate with the culture
and situation of potential sympathizers. Master frames are usually transmitted
through the media, conversations, speeches, slogans, and visual representations (e.g., photos).108 Therefore, the concept of master frames places more
emphasis on strategies than on value orientations of social movements.109
I argue that glocalization is realized when a master frame is reappropriated into a local context and then experiences a transformation through
specific political and cultural circumstances. More specifically, Islamist glocalizers have utilized master frames to facilitate local adaption and adoption
of global ideas. Thus they hope to gain more legitimacy in an era when
time and space have been compressed by communication and other technological advancements. The new Islamists have largely utilized three master frames based on themes that have significant appeal to Muslims.
The master frame of human rights was first used by African American
activists in the United States in the early postwar period.110 It was also
endorsed by Third World movements for national independence in the
1960s and 1970s. Social and sexual minorities adopted it during the 1990s
and the first decade of this century. Islamist activists in Europe and
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elsewhere have increasingly depended on this master frame to justify
actions and promote aims. They have portrayed Muslims as victims of discrimination and racism who deserve demonstrations of solidarity. It is not
a coincidence that there is an evolving debate within Islamist circles regarding the essence of human rights in Islam; indeed, there have been attempts
to provide a codification of these rights (e.g., the Cairo Declaration of
Human Rights in Islam).
The master frame of democracy has been utilized by many groups and
parties around the world. According to Thomas Olesen, the dominance of
the democracy master frame is connected to the end of the Cold War.111 In
particular, the anticommunist revolutions of 1989 in east Europe appropriated the democracy master frame.112 Islamo-democrats like the AKP, the
Muslim Brotherhood, and al-Nahda have capitalized on the popularity of
this master frame to achieve legitimacy against their domestic opponents. It
is a powerful means of overcoming concerns about their political agendas.
The master frame of justice has been particularly popular among insurgent and terrorist groups; indeed, its application is almost a necessary part
of a successful violent mobilization. For instance, the Irish Republican
Army employed this master frame to gain support from a disillusioned
community.113 Within the Islamic context, the master frame can evoke sympathy and stir feelings of anger and revenge since it often draws on historical narratives and Muslim traditions. As ironic as it may seem, both Sunni
and Shia militant groups have used this master frame to justify their campaigns of terror against their opponents. Hence Shia militants in Syria fight
to achieve justice for the suffering of their ancestors against Sunni militants,
who believe in the just cause of saving Islam from the heretics.
The master frames that have been adopted by Islamist glocalizers are
represented in Figure 2. Although the three master frames and their components can sometimes overlap with each other, they draw from distinct
global ideas and originate from different traditions of normative thought.
Thus, it is necessary to examine how various Islamists have utilized them
to mobilize supporters and remain relevant.

Conclusion
Globalization is a modern phenomenon that elicits the transformation of
space and time under conditions of multidimensional interdependence. It
includes constant interactions between the global and the local. Therefore,
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globalization is simultaneously a top-down and bottom-up process of
ideational and cultural change. Given the multifaceted nature of globalization, one can argue that the concept of glocalization is more suitable for
describing the particularization of universal ideas, discourses and practices.
Political Islam can be understood as a global social movement with
many local components. It has gone through three different phases: the
Islamist nationalism of early adherents who focused on the nation-state,
the Islamist globalism of the second generation that addressed the universality of the umma and the Islamist communitarianism that acknowledges
local diversity while maintaining a global awareness. The glocalization of
political Islam has been achieved by three types of agents: the activists,
the politicians, and the militants. These glocalizers have their own preferred
political method and understanding of Islamism. Consequently, they seek
to apply different versions of Islamism that in reality constitute fusions of
global ideas and local politics and culture.
This glocal convergence has been possible due to the use of framing.
The master frames of human rights, democracy, and justice have been utilized by the new Islamists to gain legitimacy and mobilize support among
diverse Muslim constituencies. They can elicit emotions and convey messages for the purpose of community empowerment and recognition. The
new political Islam is a global movement of synthesis and antithesis that
constantly adopts and adapts to processes and ideas locally.

PART I
Islamist Activism and the Master Frame
of Human Rights

M

odern human rights emanated from the Age of Enlightenment.
The English Bill of Rights (1689), the U.S. Declaration of Independence (1776), and the French Declaration of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen (1789) included provisions for the protection of
human rights. The cause of human rights was advanced further after the
first half of the twentieth century because the two world wars resulted in
massive casualties. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948, is generally considered to be the founding document of the international human rights
regime. It was designed to have the maximum recognition and acceptance.
Therefore, the document understandably did not have any religious connotations and references.
Despite the signing of the UDHR, the international community did not
immediately prioritize the protection and advancement of human rights.
The decolonization of Africa and Asia began in the early postwar years. As
a result, gross violations of human rights by the colonial powers took place
in Algeria, Vietnam, Cyprus and elsewhere. Moreover, the Cold War
between the West and the East sidelined concerns about the protection of
human rights. In 1973, however, the U.S. Congress declared the promotion
of human rights as a principal goal of U.S. foreign policy, while stating its
intention to impose sanctions on those countries that violate them systematically.1 At the same time, NGOs with a human-rights agenda gained more
recognition. In 1977, for instance, the New York-based Amnesty International was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for its work in the field.2
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The Muslim world was not absent from this process. Despite its general
character, the UDHR was not well received by all Muslim-majority countries. Saudi Arabia abstained from the vote in the General Assembly claiming that the Declaration reflected Western culture.3 Moreover, Riyadh
objected to Article 18 (which states that everyone has the right to change
religion) because Sharia considers conversion to another faith as apostasy
punishable by death.4 Saudi skepticism regarding the compatibility of the
UDHR with Islam was not an isolated attitude. During the thirty-sixth session of the UN General Assembly in 1981, the Iranian ambassador stated
that the UDHR was based on an interpretation of the Judeo-Christian tradition; Iran could not implement it since it had already adopted Sharia as
the law of the land.5
But Islam has its own history with human rights. Risalat al-Huquq
(Treatise of Rights) was probably the first document outlining basic human
rights. It was written by Zayn al-Abidin (659–713), son of Imam Hussein
and great-grandson of Prophet Muhammad. Risalat al-Huquq consists of
different sections which include the rights of subjects (e.g., wife, slave),
relatives (e.g., parents, child), and others (e.g., those under protection of
Islam).6 In the modern era, two declarations confirmed Islam’s close relationship with human rights: the Universal Islamic Declaration of Human
Rights and the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam. The former
was issued by the Islamic Council, a nongovernmental organization in
1981, whereas the latter was adopted by member states of the Organization
of the Islamic Conference in 1990. While they share many elements, they
give emphasis to different areas: the Universal Islamic Declaration focuses
on political freedoms and the Cairo Declaration expresses security concerns.7 Nevertheless, the Pakistani scholar Muhammad Khalid Masud has
argued that Western scholars “dislike the use of religious language by Muslims because they believe that human rights are secular.”8
Individual Muslim states have also attempted to provide an Islamic perspective on the issue, if only to shield themselves from international criticism of their human rights record. In 2007, for instance, the Egyptian
Ministry of Education published a textbook for elementary students who
take Islamic religious classes; it claimed that the Quran was “the first international document in all history proclaiming human rights, more than
fourteen centuries ago.”9 These rights, sanctioned by the Quran, include the
freedom of opinion and the right to conduct business and own property.10
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The relationship between Islam and human rights is a topic of paramount importance for the image of the faith. The Iranian philosopher
Abdolkarim Soroush has observed that Islamic thinkers, for many years,
almost ignored the debate about human rights because “the language of
religion and religious law is the language of duties, not rights. . . . They
concentrate more on what God expects from them than what they themselves desire; they look among their duties to find their rights, not vice
versa.”11 However, this is not entirely true. Abu A’la Maududi, one of the
most influential Muslim political philosophers in the twentieth century,
provided a perspective on human rights based on the Quran and the Sunnah. In his opinion, “since in Islam human rights have been conferred by
God, no legislative assembly in the world, or any government on earth has
the right or authority to make any amendment or change in the rights
conferred by God.”12 His list of Islamic human rights incorporated not only
the widely accepted rights to life, freedom, and equality but also the right
to protest against tyranny, the protection of honor, and the right to avoid
sin.13
The Saudi Islamic scholar Abd Wahhab Abd Aziz al-Shishani has
offered a more conservative approach, claiming that there are two categories of rights: those for God and those for humans.14 The rights of God
contain acts of worship and rituals and the provisions of Sharia for the
protection of life, property, reason, and family. Consequently, al-Shishani
asserted that these rights cannot be abolished or amended. The rights of
humans include freedom to worship, freedom of belief, and equality. Yet
these human rights are not absolute, but are subject to certain restrictions.
For example, freedom of belief cannot extend to allowing Muslims to
change their religion.15
Finally, the Turkish Sufi leader Fethullah Gülen, who has been living in
self-exile in the United States, has argued that Islam recognizes certain
human rights like freedom of expression, the right to marry and have children, and the right to own property.16 In this way, the Turkish thinker has
tried to bridge the gap between the Western liberal tradition and the
Quranic interpretation of human rights. Gülen’s choice of rights is carefully
made to ensure a convergence of understandings about them. Hence he
could demonstrate that Islam is not antithetical to the Enlightenment’s
emphasis on reason and progress.

* * *
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The end of the Cold War and the fall of communism in the late 1980s were
a catalyst for the revival of the debate over human rights. The post-Cold
War era has been characterized by freer movement of people, advancements
in communication technology, increased capital flows and, more importantly, the increased transmission of ideas and knowledge. Justin Gest
argued that globalization has enabled minority groups to express and follow
their individual preferences in the face of dissenting majorities, but it is the
global human rights regime that has made it possible.17 Besides, Yasemin
Soysal pointed out that individuals do not draw their rights from citizenship alone; their rights are now defined at the transnational level as “human
rights.”18 Consequently, the master frame of human rights has come to
dominate public and intellectual debates about the status of ethnic and
religious minorities, gender relations, and the treatment of immigrants.
Due to its wide acceptance, the master frame is subject to constant modification. Indeed, the master frame of human rights is so broad that it is
possible for many different social actors to use it for their purposes. In Latin
America, many movements “interpreted and framed their grievances through
the master frame of human rights that provided them with language and
concepts that resonated with the lived experiences of their members.”19 In
South Korea, feminists have used the frame to eradicate violence against
women.20 Also, it has been utilized by activists to promote the rights of LGBT
persons in Europe, the United States, and elsewhere.21 Most recently, proKremlin separatists in eastern Ukraine have utilized the master frame to gain
support among the local population and make counterclaims about Russian
expansionism.22 In spite of its noble aim, the logic of this master frame is
clearly dichotomous and builds oppositions, such as good versus evil, modern
versus medieval, dignity versus depravity, civilization versus barbarity. As a
result, it can easily provoke emotion and incite inspiration. It is a powerful
ideational tool to address a target audience and mobilize support.
This master frame consists of three main components. First, there is a
generic framework of rights and freedoms that is theoretically applicable
everywhere, irrespective of country or government. This framework
includes the first generation of civil and political rights and the second
generation of social, economic and cultural ones.23 In other words, this
component includes both negative and positive rights. The former negatively protect the individual from abuses because it calls for inaction;
for example, the state cannot revoke the right to life, liberty and security,
freedom of religion, and freedom of speech. The latter positively protect the
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individual because they require the state to intervene in their support; for
example, the right to food, health and housing, the right to education, and
the right to benefits of science and culture. The wide range of rights
included in this component means that the master frame of human rights
has a tremendous flexibility and adaptability in its functioning.
Second, it contains and gives ethical legitimacy to those who pursue an
agenda that privileges the protection of human dignity and autonomy. This
legitimacy derives from religious teachings, as well as the reasoning of the
Enlightenment. Both religious and secular scholars have emphasized the
sanctity of human rights. The boundaries of ethical legitimacy are not well
defined, but must resonate with the moral reasonableness of a community.
Under certain conditions, this component could increase the chances of a
successful mobilization. For example, Martin Luther King Jr. was aware of
the importance of ethical legitimacy for his effort to mobilize the African
American community.24 In March 1981, Irish Republican prisoner Bobby
Sands went on hunger strike to protest against the British government’s
decision to abolish the special category status for members of paramilitary
groups in Northern Ireland; his struggle for political prisoners’ rights, followed by his death, lent unprecedented ethical legitimacy to the Irish
republican cause.25
Third, it claims a moral obligation to help human beings when they
suffer and need support. This component draws from a long tradition of
humanitarianism that all major religions and cultures share. For instance,
the Quran states that Muslims have the religious duty to protect each other’s rights because “we have created you from a male and female, and made
you into peoples and tribes, so that you might come to know each other”
(49:13). Here the obligation to help human beings is a moral rather than
legal request. It implies a sense of shared destiny, at least among members
of the same community. Thus, it can justify interventionist action at various
levels; for instance, activists would feel obliged to take direct action to prevent or stop violations of human rights. The promotion of a moral obligation to help fellow human beings is probably still the most efficient way of
mobilizing individuals into action. The master frame of human rights is
described in Figure 3.
Not surprisingly, many activists have used human rights to defend and
promote Islamist agendas. They have presented their demands as a matter
of protecting fundamental rights and freedoms. This communicative strategy can provide them with an ethical legitimacy over their adversaries while
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justifying a moral obligation to act unilaterally. In this way, these activists
operate as agents of glocalization because they seek to apply the master
frame of human rights to local environments.
Within the European context, the European Court of Human Rights
has tried several high-profile cases of Muslims whose human rights were
allegedly violated. In the famous Dahlab v. Switzerland case (2001), the
court examined the ban of the Islamic headscarf (hijab). The Swiss convert
Lucia Dahlab was a primary school teacher who was fired from her job
because she wore a headscarf. She subsequently decided to appeal to the
European Court. The court considered “the impact that a powerful external
symbol such as the wearing of a headscarf may have on the freedom of
conscience and religion of very young children.”26 Therefore, it came to the
conclusion that it is “difficult to reconcile the wearing of an Islamic headscarf with the message of tolerance, respect for others and, above all, equality and non-discrimination.” The European Court confirmed its prosecular approach in the cases of Sahin v. Turkey (2004) and Dogru v. France
(2008). Despite these rulings, Islamist activists have managed to stir a
debate about tolerance, secularism, and the treatment of Muslims in Western societies.
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In recent years, there have also been a growing number of European
Muslims who have appealed to the justice system of their own country to
defend their rights. In 2006, for example, the United Kingdom’s House of
Lords ruled in the R (Begum) v. Governors of Denbigh High School case that
a person’s right to manifest a religious belief, namely wearing a headscarf,
could be interfered with under certain circumstances.27 In September 2013,
a German federal court ruled against the exemption of a Muslim girl from
mixed-gender swimming classes in a high school in Frankfurt; instead, it
recognized the right to wear the Islamic bathing suit (burqini).28 These cases
were taken to the court by individual Muslims who did not necessarily
adhere to an Islamist agenda; yet their cases quickly gained publicity
because of the politicized issues involved.
Against this background, various initiatives have been taken to address
Islamophobia and mistreatment of Muslims. The Measuring Anti-Muslim
Attacks project was launched by British Muslims, human rights activists
and concerned citizens in 2012. It aims at the documentation of antiMuslim incidents across the United Kingdom. It has received funding from
a variety of sources, including the British government. Although the project
has focused exclusively on reporting incidents, its very existence points to
a wider trend of utilizing human rights to address issues relating to the
Muslim faith. In neighboring France, the Association for the Defense of
Human Rights—Collective Against Islamophobia (Association de défense
des droits de l’Homme—Le Collectif contre l’Islamophobie en France) was
established in 2003 to protect Muslims from bigotry and Islamophobia.
Yet the organization has been accused of promoting Muslim visibility and
exploiting human rights for its own interests.29
The debate over human rights is a double-edged sword for Islamist
activists. Kate Zebiri has argued that the “dominance of human rights discourse offers hope to dispossessed Muslims but can also give rise to the
construction of Islam as politically repressive and intolerant, as well as
oppressive of women and minorities.”30 Indeed, there is growing criticism
of Muslim countries for the treatment of the female population. For
instance, many Western NGOs have criticized the Saudi regime for its ban
on female driving.31 Also, Western organizations and media have expressed
concern about the discrimination faced by religious minorities (e.g.,
Ahmadiyya and Bahá’ı́s) and the persecution of LGBT people in the Muslim world.32 In fact, the protection of human rights in Muslim-majority

32

Islamist Activism and Human Rights

countries is a constant source of friction between the West and the Muslim
world.
However, Islamist groups have increasingly used this master frame to
achieve political aims at a time when the language of human rights has
dominated public discourses especially in liberal democracies. Islamist
activists have adopted a pro-human-rights approach seeking to reveal what
they see as the West’s hypocrisy and double standards, while gaining more
legitimacy and support for their actions. In effect, they have learned from
the experiences of Western activists who have benefited politically by framing their struggle in terms of human rights. The European convert-activists
and Hizb ut-Tahrir are two examples of glocalizers who have utilized the
master frame of human rights to promote Islamist agendas.

Chapter 1

The Activism of European Converts

What if Islamophobia continues to increase? What if I am
threatened with death as in the deportation of the Jews?
What should I do if I am deported because of the niqab?
Nora Illi, June 25, 2011

Islam has grown demographically in most European countries due to the
influx of immigrants and refugees from Muslim-majority countries. Additionally, thousands of Europeans, who belong to majority ethnicities, have
converted to the Muslim faith. In total, there are probably around 200,000–
350,000 converts, making up 1.5 to 2.5 percent of the European Union’s
Muslim population.1 Most of them grew up in modern and secular societies
so naturally they adjust Islam to match their needs. Despite public perception to the contrary, they usually consider religion a private matter.2 Indeed,
many European converts follow Sufism, which tends to be more inclusive
and spiritual than other forms of Islam.3 Therefore, they usually balance
Islamic beliefs with a modern lifestyle. Moreover, many of them have developed hybrid identities that combine local cultural elements with their new
faith.4
However, there are growing signs of politicization among European
converts since the 9/11 events. Several prominent Islamist activists in Germany, Greece, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and even Russia
are native Europeans. These converts have taken a public stance on many
issues that have agitated Europe’s Muslim communities like the Prophet
Muhammad cartoons controversy during 2005 and 2006. In fact, a new
class of activists of convert origin has come into existence in some European countries. Their activism is Islamist-oriented in nature because it has
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a political rationale and political implications. For example, the demand
for the banning of certain cartoons violates the freedom of expression that
lies at the heart of modern Western democracy; therefore, it implies a conscious rejection of liberal values in the name of religious supremacy. Likewise, requests for gender segregation in public places (e.g., universities)
relate to fundamental rights and freedoms. Convert-activists think and act
politically.
The subject of religious conversion has been discussed by many scholars
since the 1960s.5 John Lofland and Rodney Stark defined conversion as a
process by which “a person gives up one perspective or ordered view of the
world for another.”6 For the purpose of this analysis, a convert is one who
has changed membership from one religious group to become Muslim.
While there are no reliable statistics on previous religious affiliation, it
seems that most Europeans were Christians before converting to Islam.
There is an extensive literature on European converts, including those
who have been involved in jihadi activities.7 But these analyses have not
considered the role of European converts as activists who pursue Islambased agendas in their respective countries. Interestingly, these convertactivists have increasingly used the language of human rights and antiIslamophobia to reach out to their own communities and beyond. In effect,
they have acted as glocalizers of Islamism by applying the global idea of
human rights to local environments.
This chapter first describes Islamic conversion in Europe, focusing on
three different waves. Although each individual may have his or her reasons
to embrace Islam, it is still possible to identify general trends. It will then
examine organizations run by converts and prominent convert-activists
that have been increasingly visible in their efforts to promote and defend
Islamist causes. While activists have different backgrounds, orientations
and goals, they have all utilized the master frame of human rights. More
specifically, they have used its three main components—generic framework
of rights and liberties, ethical legitimacy and moral responsibility—to
mobilize support and gain influence in European societies. Thus, they have
developed and adhere to a glocalized version of Islamism.

The History of Islamic Conversions in Europe
The conversion of native Europeans to Islam is hardly a new development.
The first wave of conversions occurred in England in the late nineteenth
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century. Following a journey to Morocco in 1887, William Quilliam, a wellknown lawyer from Liverpool, converted to Islam and upon his return to
England he became a preacher.8 Quilliam established the Liverpool Mosque
and the Muslim Institute and he soon attracted a number of converts. He
criticized British involvement in Sudan, urging Muslim soldiers from British India to refrain from attacking Sudanese Muslims. Finally, Quilliam left
Great Britain and was reported to have gone to the Ottoman Empire in
1908.9 This first generation of converts was usually middle- or upper-class
citizens who turned to Islam as an alternative to Christianity. The Muslim
faith represented for them, at the time of the British Empire, an exotic
other.
The second wave of conversions took place in west European countries
from the late 1960s till the late 1980s and was the result of two important
developments: post-World War II Muslim immigration and the rise of protest movements. The first generation of Muslim immigrants remained
rather isolated from the rest of society. Consequently, mixed marriages with
native Europeans were not common during the 1950s and most of the
1960s. However, the second and third generations of Europe’s Muslims
have increasingly married outside their religious group. In France, for
instance, the intermarriage rate has been very high: half of Muslim men
marry non-Muslim women and one-fourth of Muslim women marry nonMuslim men.10 Although circumstances differ from country to country,
many non-Muslim partners typically convert to Islam to get their in-laws’
approval; for example, many British women changed their religion in order
to marry a Muslim man.11
Additionally, individuals involved in hippie and other counterculture
movements embraced Sufism as a spiritual alternative because it calls for
self-exploration. Thus, Sufi Islam can be appealing to those who rejected
the Christian faith for being too materialistic. The growing secularization
of European societies has also contributed to the development of a new
religious market composed of disenfranchised individuals who have been
looking for guidance and salvation.12
Following the collapse of communism in the late 1980s, there has been
a third wave of conversions. In the post-Cold War era, Islam has come to
be seen as a religion of rebels. Olivier Roy has drawn attention to “protest
conversion,” which can be divided into four categories: the politicized
rebels who admire the anti-imperialistic rhetoric of political Islam, the religious nomads who convert to Islam after experimenting with other faiths,
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individuals with a criminal record who find refuge in Islam, and members
of minority groups (e.g., blacks and people of mixed race) who are attracted
to Islam because of its cross-racial appeal.13 Interestingly, some famous converts are former Marxists including prominent French philosopher Roger
Garaudy and the imprisoned terrorist Carlos the Jackal. This should not
come as a surprise. Islam and Marxism prioritize group goals over individual interests and claim to be universal.
Moreover, a growing number of conversions are connected to the realities of modern urban life in some western European countries. Many young
people have embraced Islam to improve their chances of social acceptance
in predominantly Muslim neighborhoods. According to Gilles Kepel, “in
poor districts [of Paris and other major French cities], it has become a
reverse integration.”14 In reality, disillusioned youngsters have felt peer
pressure to convert to a religion that would open new social opportunities
for them. In the French context, this new religious affiliation is an inseparable part of the youth subculture that includes Muslim hip-hop music, antiestablishment comedy, the “quenelle” gesture created by comedian and
activist Dieudonnè (known for his anti-Semitic views), and graffiti art.15
Besides these general trends, there are individual reasons for each person to convert to Islam. It is common for many new Muslims to mention
an event that changed their lives forever and eventually led to their conversion. For instance, a conversion is sometimes a break from the troubled
past. Samantha Lewthwaite, the widow of 7/7 London suicide bomber Germaine Lindsay and herself fugitive, could be an example of this category of
converts; she turned to Islam after her parents’ divorce.16
Conversion to Islam is usually a life-changing experience. The new
adherents adopt a Muslim name in order to prove their allegiance to their
new faith. They are also keen to demonstrate to their friends and relatives
their commitment to the Islamic way of life. Therefore, they very often quit
drinking alcohol and change their eating habits. Conversion to Islam is not
always acceptable to parents and other family members. Many converts,
particularly women, have mentioned the difficult time they had with parents and siblings when they announced to them their decision to embrace
Islam.17
On the other hand, the conversion creates new relationships and bonds
for them. Despite the reluctance of many born Muslims to accept these
newcomers, converts could become members of communities and gain
fresh social and professional opportunities. They could travel for pilgrimage
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or go abroad to study, they could socialize with Muslims from different
parts of society or foreign countries and benefit from this interaction, and
they could receive social support in dealing with isolation and marginalization. The joining of groups and networks of Muslims would certainly reinforce their own newly acquired identity.

Converts as Islamist Activists
The postwar growth of Muslim communities in several European countries
has created new challenges and dilemmas for policymakers and societies.
The process of integration of Muslim populations has often proved to be
contentious with (at best) mixed results. Western European countries have
adopted two models of integration: multiculturalism and assimilationism.18
The former has promoted the coexistence of the dominant national identity
with other cultures, while the latter has imposed westernization on ethnic
minorities for the purpose of assimilating them into the majority culture.
Great Britain, the Netherlands, and Belgium have endorsed the multiculturalist model, whereas France has applied the assimilationist one. However, both models have largely failed for a variety of reasons. As a result, it
is fair to say that the majority of European Muslims feel marginalized and
underrepresented.
While the first generation of Muslim immigrants avoided confronting
authorities, the second and third generations have not hesitated to campaign for Islam-related issues. Indeed, Islamist activism in Europe has been
on the rise in the last thirty years. The Salman Rushdie affair in the late
1980s was the first major incident of Islamist activism in Europe; the publication of the Satanic Verses brought about unprecedented mobilization of
young Muslims who protested against the British author and what they saw
as his blasphemous book on the life of Prophet Muhammad. The Leicesterbased Islamic Foundation, which had focused on da’wa (preaching of
Islam) activities, took a leading role in the protests against Rushdie’s Satanic
Verses.19 The 1991 Gulf War and the Palestinian Intifada kept the interest
of British Muslims alive and the level of Islamist activism high.
During the 1990s, Islamist and Islamist-leaning NGOs and civil society organizations started to carry out advocacy activities. The Londonbased NGO Islamic Human Rights Commission was established in 1997
to defend Muslims in Great Britain and elsewhere. According to its
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website, its aspiration “derives from the Qur’anic injunctions that command believers to rise up in defence of the oppressed.”20 However, the
commission has been accused by its critics of being a “Khomeinist group”
because it has staged the annual Ayatollah Khomeini-inspired al-Quds
day parade in London.21 Also, the commission has organized annually the
controversial awards of Islamophobia to draw attention to the continued
mistreatment of many Muslims in the West.
The 9/11 events and the terrorist attacks in Madrid and London fundamentally changed public views on internal security, Muslim immigration,
and Islam in general. The subsequent tensions between Muslims and nonMuslims gave a new momentum to Islamist activism. But this time, it was
not only Muslim-born individuals who were mobilized for the purpose of
promoting Islam-based agendas, but European converts as well. The latter
usually feel more confident than Muslims of immigrant origin to criticize
government policies and pursue political goals. The born Muslims often
have mixed feelings toward converts: some are skeptical of them, while
others view them as mediators between authorities and the Muslim community because they are part of two worlds. The next sections provide a
brief description of organizations run by converts and then an account of
individual convert-activists.

Organizations Run by Converts
There are only a small number of Islamist and Islamist-leaning groups and
organizations in Europe run and controlled by converts. However, their
existence clearly indicates the gradual Europeanization of Islam; it is not
anymore solely the religion of immigrants but has grown roots in the continent’s societies.
The Salafi-oriented Islamic Party of Britain was established at the time
of the Rushdie affair in September 1989. The party was dissolved in 2003
because it never managed to gain much support from Muslims in constituencies where it stood. In the November 1990 by-election, for example, held
in the constituency of Bradford North, an area with a large Muslim population, the party won only 2.2 percent of the votes (800 votes).22 In reality,
the huge majority of British Muslims, who are of South Asian origin, could
not identify with a party run mostly by white converts. The party was
founded and led by David Musa Pidcock (president), who is English, and
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Sahib Mustaqim Bleher (general-secretary), who is German. Another reason for its limited electoral appeal was probably its hard-core ideology. The
party argued that “Islam is the solution to the world’s problems. No other
religion, way of life or culture can possibly succeed, because only truth can
satisfy the soul of humankind, and only the guidance, laws, and concepts
taught to us by God are capable of achieving just balance.”23 In other words,
the Islamic Party of Britain believed in the superiority of Islam and advocated the imposition of Sharia, which automatically limited its appeal
among secular British Muslims.
The Association of British Muslims (AOBM) was established in 1974
and claims to represent the interests of British converts. It is a Sufi-oriented
organization. The AOBM has promoted a British Islam, arguing that local
traditions are “compatible with Islam.”24 In effect, the association has supported the Anglicization of Islam, which is often viewed as a religion of
ethnic minorities. The AOBM is a rather apolitical organization that advocates integration and avoids controversial issues. It has focused on public
activities such as conferences, public lectures, and community and charitable services. Some of its members were involved in the humanitarian missions in the western Balkans in the early to mid-1990s; for instance, Neil
(Ibrahim) Golightly, a thirty-four-year-old convert from Glasgow, was
killed while trying to bring food and supplies to besieged Sarajevo in August
1995.25
The Salafi-leaning Finnish Islamic Party (Suomen islamilainen puolue)
was established in 2007 by Finnish converts Abdullah Tammi and Abdullah
Rintala. Its membership is unknown but estimated to be only a few hundred. The party, which has limited influence among Finland’s sixty thousand Muslims, supports a ban on alcohol sales and gender segregation for
Muslims.26 It has also favored Finland’s withdrawal from the European
Union. The party has increasingly taken a stand on pan-Islamic issues (e.g.,
the U.S. invasion of Iraq). Due to Tammi’s past as a KGB agent, the party
has also followed a pro-Russian line.27 For example, it has been highly critical of Estonia for its “apartheid policies” under which the “educational
system discriminates against Russian-speakers.”28
Spain’s Islamic Association (Junta Islamica) is open to all Muslims, but
its leadership consists mainly of Spanish converts. The group has sparked
some controversy in regard to the al-Andalus issue.29 For several years,
Junta Islamica has unsuccessfully petitioned both the local church authorities and the Vatican to open the former Great Mosque of Cordoba, the
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symbol of Muslim Spain for centuries, to Muslims. The repatriation of
Moriscos is another issue raised by the group. Following the Reconquista
of Andalusia in 1492, the remaining Muslim population converted to
Christianity under the threat of exile and came to be known as Moriscos.
One hundred years later, however, the Spanish throne expelled them to
North Africa. The persecution of Muslims by Christian medieval armies
and the loss of Spain have often been mentioned by Islamists as a proof of
Western intolerance. Therefore, several Islamist groups, including al-Qaeda,
have openly called for the reconquest of al-Andalus. At the beginning, the
issue was taken lightly; yet following the Madrid bombings in March 2004,
the Junta Islamica’s interest in al-Andalus has only reinforced suspicion
among conservative segments of the society that Spanish converts have a
secret agenda to re-Islamize Spain. But Junta Islamica is only part of a larger
network of organizations run by Spanish converts; for instance, Liberación
Andaluza (Andalusian Liberation) has advocated the repatriation of Moriscos, the establishment of Arabic as one of the official languages of Andalusia, and eventually the creation of an independent Andalusian state.30
In the Netherlands, there have been two political parties run, mainly or
partly, by Dutch converts. The Party of Islam Democrats (Islam Democraten) was established in The Hague in 2005. It has participated in local
elections calling for an “end to discrimination against Muslims.”31 One of
its most well known members is Armoud van Doorn, a former senior member of the Far Right Dutch Freedom Party of Geert Wilders who converted
to Islam. The Dutch Muslim Party (Nederlandse Moslim Partij) was established by two Dutch converts, Henny Kreeft and Jacques Visser, in 2007.
The party sought to defend Islam and Muslims from unfounded attacks
and promoted Islamic values in the Netherlands; in fact, the Dutch Muslim
Party was founded as a reaction to the rise of anti-Muslim populism
expressed by the Far Right politician Geert Wilders. It participated in several local elections but failed to win any seats. Finally, despite its moderate
tone, the party did not attract a substantial following and was dissolved in
2012.32
The Association of Muslims in Greece (Enosi Mousoulmanon Elladas—
hereafter AMG) was established in 2003 to “defend the Muslims’ rights in
several fields.”33 The current president, Naim el-Ghandour, is a naturalized
Greek citizen of Egyptian origin with pro-Muslim Brotherhood sympathies,
but AMG is run mostly by Greek converts. The country’s Muslim population is estimated at around 700,000–800,000 people, including the large
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Albanian immigrant community whose members tend to be secular and
excluding the indigenous, largely Turkish-speaking, Muslim minority of
northeastern Greece.34 Despite constituting only a small percentage of the
Muslim community in Greece, the AMG’s converts have been vocal and
active in their efforts to promote an Islamist agenda. At the beginning, the
AMG focused on symbolic issues such as the construction of a mosque and
a Muslim cemetery in Athens, where the majority of the Muslim population
currently resides. Following the wars in Lebanon and Gaza in 2006 and 2008
respectively, however, the AMG has increasingly taken part in protests and
sit-ins against the United States and Israel. The group also protested against
the release of the controversial Innocence of Muslims short film in 2012.
The National Organization of Russian Muslims (Natsional’naya organizatsiya russkikh musul’man) was established by Russian converts in June
2004. The organization has viewed Islam as “a path to the rebirth of the
Russian nation” and as “a means to the world-wide liberation of the
oppressed.”35 It has been eager to promote the creation of a Russian Islam
that could fill the spiritual vacuum left by the declining influence of the
Russian Orthodox Church. Vadim Sidorov, the chairman of NORM, is a
member of the Murabitun World Movement, which advocates the peaceful
restoration of the caliphate. In December 2011, Sidorov drafted the Islamic
Civic Charter, which calls for the elimination of “lists of prohibited literature and the practice of banning literature” and the replacement of the
“current law on political parties to allow such groups to be formed on
regional, religious and ethnic grounds.”36 More importantly, the Islamic
Charter demanded “the political resolution of the Caucasus problem [i.e.,
the Islamist insurgency in Chechnya and Dagestan] by means of broad
dialogue with social forces and the participation of authoritative mediators.”37 Sidorov has apparently joined forces with a new Muslim-dominated
movement, Intersoyuz.38
To sum up, these organizations have different orientations and goals.
The Islamic Party of Britain and the Finnish Islamic Party can be classified
as Salafi; the AOBM and Spain’s Islamic Association are Sufi-oriented; the
AMG has been partly influenced by the Muslim Brotherhood; and the
National Organization of Russian Muslims is a sui generis organization.
However, they all represent a new class of activists of convert origin who
promote Islam-related agendas in their home country. In effect, they have
endorsed localized versions of Islamism (apart from the AOBM) that combine pan-Islamic issues and concerns with their communal issues. Yet they
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Table 2. Organizations run by converts
Country

Orientation

Status

Association of British
Muslims

United Kingdom

Sufi

Active

Islamic Party of
Britain

United Kingdom

Salafi

Dissolved

Finnish Islamic Party

Finland

Salafi

Active

Islamic Association

Spain

Sufi

Active

Dutch Muslim Party

The Netherlands

Mainstream

Dissolved

Party of Islam
Democrats

The Netherlands

Mainstream

Active

Association of
Muslims in Greece

Greece

Muslim
Brotherhoodleaning

Active

National Organization
of Russian Muslims

Russia

Caliphate

Active

have managed to attract media and public attention because they have used
a human rights discourse to defend their cause. Table 2 summarizes the
main features of organizations run by converts.
Individual Convert-Activists
In addition to those who have joined or have formed groups, there are
individual converts who have become involved in Islamist activism. They
usually enjoy the status of celebrity in their respective Muslim community,
since they are largely seen as proactive, brave, and selfless. These convertactivists are often at the center of public campaigns that support faith-based
demands and aspirations.
Yvonne Ridley, a British journalist who converted to Islam two years
after being freed from Taliban captivity in October 2001, is one of the most
well known Islamist activists in Europe. In June 2004, Ridley ran as a candidate in European Parliament elections for the Respect coalition party. The
party had been established by former Labour MP George Galloway together
with the Socialist Workers Party, the Revolutionary Communist Party of
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Britain, and prominent members of the Muslim Association of Britain and
the Muslim Council of Britain. The party manifesto condemns “Islamophobia and the demonization of Muslim communities.”39 Ridley herself has
turned into a controversial figure, referring to Shamil Basayev as a rebel
leader who “led an admirable fight to bring independence to Chechnya”40
and defending Abu Musab al-Zarqawi for his 2005 Amman bombings in
Jordan.41 In March 2009, Ridley cofounded with Galloway the pro-Hamas
charity Viva Palestina. She has been a very active blogger commenting on
Islam-related issues.
Pierre Vogel (a.k.a. Abu Hamza) is another famous Islamist activist. He
was born in Germany and converted to Islam at the age of twenty-three
while he was a professional boxer. After studying under a scholarship for
two years in Mecca, Vogel returned to Germany and started preaching
Salafism.42 Vogel has used the new media to reach out to a younger audience of Muslims. In December 2009, the Swiss authorities banned him from
attending a demonstration against the minaret ban in Bern. He has claimed
that membership in the umma takes priority over nationality.43 Due to his
anti-integration messages, Vogel has been monitored by the German security services, which worry about radicalism among the country’s large Muslim community.44
Abdul-Jabbar van de Ven is a leading Salafi activist in the Netherlands.
He converted from Catholicism to Islam at the age of fourteen. He studied
in Amman and Medina before returning to the Netherlands. He has
preached Islam in the Salafi-oriented al-Fourqaan Mosque in Eindhoven,
which has been linked to jihadi groups. Like Pierre Vogel, Van de Ven has
used the Internet to approach young Muslims. He has also been known for
his controversial statements regarding the assassination of Theo van Gogh,
a film director.45 Van de Ven was also implicated in the case of Jason Walters, a radical Dutch-American convert, who was a member of the notorious Hofstad group that killed the Dutch director.46
Abdurraheem Green is a British-Polish Salafi-oriented preacher who
converted from Catholicism to Islam at the age of twenty-six. He runs the
charity organization Islamic Education and Research Academy, which has
been accused of promoting anti-Semitism and homophobia.47 Indeed,
Green himself has not hidden its belligerent views on Jews and gays.48 Yet he
has increasingly used the Internet to deliver messages to Western Muslims.
Denis Mamadou Cuspert (a.k.a. Abou Malleq) was a rap singer turned
Islamist activist. He converted to Islam after meeting Pierre Vogel in
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2009. Following his conversion, he started propagating Islamist messages.
His songs praised Osama bin Laden and jihadi warriors. Cuspert served
as a role model for Muslim teenagers of immigrant origin who struggle
to cope with social exclusion and racism. Indeed, Cuspert was accused of
inspiring Arid Uka, a Kosovo Albanian, who killed two American airmen
at the Frankfurt airport in March 2011. Although he denied any direct
connection with Uka, Cuspert did not hesitate to argue that “the brother
hasn’t killed civilians. . . . [Uka] has killed soldiers who had been on their
way to kill Muslims.”49 Finally, Cuspert became a jihadi fighter himself
sometime during 2013; first he went to Egypt to join members of Millatu
Ibrahim, a banned German Salafi group, and from there he ended up
joining ISIS in Syria.50 In October 2015, he was killed by a U.S. airstrike
near ar-Raqqa.51
Nicolas Blancho converted to Islam at the age of sixteen. He is the
founder of the Islamic Central Council of Switzerland (Islamischer Zentralrat Schweiz), a controversial Salafi-oriented organization that has taken a
confrontational stance on many issues; for instance, Blancho provoked a
public outcry when he refused to condemn the stoning of adulterous
women in Afghanistan.52 According to Markus Seiler, director of the Swiss
Federal Intelligence Service, the Islamic Central Council has espoused an
ideological, not violent, extremism.53
The twenty-seven-year-old Nora Illi, the director of women’s affairs at
the council, is probably Switzerland’s most famous niqab (i.e., face veil)
wearer. She converted to Islam at the age of nineteen. Illi has gained the
status of a celebrity who is reported on and sought after by the Swiss media.
As a teenager, she was involved in demonstrations for Palestine where she
met her future husband, Qassim Illi, a fellow Swiss convert.54 Qassim Illi
became known for his pro-Hamas statements, endorsing suicide attacks
against Israeli citizens.55
Finally, Hamza Andreas Tzortzis is a British-born convert of Greek origin
who is known as a self-declared intellectual activist. He converted to Islam at
the age of twenty-two.56 He has been accused of being close to Hizb ut-Tahrir
and of promoting its pan-Islamic cause in public forums and on university
campuses.57 Tzortzis has blamed liberal values and Western individualism for
social ills and problems. Therefore, he has claimed that “Islam provides that
framework for moral motivation and accountability.”58 Tzortzis has been
keen to emphasize the cultural heterogeneity within Islam because his audience is highly diverse.
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Table 3. Prominent convert-activists

Nicolas Blancho
Denis Mamadou Cuspert
Abdurraheem Green
Nora Illi
Yvonne Ridley
Hamza Andreas Tzortzis
Abdul-Jabbar van de Ven
Pierre Vogel

Nationality

Background

Orientation

Swiss
German
British-Polish
Swiss
British
British
Dutch
German

Leftist
Unknown
Unknown
Leftist
Leftist
Apolitical
Apolitical
Apolitical

Salafi
Jihadi-Salafi
Salafi
Salafi
Pro-Hamas
Pro-Hizb ut-Tahrir
Salafi
Salafi

All these convert-activists have gained publicity for their inflammatory
rhetoric and criticism toward Western governments. No matter why they
converted to Islam, they now act with defiance and self-assertiveness, sometimes on the borderline of the law. But Islamist activists of convert origin
do not constitute a coherent group. They have different political backgrounds and religious orientations. Ridley, Blancho, and Illi are former
leftists, whereas Vogel and Cuspert have no significant political history.
While Vogel, Cuspert, Illi, and Van de Ven advocate Salafism, Ridley, Tzortzis, and Green consider themselves just Muslims. Although they all feel part
of the umma, convert-activists have to address a local audience that cares
about specific issues and problems.
The convert-activists are usually self-taught, mobile, and technologically
savvy. Some of them, especially the males, had a form of religious training
in a Middle Eastern country. Therefore, they can preach in mosques and
religious centers. In contrast, the females lack religious knowledge and usually focus on highly symbolic issues like the wearing of the hijab or niqab
and the banning of minarets. Yet all of them have been exposed to debates
about human rights and their contemporary meaning. Table 3 summarizes
the main features of prominent convert-activists.

Convert-Activists Between the Global and the Local
The September 11 events aggravated the already strained relations between the West and the Muslim world. The fact that the perpetrators of the
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terrorist attacks were Muslims, who had traveled to the United States from
European cities, brought the Continent’s Islamic communities into the
spotlight.59 The homegrown Madrid and London bombings on March 11,
2004 and July 7, 2005, respectively, only confirmed in the eyes of some
people the untrustworthiness of European Muslims.
The targeting of Western civilians by jihadis has provoked a media near
hysteria in regard to Islam. There are so many examples of statements and
writings that have unjustifiably attacked Muslims that it is almost impossible to compile a relevant anthology. However, a few of them attracted much
attention due to the celebrated personality of the commentator or the outrageousness of the statement. In October 2006, Joan Smith of the British
newspaper the Independent declared that “I can’t think of a more dramatic
visual symbol of oppression, the inescapable fact being that the vast majority of the women who cover their hair, faces and bodies do so because
they have no choice.”60 In December 2014, a French TV commentator, Eric
Zemmour, argued that “this situation of a people inside a people, of Muslims inside French people, will lead us to civil war. . . . Millions of people
live here in France and refuse to live in the French manner”; therefore, he
did not exclude the possibility of deporting five million Muslims from the
country.61
To make matters worse, there are a growing number of Far Right and
populist political parties that have openly endorsed racist and xenophobic
views against Muslims.62 France’s National Front (Front National), the
Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland), Greece’s Golden
Dawn (Chrysi Avgi), and Italy’s League of the North (Lega Nord) have
constantly scapegoated Muslims. They have contributed to what Jocelyne
Cesari called the “securitization of Islam in Europe” by influencing the
policymaking process on relevant issues (e.g., immigration laws, antiterror
policies).63
Media bias and the rise of Far Right parties have stirred up a climate of
Islamophobia that has alarmed Muslim communities. The term Islamophobia was defined by the Council of Europe as “the fear of or prejudiced
viewpoint towards Islam, Muslims and matters pertaining to them. . . .
Islamophobia is a violation of human rights and a threat to social cohesion.”64 In 2005, a European survey results showed that “many Muslims
have experienced verbal assaults in public transportation means and other
public places. Muslim women who wear the headscarf and Muslim men
who travel with women dressed this way are particularly frequent targets of
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offensive comments.”65 According to a 2006 survey of the Pew Research
Center, 51 percent of Germany’s Muslims, 42 percent of Great Britain’s
Muslims, 39 percent of France’s Muslims and 31 percent of Spain’s Muslims believe that native Europeans are hostile to Muslims, while 19 percent
of German Muslims, 28 percent of British Muslims, 37 percent of French
Muslims and 25 percent of Spanish Muslims had a bad personal experience.66
Since they are a minority within a minority, converts have been particularly vulnerable to Islamophobia and racism. A study published by the
NGO Faith Matters found that during 2001–2010, of the stories reported
about converts by British media, 62 percent related to terrorism. In other
words, converts were stereotypically identified by the media as a security
threat to the British society.67 The study also surveyed 122 British converts;
47 percent of them claimed that most British people are hostile to Islam.68
Moreover, 84 percent of the respondents believed that they could act as a
bridge between the Muslim community and the rest of British society.69
These surveys indicate that Muslims in general and converts in particular
have been targeted on the basis of their religious affiliation. They are often
viewed as an outgroup that cannot be trusted because it is the fifth column
of an expanding religion seeking to infiltrate European societies.
Indeed, Islamist activists of convert origin have often attributed their
traumatic personal experiences to Islamophobia. It is these experiences
that, partly at least, motivated them to take a public stance on Islam-related
issues. Yvonne Ridley proclaimed that “when I converted to Islam and
began wearing a headscarf, the repercussions were enormous. . . . I instantly
became a second-class citizen. I knew I’d hear from the odd Islamophobe,
but I didn’t expect so much open hostility from strangers.”70 Although she
may have exaggerated what actually happened, the description of her experience seems believable given the post-9/11 climate.
Ridley does not seem to be the only activist who has been a victim of
Islamophobic attitudes. Abdul-Jabbar van de Ven claimed to have a similar
experience in the Netherlands. In late November 2004, during an interview
with a TV channel, the Dutch convert said that “It is impossible to describe
what I’ve experienced in recent years. The atmosphere is totally intolerant.
The AIVD [i.e., the Dutch Secret Service] follows me, looks at my email,
and listens to my phone. . . . Even worse is what you get in the form of
threatening letters and emails and phone calls. . . . And just because I am
Muslim. . . . I’m sure that I will eventually leave the Netherlands and go
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somewhere where I can normally [practice] my faith. . . . More and more
Muslims, even Dutch, [leave] because [they] will not be treated as equal.”71
Here Abdul-Jabbar described an atmosphere of intimidation and fear
that threatened basic rights and freedoms. The interview took place a few
weeks after the assassination of the film director Theo van Gogh by a
Dutch-Moroccan on November 2, 2004. According to the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, there were 106 violent attacks
against Muslim targets during November 2–30, 2004, in the country.72
Given the prevailing Islamophobia in the Netherlands, his claim cannot be
easily dismissed. His words not only revealed a deep sense of frustration
with the Dutch authorities, but also an implicit call for Muslims to migrate
to another (presumably Muslim) country in order to freely practice their
religion.73 Other convert-activists have also depicted a very negative picture
of Muslims’ place in European societies. Following the Swiss authorities’
decision to refuse him entry to the country, Pierre Vogel argued that “the
smear campaign against us is spreading throughout Europe more and
more, and that is obvious. I am afraid that, in the future, [Muslims] will be
slaughtered. We face a very dark future.”74
At first glance, one may be tempted to doubt these accounts. But the
9/11 events and the subsequent terrorist attacks on European soil have further isolated many Muslim communities that have been suffering ever since
from a siege mentality. After all, as opposed to some other religious groups,
Muslim citizens tend to be more publicly visible and thus exposed to discrimination and abuse.
Against this background, convert-activists have adopted the human
rights master frame for the purpose of spreading their messages and gathering support. The generic framework of rights and freedoms that comes with
the master frame is very useful for their purposes. It allows them to define
their demands as part of the wider debate on human rights; thus, they can
gain more acceptance and recognition. Islamophobia has been identified as
the prime cause of these violations; according to this logic, the fear of Islam
has led to intolerance and hate against Muslims. Consequently, they can
easily find political allies that are concerned about the growing influence of
the Far Right in European politics and the rebirth of intolerance on the
continent. Hence the master frame can bridge the gap between conservative
Islamists and liberal or left-wing citizens.
There are quite a few examples of convert-activists using this component of the human rights master frame. Nicolas Blancho once stated that
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“Switzerland’s Muslims should enjoy the same respect and the same rights
as all other groups” and he raised the case of female Muslim teachers who
“if they wear headscarf, they have almost no chance of finding a job.”75
Yvonne Ridley has also drawn attention to discrimination against Muslims.
In June 2014, for example, she criticized the British magazine the Spectator
for its cover depicting a schoolboy carrying a copy of the Quran in the left
hand and a massive sword in the right. She compared it to a cartoon published by the German newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung depicting a caricature
of Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook who is an American Jew, as
an octopus controlling the world.76 In essence, Ridley portrayed the stigmatization of British Muslims as the new anti-Semitism.
The Swiss convert-activist Qassim Illi has compared Islamophobia to
anti-Semitism as well. Following the 2009 referendum to ban minarets in
Switzerland, he argued that “the hatred against Islam seems structurally comparable only with the anti-Semitism ideology. . . . Although each group [of
voters] probably originally had its own motives for the yes vote . . . they share
a common dislike of Islam.”77 During an interview, Nora Illi wondered, “what
if Islamophobia continues to increase? What if I am threatened with death as
in the deportation of the Jews? What should I do if I am deported because of
the niqab?”78 Vogel has also warned of a “Holocaust against Muslims” in
Europe.79 The frequent reference to anti-Semitism is not a coincidence; any
mentioning of it is bound to get attention from many Europeans.
However, convert-activists do not share the same perception of rights
and freedoms. According to Abdurraheem Green, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a document that serves only the interests of the
West. More specifically, he has argued that “Westerners have written in
their charter of Human Rights . . . that one of the rights of the human
being is to choose their religion. . . . This charter of the human right is in
direct opposition to what Allah has revealed.”80 Hamza Andreas Tzortzis
has also rejected the standard Western understanding of human rights.
Instead, he has attempted to offer an Islamic alternative. For instance, he
once said that “we as Muslims reject the idea of freedom of speech, and
even of freedom.”81He has also provided an analysis of how human rights
are framed in the context of Islamic military jurisprudence. From his point
of view, “defensive jihad is to push the occupiers out and has nothing to
do with terrorism; in reality, it is a basic human right.”82 Moreover, he
claims that “mass murder, ethnic cleansing, sectarianism, intolerance, killing journalists, kidnapping and other evils are the very opposite of the
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compassionate and merciful behavior that is the hallmark of a true Islamic
state.”83 Thus, the logic goes, Islam has prescribed different rights than the
West.
In any case, the use of this frame gives the convert-activists an ethical
legitimacy that resonates well with European social and legal norms. As a
result, their struggle to defend “Muslim rights” does not seem unique or
extraordinary; it is part of a larger movement for human rights and equality
that deserves acknowledgment. Like other discriminated communities,
Muslims need to be defended by committed individuals who have devoted
their efforts to this noble cause. It is possible that some convert-activists
may suffer from a guilt complex vis-à-vis their new community because
they used to be part of the non-Muslim majority. Consequently, their
involvement is often characterized by passion and determination.
More importantly, this ethical legitimacy could function as a mobilizing
structure for grassroots campaigns. Certain social groups like intellectuals
and professionals are more likely to participate in an effort to protect the
human rights of Muslims, however they are defined, than outright political
actions. Therefore, the universality of human rights is mainstreaming
Islamist activism and the participation in it. At the same time, however,
this sense of ethical legitimacy could discourage the inclusion of Muslims
in European societies because it creates psychological borders between
them and the rest of the society. Also, it can be used as a political weapon
against European governments indicating their failures to protect the civil
liberties and freedoms of Muslim citizens. In this case, ethical legitimacy
could become ethical supremacy over the perceived adversaries.
Finally, the human rights master frame comes with a moral obligation
to help Muslims. Pierre Vogel has explained the theological rationale for
the moral obligation to defend human rights. While claiming that “the
doctrine of human rights has become a means to spread Western moral
imperialism,” he admits that “the words of the Quran and the [Hadith]
contain rights and responsibilities.”84 Therefore, Vogel argued that “every
person has a right to . . . shelter and security, and if their God-granted
rights are denied to some people it is the responsibility of other people, to
render these rights.”85 Likewise, Abdurraheem Green has argued that “the
right of the human being is to be pressurized to follow the true religion
that they should be living in an environment where they are encouraged or
even forced to remain upon the truth that will take them to paradise and
keep them away from the hellfire.”86
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These convert-activists largely perceive themselves as a vanguard that
practices “jihad by tongue” (jihad bil lisan); this form of jihad involves
educating Muslims and non-Muslims about Islam and to strive with one’s
tongue to support good and fight wrong. In practice, this is done through
speeches, debates and other public activities. The Islamic Central Council
of Switzerland has, for example, declared that “Phobias against minorities
are a problem of the majority society and require efforts to curb them at
all levels of public life. . . . The Muslims are themselves under an obligation to correct today’s widespread misrepresentation of Islam through
increased participation in public discourse. The Islamic Central Council
adheres to the motto: ‘public creates confidence’ [Öffentlichkeit schafft
Vertrauen].”87
Interestingly, Islamophobia and the growing number of anti-Muslim
attacks have made converts more conscious of the problems facing the
global umma. For instance, Yvonne Ridley has been a vocal supporter of
Palestinian human rights. In mid-July 2014, she published a short article in
her blog Analysis and Opinion about the Israeli-Hamas war in Gaza. She
quoted Bishop Desmond Tutu, the “tireless fighter for equality, justice and
peace” regarding the duty to fight injustice. Her article concluded by an
open call to support Palestinians; in her words, “you do not have to be a
Muslim to support Palestine—just human.”88
Most recently, the Russian occupation of Crimea during 2014 has raised
awareness among convert-activists about the rights of the local Muslim
community and has prompted calls for intervention. For example, the
Finnish Islamic Party has declared that “[human] rights of Islamic Tatars
in Crimea should be secured! . . . The Islamic Tatars should get again the
Islamic Tatar Khanate, which was in Crimea before the year 1783 when
Russia took over Crimea. An Islamic state would be the best solution in the
Crimean crisis!”89 Again, Islamist demands are presented as human rights
issues that are needed to be addressed accordingly. The proposed Islamic
state would be the ultimate guarantor of human rights for Muslims.
Overall, it can be argued that the Islamist activism of European converts
has increasingly relied on the master frame of human rights. They have
tried to utilize it because its universal acceptance strengthens their case
against adversaries. It is a very powerful tool for those convert-activists who
have denounced violence and seek to promote Islamist agendas both at
home and abroad. Due to their particularization of human rights, they have
functioned as Islamist agents of glocalization.
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Conclusion
Despite being negatively presented in the media and elsewhere, Islam has
won thousands of new followers in many European countries. Native Europeans are attracted to Islam for a variety of reasons, ranging from personal
traumatic experiences to political curiosity and rebellion. No matter why
they embraced Islam, the majority of European converts have fully participated in social and economic life since they consider religion a private
matter.
However, this is not the case with all of them. Being confident and with
a sense of mission, some converts have been turned into activists supporting Muslim rights and often propagating Islamist messages. While these
converts come from diverse backgrounds, they share a deep sense of personal commitment to the defense of Islam from the perceived adversaries.
For this purpose, they have utilized the master frame of human rights.
Islamist activists have used the language of human rights to criticize the
West for the treatment of its Muslim citizens.
They have adhered to a generic framework of rights and freedoms that
can be applicable to local Muslim communities. Consequently, they have
framed many issues as human rights violations in order to promote a localized version of Islamism. They have focused on rising Islamophobia and
the violations of individual liberties without abandoning their Islamist
cause. The universality of human rights provides convert-activists with ethical legitimacy. It is a powerful tool justifying Islamist claims and interventions. As a result, it could increase the chances of a successful mobilization
because it gives a sense of rightfulness and meaningfulness; the protection
of Muslim rights is a noble cause worth supporting. Furthermore, the
human rights master frame brings a moral obligation to defend fellow Muslims from discrimination and abuse. Thus, Islamist activism is portrayed as
a legitimate response to injustice.
The activists of convert origin are situated between two worlds: the
umma and the local Muslim community. On the one hand, they defend
the rights of Muslims in distant places like Palestine and Crimea. They are
moved by other Muslims’ suffering and feel obliged to demonstrate their
solidarity. On the other hand, they function as political entrepreneurs in
European societies that often have prejudices against Islam. With the help
of the human rights master frame, this dual activism is making European
converts representatives of glocalized Islamism.

Chapter 2

The Activism of Hizb ut-Tahrir

Muslims living in the West have only one option when
faced with insults against their beloved Prophet—and that
is to speak out. . . . We continue to speak out
loudly—despite the mockery and hatred.
Abdul Wahid, January 8, 2015

Islamist activism has been accelerated by the emergence of groups that have
global goals but local membership. One of the most internationalized
Islamist groups is Hizb ut-Tahrir al-Islami (the Islamic Liberation Party—
hereafter Hizb ut-Tahrir), which was founded in 1953 by the Palestinian
Islamic scholar Taqiuddin an-Nabhani. His life trajectory was turbulent as
he lived in several countries, where he went through a variety of experiences.
The founding leader of Hizb ut-Tahrir studied at the prestigious alAzhar University and the Dar al-Ulum College in Cairo.1 Although he was
trained to work as a high school teacher, Nabhani eventually joined the
Islamic court system in the British-mandated Palestine as a legal assistant.
The 1948 Arab-Israeli War forced him to leave his homeland and to find
refuge in neighboring Syria. He shortly left for Jordan to take up the position of Sharia judge in the Court of Appeal and then join the Islamic College in Amman. Nabhani moved to Syria in 1953 and from there he went
to Lebanon.
In the early 1950s, Nabhani developed his vision about the revival of
the Muslim world. He viewed the establishment of the state of Israel in
1948 as a proof of Arab decay. From his point of view, the umma could be
saved only by a Leninist-type vanguard party that would radically change

54

Islamist Activism and Human Rights

the society. Being a politically active Palestinian who had lived in several
Arab countries, Nabhani understood the importance of transnational
action. He developed an identity that combined cosmopolitanism, religious
piety, and pan-Islamism.
On November 17, 1952, he applied to the Jordanian Ministry of Interior
to register Hizb ut-Tahrir as a political party. Its name Islamic Liberation
Party stressed the goal of setting Muslim countries free from colonial
influence and control. According to Nabhani, “Hizb ut-Tahrir stands
against colonialism in all its forms and aims to liberate the umma from the
colonialist intellectual leadership and to remove its cultural, political, military and economical influence from the Islamic lands.”2 Thus he envisioned
a party that would fight for a new political and cultural order in the Muslim
world.
Nabhani was unable to register Hizb ut-Tahrir as a legal party in Jordan
because it rejected Arab nationalism and the institution of monarchy, and
promoted pan-Islamism.3 To make matters worse, the Jordanian authorities
issued a decree banning Hizb ut-Tahrir and arrested its leadership, holding
the leaders for two weeks in March 1953.4 The antagonism and mutual
distrust between Palestinians and native Jordanians probably played a role
in this decision. The ban and the subsequent arrests had a deep impact on
the party leadership, which became even more secretive and suspicious of
outsiders. In spite of its clandestine status, Hizb ut-Tahrir started to propagate its ideology in the country. The party gradually established cells and
attracted some following among devout Muslims in neighboring Arab
countries.
Nabhani died in Beirut on December 20, 1977. He was replaced by
Abdul Qadeem Zaloom, a founding member and a fellow Palestinian who
was also trained as a teacher in Egypt. The new leader was credited with the
expansion of the group outside the Middle East. When the latter died in
April 2003, he was succeeded by Ata Abu Rashta, an Egyptian-educated
civil engineer of Palestinian origin and former party spokesman in Jordan.
As of this writing, Rashta is the international leader of Hizb ut-Tahrir.
This chapter analyzes the ideology and strategy of Hizb ut-Tahrir and
describes its activities in Western countries, South and Southeast Asia, the
former Soviet Union and China, and the greater Middle East. I argue that
Hizb ut-Tahrir has adopted a global agenda resonating with local constituencies. Indeed, the group has functioned as an Islamist agent of glocalization by embracing the master frame of human rights and applying it locally.

The Activism of Hizb ut-Tahrir

55

Party Ideology and Strategy
Hizb ut-Tahrir has developed an ideological framework that emphasizes
Muslim political unity, superiority of Islam over all other religions and
civilizations, and confrontation with the West. More importantly, the party
strongly believes that it is on a sacred mission from Allah to save the umma.
This belief is based on a hadith, narrated by Muhammad al-Bukhari, that
“foretold that a distinct band of people, a Party bonded around the Aqeedah
(belief) of Islam, standing firm against the tyrants, not deviating from the
Deen (religion) of Islam . . . will suffer the afflictions, trials and tribulations
against the tyrants, but will stick to the Deen of Islam and will be victorious
and establish the order of Allah and his Deen upon the Earth.”5 Hence the
implication of this is that Hizb ut-Tahrir is involved in a cosmic struggle
between good and evil. It represents a community of chosen individuals
who are determined to fulfil their God-given duty.
Hizb ut-Tahrir has claimed that the abolishment of the caliphate by
Kemal Ataturk in Turkey in 1924 meant the end of Muslim unity and the
beginning of Muslim decline. The caliph was not as powerful as he used to
be due to the fragmentation of the Ottoman Empire; yet he was still symbolically the leader of the entire Muslim world. Moreover, Sunnis believed
that only he could declare jihad against the umma’s enemies. Since the
caliphate was the only institution protecting the umma, it follows that its
re-establishment is the only solution for the revival of the Muslim world.
Therefore, the party favors a radical political change through the annihilation of all Muslim-majority states and the restoration of the caliphate.
For this purpose, it has adopted a three-stage program of action that allegedly resembles the Prophet Muhammad’s path toward establishing the first
Islamic state in Medina:
First stage: Recruitment of members.
Second stage: Islamization of society through activism.
Third stage: Establishment of an Islamic state and spread of Islam.6
From Hizb ut-Tahrir’s point of view, the umma has been divided into
many weak and nominally independent states that are controlled by Western powers. The party has argued that nationalism is a Western ideology
and the territorial borders of Arab and Muslim states are an artificial creation. According to the party ideologues, “Islam rejects the concept of
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nation-states. This idea did not emanate from Islam rather it was concocted
by the West and implemented in the Christian kingdoms. . . . This was then
conveyed to the Muslims once we had lost the very entity which united us:
the Khilafah [i.e., caliphate].”7 Since the party rejects the concept of the
modern nation-state, it has divided the world into provinces (vilayate); a
province can coincide with a nation-state or a particular region within a
state. Accordingly, each branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir corresponds to a separate
vilayate. In effect, every vilayate forms a Muslim community with each own
peculiarities and issues.
Hizb ut-Tahrir has criticized Sudan, Iran, and Saudi Arabia for claiming
to be Islamic states because they do not fulfill all criteria. The party has
argued that “for a land to be considered an Islamic State, every single article
of the country’s constitution, every rule and law, must emanate from the
Sharia.”8 Hizb ut-Tahrir has claimed that Sharia is not the sole source of
these countries’ legislation. It has also denounced the declaration of a
caliphate by ISIS because it did not follow the proper methodology for
doing that and the security situation is too precarious.9 Therefore, it wants
to re-establish the Islamic state that existed in the seventh century under
the Prophet Muhammad and his first four successors, namely the Rightly
Guided Caliphate (Khilafat-e-Rashida). The Islamic system of government
must be based on four principles:
• Sovereignty is of Sharia and not of the umma.
• Authority is of the umma because the appointment of a caliph is its
God-given right and the caliph governs the umma on its behalf.
• The appointment of a caliph is an obligation on all Muslims. There
must be only one caliph in the Islamic State.
• The caliph alone has the right to adopt and enforce laws and legislation.10
Hizb ut-Tahrir has denounced the use of violence as a tool for political
change. The group is clear in its call for existing regimes in the Muslim
world to be overthrown peacefully and replaced by the caliphate. Hizb utTahrir experimented with elections during the 1950s, only to come to the
conclusion that authorities would never allow the party to compete fairly.
Consequently, the group has turned to political activism to achieve its main
goal.
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Hizb ut-Tahrir was organized by Nabhani to function as a vanguard
party of highly trained and committed agitators; yet he envisioned its transformation into a mass party. The former are dominated by a charismatic
leader and recruit selectively, whereas the latter have usually collective leadership and aim at massive recruitment. While both types of parties seek to
have an impact beyond their membership, they have different perspectives
on social order. Vanguard parties tend to view societies not only as hierarchically structured but also as immature; as a result, they prefer wooing
elites. In contrast, mass parties believe in the power of masses and seek to
build grassroots support.
The party has a selective recruitment policy. Indeed, it may take up to
two years to become a full member. Hizb ut-Tahrir has targeted university
students, professionals, and businessmen in order to gain influence in certain segments of society. Members of the party have distributed leaflets and
books in universities, mosques, and shopping centers. Also, the group has
increasingly used the Internet and other new media to spread its ideology.
It has built websites in many different languages (e.g., Arabic, Turkish, Russian, French, German, Urdu).
Notwithstanding the efforts to present itself as postethnic and panIslamic, Hizb ut-Tahrir remains an Arab-dominated group favoring the
Arabization of the umma. For example, article 8 of the constitution that
Nabhani wrote for the future Islamic state declares the Arabic language as
official.11 However, its rank-and-file membership consists of many nationalities, including Westerners who converted to Islam. Although Hizb utTahrir does not seek to recruit exclusively from Sunni Muslims, it is obvious that the party is not attractive to Shia Muslims or members of Muslim
sects (e.g., Ahmadiyya, Druze).
The group seeks societal transformation through collective acceptance
of its ideology, but there is likely to be a need to use some kind of pressure
to overthrow hostile regimes. Imran Waheed, senior member of the British
branch, wrote an article published by the Khilafah Magazine in July 2002,
in which he revealed how the group has envisioned stage 3: “A day will
come when the Muslims will take revenge against all those who participated
in their oppression. . . . Hizb ut-Tahrir does not use weapons or resort to
violence, nor uses any physical means in its call . . . [but] do not expect,
that these rulers and their regimes will collapse all by themselves. On the
contrary, patient believers are required to shake these regimes and uproot
them.”12 Such a wording implies that tyrannical rulers could be overthrown
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by acts of civil disobedience such as massive protests. This nonviolent, but
highly confrontational, strategy of activism resembles the one used by Ayatollah Khomeini to bring down the shah in Iran.

The International Activism of Hizb ut-Tahrir
In the first three decades of its existence, Hizb ut-Tahrir remained essentially a Middle Eastern group. From the 1980s onward, Hizb ut-Tahrir has
managed to establish a presence in several Western countries that have sizable Muslim communities. It has targeted both Muslims of immigrant origin and converts to Islam. Since the mid-1990s, the group has also become
active in the post-Soviet republics and China.
Most of the group’s literature and communiqués are published by the
British branch and its websites are run from Great Britain. While London
serves as the logistic center for party activities, its international leader and
many senior officials reside in the Middle East. Nevertheless, Hizb ut-Tahrir
is banned in most regional countries because it seeks to overthrow the
existing regimes. The party is legal only in Lebanon, the Palestinian Territories, Tunisia, Sudan and Yemen. Outside the Middle East, Hizb ut-Tahrir
has freely operated in Western countries, apart from Germany. Additionally, it has a legal status in Afghanistan, Malaysia and Indonesia.

Europe, the United States, and Australia
The first cell of Hizb ut-Tahrir outside the Middle East was established in
Great Britain during the early 1980s.13 Under the charismatic leadership
of Syrian-born Omar Bakri Muhammad, the group rapidly increased its
activities. It became known to the wider public due to its protests against
Salman Rushdie and his book Satanic Verses. The British branch gradually
expanded its membership to include professionals and university students.
Moreover, it adopted a more global and less UK-focused approach. In the
early to mid-1990s, according to former senior member Ed Husain, party
activists narrated tales of “pregnant women being raped by Serbs, who then
cut their unborn babies from their wombs. . . . Hizb organized meetings
and demonstrations across the UK on the theme of Muslim slaughter in
Bosnia.”14 The suffering of Bosnian Muslims energized large segments of
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the British Muslim population. This was only the beginning of a greater
strategy of internationalization.
In the early 2000s, Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain launched a campaign against
the Karimov regime, accusing Uzbek security services of torturing and killing members of the party. On July 3, 2002, hundreds of British members
queued outside the Uzbek Embassy in London to apply for a visa to visit
the country.15 The Uzbek diplomats, who were taken by surprise, refused
to accept the protesters. In February 2006, the party organized a protest
outside the embassy of Denmark over the satirical cartoons of the Prophet
Muhammad published in a Danish newspaper.16 In February 2010, female
members demonstrated outside the French Embassy against the banning of
the face veil (niqab).17 Hizb ut-Tahrir also staged a protest against a U.S.made, anti-Islam movie outside the U.S. Embassy in London in September
2012.18 Overall, the British branch has been very active in bringing attention
to pan-Islamic issues.
Hizb ut-Tahrir’s activities in other European countries have included
protests, sit-ins, and petitions. To start with, the group held a demonstration outside the Uzbek Embassy in Brussels during Islam Karimov’s visit to
the European Union and NATO in January 2011, which was apparently the
first open manifestation of Hizb ut-Tahrir in Belgium.19 In March 2013,
Hizb ut-Tahrir held a conference about the restoration of the caliphate in
the Netherlands.20 The Danish branch has also organized high-profile
events. It has succeeded in forming relationships with the broader Muslim
community; in 2006, the group co-organized with local representatives of
the Muslim Brotherhood and imams from Danish mosques a panel debate
about the Jyllands-Posten Muhammad cartoons controversy.21 Interestingly, Hizb ut-Tahrir Denmark has contributed innovative ideas in new
fields of party activity such as environmental protection. In 2009, for
instance, it published a pamphlet titled The Environmental Problem: Its
Causes and Islam’s Solution.22
Hizb ut-Tahrir developed a presence in the United States sometime during the 1990s. The first cells were probably established in Southern California’s Orange County, where a large number of Arab Americans live.23 Now
its headquarters are located in Chicago. The U.S. branch organized a conference in 2009 to address issues of major concern for Muslims living in
the West such as Islamophobia and intolerance. It has also held events on
the crisis of world capitalism and the future of democracy. The group has
avoided controversial topics, such as the role of the pro-Israel lobby in the

60

Islamist Activism and Human Rights

formation of U.S. Middle East policy. The American branch has mostly
relied upon the Internet to recruit members and attract sympathizers.
In addition, Hizb ut-Tahrir has established a strong presence in Australia, largely recruiting from the local Arab community. Therefore, the group
organized a conference in September 2012 that largely focused on the Arab
Spring revolutions. The local branch has been increasingly critical of Australia’s role as a middle-sized power in the Pacific and its close defense
links to the United States.24 The Australian authorities have discussed the
possibility of banning the group for inciting violence, but this has not taken
place yet. As elsewhere, the local branch has used the Internet to spread its
propaganda.
South and Southeast Asia
South Asia is an important region for Hizb ut-Tahrir because it is home to
hundreds of millions of Muslims. President Pervez Musharraf banned the
party in Pakistan in 2004 and, as a result, it went underground. In May
2011, a brigadier of the Pakistani armed forces was arrested for his alleged
links to the group.25 Moreover, the local branch suffered a major blow in
March 2012 when nineteen members, including a few university professors,
were arrested by police in Lahore.26 Nevertheless, the group has been able
to utilize social networks based on kinship and friendship ties.
In Bangladesh, the group was banned in October 2009. In December
2011, Hizb ut-Tahrir was accused of involvement in a failed coup attempt
against the Bangladeshi government.27 Despite state repression, the group
has continued to recruit members from the middle and upper echelons
of Bangladeshi society. Hizb ut-Tahrir even organized a rally in Dhaka in
December 2012.28
The U.S. invasion of Afghanistan and the fall of the Taliban regime
allowed Hizb ut-Tahrir to enter the Afghan political system. The newly
established Afghan branch organized a conference on corruption in April
2012.29 Nonetheless, the party has remained marginal in the war-torn country. Although most Afghans are familiar with the tenets of Islamism, they
tend to support indigenous parties that have established patron-client relationships in the country.
Additionally, Hizb ut-Tahrir has established branches in Southeast
Asia’s two main Muslim countries. In Malaysia, the group has been able to
attract support from students and intellectuals. The female members have
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been particularly active in organizing events and demonstrations.30 The
local branch has taken advantage of the rivalry between the country’s two
main Islamist parties: the United Malays National Organization and the
Pan-Malaysian Islamic Party. Thus, it has presented itself as a pan-Islamic
group above party politics.
In Indonesia, Hizb ut-Tahrir has systematically attempted to increase
its popularity because the country has the largest Muslim population in the
world.31 In August 2007, its annual conference was attended by about eighty
thousand people.32 As in Malaysia, the women’s section of the local branch
has played an increasingly important role in party activities; for example,
female members held a rally in Sarabaya, Indonesia’s second-largest city, to
celebrate International Women’s Day on March 8, 2015. In spite of the
group’s patriarchal mentality, female members of Hizb ut-Tahrir have
become more vocal and assertive.
Russia, Ukraine, and China
Hizb ut-Tahrir has made significant inroads in Muslim-populated areas of
the Russian Federation. The first cells were established in Tatarstan and
Bashkortostan in the mid- to late 1990s. Initially, the Russian branch was
perceived by authorities as being too small to present any kind of serious
threat. However, it has recruited enough committed members to generate
momentum for its growth in Tatarstan and Bashkortostan.
In November 2012, eighteen members were arrested in Moscow,
although the group claimed that the actual number of its arrested members
was much higher.33 Therefore, the Palestinian branch organized a protest at
the Russian Representative Office in Ramallah, as did the Indonesian
branch outside the Russian Embassy in Jakarta.34 By late 2014, a few hundred Muslims of Tatar and Bashkir origin were convicted by Russian courts
for membership in Hizb-ut-Tahrir. The group apparently lacks a sizable
presence in Chechnya, although the autonomous republic has been a fertile
soil for the growth of political Islam. Yet it has increased its activities in
neighboring Dagestan, which has suffered from terrorist incidents in the
last two decades; its nonviolent approach apparently appeals to devout
Muslims who reject terrorism.35
In recent years, Hizb ut-Tahrir has established a presence in Ukraine as
well. The group has targeted the Crimean Tatars, a Turkic ethnic group
numbering approximately 230,000 people.36 In August 2007, the Ukrainian
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branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir organized a conference titled “Islam: Yesterday,
Today and Tomorrow” in Simferopol; event speakers called upon the 600
participants to “carry the message of Islam to the Ukrainian nation.”37 After
the annexation of the Crimea by Russia in March 2014, the group has been
banned by the local authorities.
Hizb ut-Tahrir has reportedly extended its influence into China’s Xinjiang Autonomous Region populated by Uighurs, a Turkic Muslim group.
Government repression and anti-Muslim policies have increased the appeal
of Hizb ut-Tahrir. As a result, Chinese authorities have arrested members
of the group in the region.38 Such actions have provoked a response from
other branches of Hizb ut-Tahrir. On March 14, 2015, the Australian
branch organized a protest outside the Chinese consulate in Sydney.39

Central Asia
Following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, Hizb ut-Tahrir became
active in Central Asia.40 Uzbekistan became the hub of party activities in
Central Asia during the 1990s. After the assassination attempt on President
Karimov in February 1999, which the Uzbek regime blamed on Islamist
militants, arrests of Hizb ut-Tahrir’s members increased dramatically. Currently, several thousand members serve sentences in Uzbek prisons.41 As a
result, the group has been forced to scale down its activities in the country.
Yet Uzbek members have received moral support from Hizb ut-Tahrir
branches throughout the world. In May 2015, for instance, British members
commemorated outside the Uzbek Embassy in London the tenth anniversary of the Andijan massacre.42
In Kyrgyzstan, the group has enjoyed more freedom than in neighboring countries. Kyrgyz authorities have banned Hizb ut-Tahrir, but they have
not relentlessly persecuted its members. Also, it appears that some mosques
have been utilized by the group as a recruitment base. In October 2012, for
instance, an imam was detained by law-enforcement authorities in JalalAbad Province for allegedly being a member of the group.43 In the last few
years, Hizb ut-Tahrir has made inroads in southern Kyrgyzstan, which has
suffered from ethnic tensions.44 In May 2014, the Kyrgyz branch published
a leaflet titled “Uzbek Intelligence Roams Kyrgyzstan Looking to Kill Muslims,” claiming that there is a political battle between “those who are working to apply the principle of Islam through the establishment of the
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Khilafah . . . and the advocates of nationalism adopted by the Uzbek security forces, and the advocates of democracy . . . led by the West.”45 Hence
the local branch has blamed nationalism for the growing tensions between
the Kyrgyz majority and the Uzbek minority, and has promoted panIslamism as a solution to the country’s problematic ethnic relations.
The party has also been active in Kazakhstan, including the heavily
Russian-populated northern provinces and big cities such as Almaty and
Astana. The local branch has condemned the endemic corruption of
Kazakh authorities abetted by the oil and gas industry. The Nazarbayev
regime has responded to the rise of Hizb ut-Tahrir with a mixture of security measures, propaganda campaigns against the group, and economic concessions to areas that have strong pro-Hizb ut-Tahrir sentiments (e.g.,
Shymkent).
Finally, Hizb ut-Tahrir has expanded its activities in Tajikistan, which
hosted, until recently, the only legal Islamist party in the region. The
Islamic Revival Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), led by Muhiddin Kabiri, has
embraced the democratic process and representative politics. The Tajik
branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir fiercely accused the IRPT of collaborating with
the Rahmon regime because it joined the political process after the 1992–
1997 civil war.46 Yet the IRPT was banned by the Tajik authorities in September 2015. Besides its attacks on its competitor, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s
propaganda in the country has focused on the government’s corruption
and the emigration of Tajik men to Russia.47
The Middle East and North Africa
The Middle East was originally Hizb ut-Tahrir’s main area of operation,
but heavy state repression forced the group to internationalize its activities.
Currently, there are some indications that the group leadership has shifted
its focus to the Middle East again. The Arab Spring revolutions of 2010–
2012 provided a new momentum to political Islam. Hizb ut-Tahrir did not
play any role during the events, but it has offered a post-Arab Spring political program that some pious Muslims could find attractive.
More than anything else, the ongoing Syrian crisis has attracted Hizb
ut-Tahrir’s attention. The group staged a protest in the Syrian city of
Aleppo on November 9, 2012.48 In April 2013, female members organized
a press conference in Amman, Jordan, to discuss the situation in Syria,
especially in regard to women and children.49 In August of the same year,
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the Jordanian branch issued a news release with the names of mosques
where members and sympathizers would gather to protest against the Assad
regime.50
Hizb ut-Tahrir has portrayed President Bashar al-Assad as a Western
agent who was appointed as a ruler by the United States. In October 2013,
Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain published an article online about post-Assad Syria
in which it advised the Islamist opposition to follow four steps: first, to
eliminate all American presence and influence in the country; second, to
put to trial members of the Syrian regime and to prohibit members of the
pro-Western Syrian National Council from returning to the country; third,
to develop weapons of mass destruction for the purpose of deterrence; and
finally, to initiate a process of reunification of the Muslim world.51 In January 2014, the international leader of Hizb ut-Tahrir, Ata Abu Rashta, gave
a speech in an opposition-held area of Syria in which he blamed the Assad
regime, the United States, and secularist dissidents for Syria’s misfortunes.
He asserted that “On the one hand, the crimes of the tyrant Bashar, which
did not spare the humans or even the trees and rocks; whilst on the other,
the continuous meetings in Istanbul, Cairo and Paris, in order to form an
interim government to arrange a republican, secular, civil democratic system . . . in order to continue the American influence in the noble Al-Sham
[i.e., Syria]. . . . However, these wicked people forget that Al-Sham is the
Fortress of Islam, the Abode of Islam.”52
Apart from Syria and Jordan, the group has increasingly operated in the
Palestinian Territories. The local branch has become more vocal in recent
years, taking advantage of its Palestinian origins and the area wide network
of sympathizers.53 Interestingly, the Israeli authorities have tolerated the
existence of Hizb ut-Tahrir because it has denounced political violence. The
Oslo Agreement and the establishment of a semiautonomous Palestinian
entity has created new political space for the party, particularly in the West
Bank. Thus, it has gained more supporters at the expense of other groups
like Hamas and Fatah that have failed to improve the lives of Palestinians.
In addition to Arab countries, Hizb ut-Tahrir has viewed Turkey as a
key country for two reasons. First, Istanbul was the seat of the caliph for
almost five hundred years. The abolishment of the caliphate in 1924 has
been an event memorialized by Hizb ut-Tahrir. Second, Turkey has a large
Muslim population with links to Muslims in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and
Central Asia. During the 1990s, Kemalist governments espoused a militant
secularism; as a result, they banned the group and arrested its members
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for anticonstitutional activities. Yet the rise to power of the Justice and
Development Party has not led to a decline in state repression against Hizb
ut-Tahrir. Both the Kemalist and the Islamist-leaning AKP governments
have viewed the party as a foe for different reasons: the former have accused
the group of being Arab and having an agenda to Islamize the Turkish state
and society; the latter has perceived it as a competitor for the hearts and
minds of pious Muslims.
Although the local branch is still banned, it has tried hard to preserve a
support base in the country. Therefore, it has maintained a number of
websites for Turkish-speaking members and sympathizers. Hizb ut-Tahrir
has criticized the AKP for compromising its principles in order to stay in
power. In particular, the group has targeted Tayyip Erdoğan as a politician
who failed to achieve the establishment of a true Islamist government in
Turkey. Party ideologues have claimed that “it is the so-called ‘White Turks’
[i.e., Kemalist elite] in Turkey who have the real power, while Erdoğan can
only make deals and try to limit their influence a little.”54 Furthermore,
Hizb ut-Tahrir has argued that the AKP-promoted Turkish model “oughtnot to be understood as an alternative to secularism, but rather a far more
benign and insidious manifestation of secularism that incorporates Islamic
values into its discourse by virtue of Islam being part of Turkey’s national
identity.”55 In this way, the group has accused the AKP of exploiting Islam
to foster Turkish nationalism.
Hizb ut-Tahrir has also established branches in other regional countries
in recent years. In Yemen, the group has attempted to play a role in postSaleh politics. During 2013–2014, Hizb ut-Tahrir launched public awareness campaigns for the re-establishment of the caliphate.56 Nevertheless, the
current war in the country between the Shia Houthi movement and Saudiled forces has politically marginalized the group.57 Although it once had a
strong presence, Hizb ut-Tahrir is now a very small political force in Iraq.58
Its pan-Islamic rhetoric is obviously not appealing to a society divided on
the basis of sectarian affiliation.

Hizb ut-Tahrir Between the Global and the Local
The group is keen to emphasize its ideological coherence and consistency.
Since the early 1950s, it has advocated the establishment of a caliphate to
unite all Muslims into a single state. Hizb ut-Tahrir’s tenets and worldview
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are largely based on the writings of its founder. Internal discipline and
obedience to the central leadership are necessary conditions for such an
international group to maintain its cohesion. Therefore, there is a range of
disciplinary measures for members who disobey the orders of the all-party
leader, including expulsion.
However, Hizb ut-Tahrir has operated in very different national settings. The group is now active in more than forty countries, ranging from
the United States to Indonesia and from South Africa to Denmark. Hizb
ut-Tahrir can freely convey its messages and engage in polemic debates in
Western countries. In contrast, its branches in most Muslim countries have
typically faced severe repression that restricts their activities. As a result,
significant differences can be found in Hizb ut-Tahrir’s political strategy at
the national level. Hizb ut-Tahrir in Uzbekistan and Pakistan aims at
spreading its ideas to the society while remaining underground. The group
takes advantage of the relatively relaxed political atmosphere to launch
public relations campaigns in Indonesia and Malaysia, whereas it is still
building its cadres in Afghanistan and Yemen.
The internationalization of Hizb ut-Tahrir has created new dilemmas
and challenges for its leadership. While the group has to remain attached
to the tenets of Nabhani’s ideology, it needs also to address the concerns
and problems of its different constituencies. Being active in many countries
means that the group must adopt a cognitive schema that can transmit a
global message to local audiences. It must resonate with different cultures
and political environments. For this purpose, the group has utilized the
master frame of human rights. It is the most suitable vehicle of communication bridging Hizb ut-Tahrir’s globalist ideology with local concerns
about discrimination and abuses.
In the mid-1990s, Hizb ut-Tahrir denounced human rights because “the
origin of these rights is the Capitalist ideology’s view of the nature of man,
the relationship between the individual and the group, the reality of society,
and the function of the state.”59 At that time, the group perceived human
rights as a Western creation. However, the terrorist attacks in New York
and Washington in 2001 dramatically increased the visibility of Muslims.
Such a change was bound to have serious implications for the everyday life
of millions of Muslims in the West. In the immediate post-9/11 period,
Muslim citizens were monitored by authorities, physical and verbal attacks
against Muslims were on the rise, and the media constantly identified Islam
as a national security threat. In other words, Muslim communities suddenly
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became part of a larger conflict between the West and Islamist militants
that was set on a global stage.
In this context, Hizb ut-Tahrir has endorsed the master frame of human
rights to spread its ideas and gain influence locally. Since the master frame
provides a generic framework of rights and freedoms, the group can choose
what is useful and discard the rest. In fact, the group has mostly focused
on individual freedoms vis-à-vis the state and women’s Islamic rights that
have come to the forefront in recent years. Thus, Hizb ut-Tahrir has
ignored those rights and freedoms that contradict its ideology and do not
serve its goals (e.g., right to self-determination).
To begin with, the British branch has increasingly discussed the growing
Islamophobia that is gripping the country. In the words of a pro-Hizb utTahrir commentator, “in regards to the Muslim community this discrimination is further driven by draconian anti-terror policies which stifle intellectual and political debate and place every man, woman and child in
relative fear of their future in this country.”60 The party has denounced the
targeting of British Muslims by far right groups, the media, and, to lesser
degree, mainstream politicians. As a result, it has been able to attract sympathizers and supporters from among the country’s Muslims.
The American branch has also paid attention to Islamophobia in the
post-9/11 United States. Following the guilty verdict of the so-called Irvine
11, a group of Muslim students who protested against Israeli ambassador
Michael Oren when he visited the University of California, Irvine, campus
in February 2010, the group claimed that “one can sense Islamophobia has
played a role in this verdict.”61 While criticizing the U.S. interventionist
policy in the greater Middle East, Hizb ut-Tahrir America has at the same
time stressed the human rights abuses committed against Muslims inside
and outside the country. The local branch has claimed that “one of the key
arguments for invading Iraq and Afghanistan was to set these countries up
as models of democracy to be imitated across the Muslim lands. . . . [A]
decade later the [United States] has abandoned such values through Guantanamo Bay, Belmarsh, Abu Ghraib, Bagram, the Patriot Act, anti-terrorism
legislation of all guises, stop and search, internment, torture, sexual humiliation, executive ordered arrests, detention without trial, rendition of suspects to despotic regimes, brutal interrogations and illegal and imperialistic
wars.”62
Hizb ut-Tahrir’s logic is simple but powerful: the West, principally the
United States, has cynically used its pro-democracy rhetoric to violate and
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abuse the human rights of Muslim communities. By referring to wellknown cases of torture in U.S. detention facilities, the group is able to
employ the master frame of human rights. Through this method, its struggle appears more legitimate within the American context. Thus, the party
can not only gain support but also protect itself from legal action.
Additionally, other branches in Western countries have expressed their
concern about Islamophobia and abuses of human rights. In Denmark,
Hizb ut-Tahrir has claimed that “the Danish politicians bear a huge share
of responsibility for the rise in Islamophobia and hateful rhetoric that has
become quite common in Denmark. Today Muslims are experiencing
increasingly, not only on social media but also at congested places and in
broad daylight, verbal and physical assault.”63 Hence the group implicitly
criticized the far-right Danish People’s Party and other political forces for
their Islamophobic rhetoric that has led to the targeting of the Muslim
community.64 Again, a local branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir has utilized the language of human rights to denigrate its political opponents and gain more
legitimacy and acceptance.
In Australia, Hizb ut-Tahrir has been under scrutiny because of its highprofile activities and events.65 Given that a growing number of Australian
Muslims have traveled to the Middle East to join jihadi groups, authorities
have been concerned about the radicalization of the country’s Muslim population.66 The local branch has constantly refused to condemn not only
ISIS’s atrocities but also those who leave Australia to fight in Syria and
Iraq.67 Interestingly, it has attempted to twist the debate from jihadi terrorism to what it sees as the Australian government’s racist approach to Muslims: “The notion that Muslims who go to Syria will become ‘radicalised’
and be a security threat when they return . . . is based in the all-too-familiar
Islamophobic Orientalist narrative that sees Muslims as sub-human, somehow less civilized, unable to control themselves and hence needing the
intervention of the civilized white man. Why are the same concerns about
radicalization and national security not raised in relation to other Australian citizens training and fighting in the armies of foreign allies?”68
Here Hizb ut-Tahrir evokes the history of racism against Muslims. Its
response implies that Western countries, including Australia, have suffered
from a white man’s burden syndrome toward the Muslim world. Hizb utTahrir’s argumentation is based on a widely accepted criticism of the West’s
Orientalist legacy in the Middle East; its message is that Muslim populations
have not been treated humanely by Westerners. Such a powerful statement,
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which links Western interventionist policies to the human rights and dignity
of Muslims, can easily resonate with some Australian Muslims who have
Middle Eastern origin. In addition, the group aims at a wider audience that
has viewed Australian foreign policy critically and has raised concerns about
Islamophobia and racial profiling. In effect, the local branch has utilized the
master frame of human rights to defend its ambiguous position on Australian
jihadi fighters in Syria and Iraq, while reaching out to both Muslims and
non-Muslims.
The Australian branch’s agenda includes domestic human rights issues
too. In mid-October 2014, the women’s section of Hizb ut-Tahrir Australia
criticized growing public hostility over the wearing of niqab or hijab; a
statement claimed that “Muslims cannot rely on a weak meta-ethics to
protect our ‘rights’; rather, we should call for our rights through Islam and
highlight the inherent flaws and contradictions of liberal secularism. We
should demonstrate that the niqab is not just about ‘wearing what we want’,
but part of a comprehensive Islamic social system that protects women,
families and hence leads to a cohesive and safe society, free from the trappings that are created by a society based on liberal ‘freedoms.’ ”69
The master frame of human rights has been increasingly utilized by
branches of Hizb ut-Tahrir in non-Western countries as well. In Indonesia,
the local branch confronted French diplomats over the publication of the
Prophet Muhammad cartoons by Charlie Hebdo by challenging French
arguments about freedom of expression. More specifically, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s
representatives accused the French government of “banning Muslim
women from wearing burka” and persecuting individuals for “questioning
the Holocaust.”70 But Hizb ut-Tahrir Indonesia did not only aim at contributing to international protests against what was viewed as blasphemy
against the Prophet Muhammad. The global duty of defending the Prophet
has to be combined with local political goals. The post-Suharto process of
reconciliation has shed light on past violations of human rights committed
by the army and paramilitary groups.71 As a result, Indonesian society has
been more aware of and sensitive to human rights issues.72 In this context,
the branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir has utilized the master frame of human rights
to pursue a global agenda that has local applications.
In addition, the use of human rights master frame gives ethical legitimacy to Hizb ut-Tahrir. Thus, the group has portrayed its actions as well
intended and showing concern for the dignity of Muslim communities.
This is a very important component of the human rights master frame
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because it can allow Hizb ut-Tahrir to compete against other Islamist
groups at the local level and simultaneously find allies outside the world of
political Islam. Many people have the utmost respect for those who have
altruistic beliefs and behavior. With the help of the human rights master
frame, the party can remake its public image and prosper politically.
For instance, the Malaysian branch has drawn from this component to
convey its messages to the country’s Muslim population. Following the
release of a U.S. Senate report on the CIA Detention and Interrogation
Program in December 2014, Hizb ut-Tahrir Malaysia accused the United
States of “saying that they are the defenders and upholders of human rights
and are the guardians of international law, where in actual fact they are
the real offenders.”73 More importantly, it claimed that Malaysian police
“cooperated with CIA despite the fact that CIA is known to be untrustworthy, and [the Malaysian police] knows the inhumane character of CIA, and
it knows how brutal and barbaric CIA is, especially against Muslims.”74 In
this case, the appeal to human rights serves slightly different goals. The
group aims at undermining Malaysia’s relationship with the United States
by portraying the country’s leadership as guilty of violating the human
rights of fellow Muslims for the sake of helping what it views as a U.S.-led
war on Islam. Thus, it could increase its popularity among pious Muslims
who have been critical of the cooperation between Kuala Lumpur and
Washington. At the same time, the use of this master frame can connect
the local branch’s activities with a global agenda against torture and other
cruel punishment.
Hizb ut-Tahrir Britain has grabbed every opportunity to criticize statesanctioned narratives and discourses. The terrorist attack against the
Charlie Hebdo magazine in Paris in January 2015 provoked new tensions
between European governments and Muslim communities. The group has
criticized the position of many European leaders regarding the freedom of
expression. In the words of senior member of Hizb ut-Tahrir Abdul Wahid:
“The freedom to insult the sacred symbols of Islam has become a tool to
bully and persecute a minority community. . . . In this context an ultimatum has been served to Muslims . . . that it is not enough to say that [a]
Muslim in a non-Muslim country under a covenant should not be a vigilante, killing people in broad daylight. . . . Rather, what is expected of a
Muslim in Europe today is that you bow down before the god of free speech
until you accept that every Prophet can be insulted. . . . That is an unacceptable expectation by those who attack Islam. Muslims living in the West
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have only one option when faced with insults against their beloved
Prophet—and that is to speak out. . . . We continue to speak out loudly–
despite the mockery and hatred.”75
Wahid has based his criticism against European governments on a valid
argument: Muslim communities are always expected to apologize and reaffirm their loyalty to the state. There has been a widespread suspicion of
Muslim citizens, who are largely viewed by some politicians and media as
untrustworthy and fanatical. Consequently, Muslim citizens must constantly condemn those co-religionists who use violence against civilians.
What Wahid fails to mention is the general rise of intolerance against ethnic
and religious minorities on the Continent. European Muslims are not the
only religious community that has faced pressure and intimidation. In fact,
most European societies are still susceptible to anti-Semitism.76 Like Muslims, Europe’s Jews have frequently been asked by certain politicians and
media to condemn Israeli actions against Palestinian civilians.77
The use of the human rights master frame provides Hizb ut-Tahrir with
the moral obligation to support fellow Muslims. This component has
allowed the group to launch initiatives for the support of those Muslim
communities deemed to be under threat. Hizb ut-Tahrir has used this component, among other things, to call for the protection of its members in
Crimea from pro-Kremlin forces. Since the local branch became illegal after
the Russian annexation of Crimea in late March 2014, it is the international
leadership that has taken up the task to defend Crimean Muslims in general
and Hizb ut-Tahrir’s members in particular. In mid-May 2014, Osman
Bakhach, who is the head of the Central Media Office, warned that “[Russian forces] are preparing to massacre the local Muslims. . . . Regardless of
the international conflict that occurs in Ukraine between Europe, Russia,
and America, Muslims are the first victims of Russian occupation of Crimea.”78 Therefore, he suggested that only the establishment of the caliphate
could protect them from Russian aggression. The speed of events took the
Ukrainian branch by surprise, but the group is likely to increase its activities
stressing human rights violations against the Muslim population in Crimea.
The group has also focused on the treatment of Muslims in other conflict zones. More specifically, Hizb ut-Tahrir has launched a global campaign titled “Who Will Support the Muslims of Central Africa?” in order
to increase awareness. According to the Women’s Section of the Central
Media Office of Hizb ut-Tahrir, “since 1st of February 2014, a diabolical
and systematic campaign of genocide has been unleashed upon the helpless
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Muslims of the region. . . . Female and minor members of the Muslim
[community] . . . have been the target of unspeakable acts of barbarity. . . .
Only with the re-establishment of the Khilafah . . . Muslims can be saved
from bloodshed and systematic abuse.”79 Their tragic story confirms the
claim that the human rights of Muslims are systematically abused by nonMuslims and this can stop only if the caliphate is restored. Hizb ut-Tahrir’s
narrative is simple and self-explanatory. Likewise, the group has campaigned against the persecution of the Rohingya Muslims in Burma. One
of its statements argued that “the massacre of the Rohingya has exposed
the hypocrisy of international bodies like the UN, human rights organizations and the global media. . . . Some have described them as the most
persecuted minority in the world, yet the lack of prominence given to their
cause show exactly how politicized humanitarian and human rights campaigning bodies are.”80
Following the 9/11 events and the subsequent wave of Islamophobia in
the West, the group has clearly changed its rhetoric. The endorsement of
human rights has raised awareness and have offered crucial legitimacy to
Hizb ut-Tahrir. Different branches have remarkably applied the same master frame, which is a testament to its strategic value and utility. They have
adjusted it to the needs of the local community which is the unit of identification. Hence Hizb ut-Tahrir has exploited human rights as an ideological
weapon against its perceived adversaries and their supposed hypocrisy.

Conclusion
Hizb ut-Tahrir is probably the most geographically far-reaching Islamist
group. It has established a presence in many countries on different continents. While the group has tirelessly supported the utopian goal of reestablishing the caliphate, it has denounced the use of violence as a method
of political change. Instead, it has advocated nonviolent political activism.
However, Hizb ut-Tahrir has faced the challenge of transmitting messages
across different political and cultural environments.
For this purpose, it has embraced the human rights master frame that
carries a simple and straightforward message: there is a massive violation
of human rights of Muslims throughout the world and its root cause is
Islamophobia and anti-Muslim hatred. This master frame can easily be
accepted by many communities and individuals. In particular, such rhetoric
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can evoke strong emotions from Western Muslims who are accustomed to
the language of human rights. Consequently, they could identify more easily with a group that advocates Muslim rights. Hizb ut-Tahrir has portrayed
itself as the sole defender of Muslims who have been targeted unfairly by
Western countries and their allies on the basis of their religious affiliation.
It has promoted a global vision of the Muslim world, while focusing on
the particular problems and issues that each community faces. Hizb utTahrir has functioned as an agent of glocalization that adapts the universal
master frame of human rights to local contexts. This cognitive schema can
enable dissemination of a powerful message to different constituencies for
the purpose of mobilizing support. In this way, it can connect many different situations together by offering the following solution: only the creation
of an all-powerful Islamic state could defend Muslims from discrimination
and abuse.
For more than a half century, the group has managed to grow and
survive. Despite its confrontational messages, Hizb ut-Tahrir has maintained a nonviolent approach that serves as a reminder of the heterogeneity
that exists within the new political Islam. The group does not constitute a
security threat, although it has been subject to a securitization process in
the Muslim world and elsewhere.
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PART II
Islamist Politics and
the Master Frame of Democracy

D

emocracy is the most popular political system that has constantly
spread across the world since the beginning of the twentieth century. Yet the first democracy was born in the ancient Greek city of
Athens in the fifth century bc. It was based on a system of direct participation whereby citizens voted directly for legislation and executive action.
The Roman Republic (509 bc–27 bc) was the first representative democracy, since its citizens were allowed to vote only indirectly. Modern democracy has its roots in three important documents: Magna Carta (1215),
which limited the power of the English monarch; the U.S. Constitution
(1787), which created a House of Representatives whose members were to
be elected by the people; and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man
and of the Citizen (1789), which established universal male suffrage.
According to Samuel Huntington, modern democratization took place
in three waves. The first wave began in the early nineteenth century and
lasted until the 1920s (e.g., United States, Great Britain, France). The second wave commenced after the defeat of the Axis and lasted until the early
1960s, when many European colonies gained their independence (e.g.,
India) and autocracies became democracies (e.g., Japan). The end of the
Cold War unleashed a new wave of demands for political representation
and rights. But Huntington argued that the establishment of liberal democracies in eastern Europe in the late 1980s was only part of the third wave of
democratization that had started in southern Europe in the mid-1970s with
Greece and Portugal.1 Furthermore, some analysts have claimed that the
Arab Spring revolutions constitute the fourth wave of democratization.2
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The undeniable ideological prominence of democracy has been reinforced by globalization processes and their impact on national politics. The
compression of time and space has led to the gradual homogenization of
norms and procedures. With the exception of a few absolute monarchies
(e.g., Saudi Arabia, Brunei), all countries claim to be democracies. Yet they
have different understandings of democratic values and procedures.
According to Robert Dahl, every democracy must have five criteria: effective
participation (all citizens must be able to participate in policy debates),
voting equality (every vote must be counted equally), enlightened understanding (every citizen must have the opportunity to learn about alternative
policies), control of the agenda (all citizens must enjoy the opportunity to
contribute to the political agenda), and inclusion of adults (all permanent
residents have equal political rights).3 Dahl’s five criteria are the cornerstones of an ideal democracy. In reality, every society has come up with its
own version of democracy. For example, the Kremlin has developed the
doctrine of sovereign democracy (suveryennaya demokratiya) that refers to
a top-down enforcement of political unity and conformity at the expense
of pluralism and representation.4 Likewise, the Chinese communist regime
has advocated its own version of democracy (minzhu) as a means to promote order and stability.5
Nevertheless, Thomas Olesen has argued that “democracy, while entailing certain contentious potentials, is also closely tied to the interests of the
dominant states and classes in the post-Cold War period.”6 It is certainly
true that the United States and many European countries have aggressively
promoted democracy as the only political system that guarantees equality,
freedom, and justice. The impact of this policy has been intensified by the
increased economic and financial transactions among nations that have
stimulated ideational influences and cultural transfers. The dominance of
democracy is reflected in efforts to evaluate and measure its spread across
the world. The British Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the Council
of the European Union have published annual reports on human rights
and democratization. Western media have also covered extensively democratization issues. The weekly newspaper the Economist has even produced
an annual Democracy Index categorizing 165 states into four groups:
full democracies, flawed democracies, hybrid regimes, and authoritarian
regimes.7
The truth is that democracy has multiplied across the world. Paul Hirst
is right when he argues that “representative democracy is such a powerful
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tool of legitimation of the actions of government” that no mainstream politician will question it.8 Indeed, democracy has proved to be a highly attractive and desirable political system capable of combining rule of law with
majority rule.
The Muslim world has experimented with democracy for more than a
century. The Ottoman Empire initiated some democratic reforms in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. The constitution of 1876 established a system of constitutional monarchy that lasted only two years before the restoration of absolute monarchy by Sultan Abdul Hamid II. Following the Young
Turk Revolution in 1908, the sultan was forced to restore the 1876 constitution
and re-establish the Ottoman parliament.9 The next country experimenting
with democracy was Azerbaijan. The Republic of Azerbaijan was established in
May 1918 and became the first Muslim country to extend suffrage to women;
members of the parliament were elected on the basis of proportional representation and special seats were reserved for ethnic minorities.10
The Muslim world went through a second phase of democratization
after the end of the Second World War. Syria became an independent
republic in 1946 and had its first parliamentary elections one year later;
Turkey held its first legislative elections in 1950; Indonesia’s first parliamentary elections took place in 1955 alongside those of neighboring Malaysia.
Despite the organization of elections, democracy failed to develop strong
roots in the Muslim world, which suffered from authoritarianism and
repression.
Since the early years of this century, however, more and more Islamic
groups and parties have joined the democratic process. The Muslim Brotherhood participated in the 2000 parliamentary elections in Egypt. The Palestinian Islamist group Hamas participated in the 2005 municipal elections
and the 2006 legislative elections. Graham E. Fuller supports the view that
“the majority of Islamist movements have long since reached the conclusion that democratization is the best overall vehicle by which to present
their agenda to the public and to gain political influence and thereby eventually to come to power.”11 With the outbreak of the Arab Spring revolutions, this political trend has only been accelerating.

* * *
Democracy is not only a popular political system but also a powerful master
frame. The prominence of the democracy master frame is the result of two
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factors. First, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism have
strengthened the appeal of democracy in every part of the world. Second,
international travel and the use of social media have made many people
better informed about the benefits of democracy. Authoritarian leaderships
have usually been blamed for systemic corruption and nepotism. In contrast, Western democracies are perceived as a land of opportunity.
It is hardly a surprise that many movements and groups have used the
master frame of democracy to mobilize support and wage their political
struggle. Rita Noonan observed that the democracy master frame was used
by female activists against the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile in the 1980s.12
During the mid-1990s, the revolutionary movement of Zapatistas managed
to frame its uprising for the rights of the indigenous population in the
Mexican state of Chiapas as part of a global drive for democratization.13 The
master frame of democracy was used by disability groups during protests in
Egypt in 2010 and 2011 to promote equality among citizens.14 It has also
been utilized by dissidents facing authoritarian regimes in countries such
as China, Myanmar, and Syria. Due to its widespread application, it is subject to localized interpretations. In other words, it has a high degree of
flexibility and variability in accordance with particular political and cultural
conditions.
The democracy master frame consists of three main components. First,
it includes the principle of political equality, which can be summarized
as one person, one vote. In a proper democratic system, the whole adult
population can participate in free, fair, and periodic elections. This is a
sensitive issue for some Muslim-majority countries, where the right of
women to vote and run for public office either is not fully recognized (e.g.,
Saudi Arabia) or is disputed (e.g., post-Taliban Afghanistan). The acquisition of citizenship is often the prerequisite for equal political rights. Actually, some authoritarian regimes have refused citizenship to politically
marginalized groups, such as members of ethnic minorities and foreignborn long-term residents. For example, the Assad regime has denied citizenship to thousands of Syrian Kurds, as have the Myanmar authorities
with members of the Rohingya Muslim minority.
Second, the master frame contains the concept of majority rule whereby
the decision making is carried out by those who received most votes. Without majority rule, democracy ceases to exist because a minority would dictate its will to the rest of society. This has been a particularly attractive
component for post-war self-determination movements that represented
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Figure 4. Components of the master frame of democracy

large ethnic groups (e.g., India 1940s, Cyprus 1950s, Algeria 1960s, Bangladesh 1970s, South Africa 1980s, Kosovo 1990s). The logic of this component is straightforward: the numerical strength of a majority can
delegitimize any effort to establish a minority rule.
Third, the master frame offers the value of political legitimacy that gives
a normative advantage to those who claim to have the consent of the people. No modern political leader can afford to ignore the will of the majority.
Thus, parties and movements that accept democracy, which privileges the
many rather than the few, can gain more political legitimacy than antisystem parties (e.g., neo-Nazi parties, the radical Left). This is why even
authoritarian regimes have organized elections and referendums to demonstrate, domestically and internationally, their alleged democratic nature.
For example, Bashar al-Assad won his third term as president of Syria with
88.7 percent of the vote in June 2014.15 The democracy master frame is
described in Figure 4.
There is a long debate about the compatibility of Islam with democracy.
It has been argued that shura (collective consultation) is the Islamic equivalent of democracy. There are two verses in the Quran referring to consultation: “And those who respond to their Lord and keep up prayer, and whose
affairs are [decided] by counsel among themselves” (42:38) and “So pardon
them and ask protection for them, and consult them in (important) matters” (3:158). Sadek Jawad Sulaiman, a former Omani ambassador to the
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United States, has offered an interesting comparison between shura and
democracy, arguing that “they both assume that majority judgment tends
to be more comprehensive and accurate than minority judgment. . . .
[Both] proceed from the core idea that all people are equal in rights and
responsibilities . . . and they forbid privileges claimed on the basis of tribal
lineage or social prestige.”16
Many Islamic thinkers have elaborated on the relationship between
Islam and democracy. Abu A’la Maududi, founder of the Pakistani Islamist
group Jamaat-e-Islami, advocated the establishment of a theodemocracy
that would be ruled by the entire Islamic community, not the class of the
ulama. In his book Islamic Law and Constitution, Maududi argued that the
theodemocracy is “in essence and fundamentals the antithesis of . . . Western secular democracy” because sovereignty belongs to God.17 Since
humanity is the vicegerent of God on earth, theodemocracy must be bound
by Sharia. Maududi’s ideas about theodemocracy later influenced the Taliban movement that established the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan in 1996.
Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the Qatar-based intellectual leader of the Muslim
Brotherhood, has also advocated a particular type of democracy. In his
words, “the Islamic Movement and the Islamic Awakening have never
flourished or borne fruit unless in an atmosphere of democracy and freedom.”18 Yet al-Qaradawi has not advocated a Western-type democracy for
Muslim societies because “democracy is contrary to Islam [which] insists
on the fact that Allah alone has the right of legislation while democracy
means that the public has the right of legislation.”19 Instead, he has
defended shura because “it is a pillar of ruling and governing in Islam. So,
all decisions that are made by the state should be through shura.”20 But the
Egyptian scholar leaves no room for any resemblance between shura and
modern democracy; in the former, Muslims always have to take into
account the Quran and the Sunnah, while in the latter, parliaments are
usually restricted by constitutional provisions. Shura is open only to scholars and experts, whereas parliaments are open to anyone who has been
elected by the voters.
Nevertheless, al-Qaradawi has asked Muslims to participate in elections,
since “there is no harm in participating in the common house (Parliament)
if the intention behind that is to back the truth and the right and to express
refusal to the wrong and the evil.”21 Consequently, he has claimed that a
parliament run by Muslims “would not be expected to pass a legislation
that contradicts Islam and its incontestable principles and conclusive
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rules.”22 Moreover, he has suggested a constitutional provision stating all
legislation must be compatible with Sharia.23 Indeed, some Muslimmajority countries have incorporated such a provision in their constitutions. For instance, Article 1 of the Qatari constitution states that “Qatar is
an independent sovereign Arab State. Its religion is Islam and Sharia law
shall be a main source of its legislations. Its political system is democratic.”24 Likewise, the Egyptian constitution of 2014 contains a similar article declaring that “Islam is the religion of the State. . . . The principles of
Islamic Sharia are the main source of legislation.”25
Another Islamic scholar who has extensively discussed the relationship
between Islam and democracy is Fethullah Gülen. His thoughts have influenced many Muslims who seek to accommodate the Muslim faith with
Western modernity. He claimed that Islam upholds certain fundamental
principles:
1. Power lies in truth.
2. Justice and the rule of law are indispensable.
3. Freedom of belief and rights to life, personal property, reproduction,
and health (both mental and physical) have to be respected.
4. The privacy and immunity of individual life must be preserved.
5. No one can be convicted of a crime without evidence, or accused
and punished for someone else’s crime.
6. An advisory system of administration is needed.26
Irrespective of their alleged Islamic origin, these six principles have
largely defined the modern Western state and its legal order. Thus, by enunciating them, Gülen has sought to prove the compatibility of Islam with
modernity. Moreover, he has argued that “Islam recommends a government based on a social contract. During the rule of the first four caliphs
(632 ad-661 ad) in particular, the fundamental principles of government
mentioned above—including free elections—were fully observed.”27
In particular, Gülen chose to stress the concept of shura as the Islamic
foundation of democracy because “it is a method, a process of government,
and way of life for Muslims.”28 His approach to the relationship between
Islam and democracy seems extremely liberal. While it is true that the Muslim faith emphasizes justice and encourages freedom of thought, it also
ascribes sovereignty to God. Yet Gülen probably feels the need to overemphasize Islam’s democratic elements at a time of growing tensions between
secularists and Islamists in Turkey and elsewhere.
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Islamists have been increasingly keen to employ the democracy master
frame locally in order to mobilize people and support their particularistic
cause. With the help of this master frame, they can gain enough political
legitimacy to seek policy changes. Since democracy means the power of the
many over the few, Islamists can pursue majority rule through elections.
But participation in elections does not always mean full acceptance of liberal values and norms. Islamists have often modified the concept of democracy to fit the local political and cultural context. In this way, they connect
a global agenda of democratization with their own realities and goals. There
are two examples of Islamists acting as glocalizers with the help of the
democracy master frame: the Islamo-democrats and the electoral Salafis.

Chapter 3

The Politics of Islamo-Democracy in Turkey,
Egypt, and Tunisia

We [the Muslim Brothers] aim to remove all forms of
injustice, tyranny, autocracy and dictatorship, and we call
for the implementation of a democratic multiparty allinclusive political system that excludes no one. . . . There
can be no question that genuine democracy must prevail.
Mohamed Morsi, February 9, 2011

Islamists first participated in elections after the end of the Second World
War when the decolonization process led to establishment of new Muslimmajority states. Faced with regime repression and censorship, Islamist parties repeatedly resorted to low-profile campaigning seeking political legitimacy and influence. Nevertheless, participation in elections often came at
a heavy cost: they were crippled by arrests of their members and confiscation of their assets. Still, there are several examples of Islamist parties participating in postwar elections.
Pakistan’s Jamaat-e-Islami was established by Abul Ala Maududi in
Lahore in 1941. The party participated in the first direct elections held
in the newly established Pakistan for the provincial assembly of Punjab in
March 1951.1 It also participated in the parliamentary elections from 1970
to 2013, but performed poorly. The party has advocated the establishment
of an Islamic state in Pakistan, ruled by Sharia, and has strongly opposed
the West. According to its constitution, “for the desired reform and revolution, [the party] shall use democratic and constitutional means.”2 Yet its
founder was known for his antidemocracy views. For example, he once
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stated that “I tell you my fellow Muslims, frankly: Democracy is in contradiction with your belief. . . . There can be no reconciliation between Islam
and democracy, not even in minor issues.”3 Therefore, it can be argued that
the party only tactically accepts democracy.
The Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood was established sometime in the mid-1940s by Sunni Syrians who had studied in Cairo.4 It managed to develop grassroots support and participated in parliamentary
elections from 1947 to 1961. Some of its prominent members were even
invited to join a coalition government in December 1949.5 The Baathist
coup of March 1963 forced the Muslim Brotherhood to go underground
and later to launch a campaign of terror against the Hafez al-Assad regime.6
For many years, it remained a clandestine organization with limited influence. Since the outbreak of the civil war in 2011, the branch of the Muslim
Brotherhood has resurfaced as part of the Sunni opposition fighting against
the Syrian regime.
Hizb ut-Tahrir has also occasionally participated in elections, although
it has viciously rejected democracy as a Western political system that works
against Islam.7 In fact, its founder himself ran unsuccessfully for the Jordanian parliament in 1951 before the party was formally established. Despite
being banned by the authorities, Hizb ut-Tahrir participated in the parliamentary elections of 1954 and 1956 but its candidates ran as independents.8
Nonetheless, the party has opposed democracy because “the parliament
does not legislate, rather the government proposes the laws and the parliament passes them. . . . Consequently, democracy is a fanciful idea, impossible to implement, is based on lies and misinterpretation and leads the
people astray.”9 The party has not participated in any elections since then.
There is no doubt that the rise of electoral politics in the postwar Middle East and South Asia forced some Islamists to seek public approval of
their ideas. The unit of identification was the postcolonial nation-state.
But they held an ambiguous position regarding democracy. Notwithstanding their electoral participation, these Islamists largely viewed elections as a
means to an end. They perceived democracy as ‘un-Islamic’ because it has
not been sanctioned by Sharia.
In contrast to them, there is now a new generation of Islamists who
have endorsed democracy and have viewed elections as a necessary, and
even Islamic-compliant, process to gain power and implement their programs.10 As Olivier Roy pointed out, “the only way for Islamists to maintain
their legitimacy is through elections.”11 They have advocated a new version
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of Islamism, the Islamo-democracy, which blends Islam with some democratic elements. Their unit of identification is a particular community of
Muslims defined by piety and religiousness. Three parties stand as the most
significant in this regard: Turkey’s Justice and Development Party (Adalet
ve Kalkinma Partisi—AKP), Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood (al-Ikhwan alMuslimun), and Tunisia’s Renaissance Movement (Haraka al-Nahda).
This chapter describes briefly the rise of Islamo-democracy, then discusses the political dominance of the AKP in Turkey. Also, it covers the
participation of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Egyptian political system
and the emergence of al-Nahda in neighboring Tunisia. Finally, it analyzes
how Islamo-democrats have utilized the master frame of democracy to
mobilize support and gain legitimacy.

The Rise of Islamo-Democracy
The end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism gave new
momentum to the spread of democracy globally. The Western paradigm of
political and economic governance emerged triumphant and strong. In the
early 1990s, Gudrun Krammer rightly observed that “a growing number of
Muslims, including a good many Islamist activists, have called for pluralist
democracy, or at least for some of its basic elements: the rule of law and
the protection of human rights, political participation, government control
and accountability.”12 One can argue that this development was almost an
inevitable outcome of the cataclysmic events that took place after the fall of
the Berlin Wall in 1989. The Muslim world had been contested by the two
superpowers and the victory of the West over the Soviet Union sent shock
waves through the greater Middle East.
Turkey, with its long tradition of westernization, was the first Muslimmajority country to experiment with the blending of Islam and democracy.
The AKP has adopted a pro-democracy discourse and has justified its policies accordingly. Indeed, the rise of the AKP in Turkey in the first decade of
this century signaled the birth of the Islamo-democracy, whereby electoral
pluralism coexists with Islamic values. It is a version of Islamism based on
consensual politics. While the success of the AKP can be explained by local
political circumstances, the rise of Islamo-democracy is coincident with
changes and events that occurred in that first decade, and I analyze it later
in greater depth.
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Almost a decade after the first electoral victory of the Islamist-leaning
AKP in Turkey, the seeds of Islamo-democracy were planted in other
Muslim countries. The Arab Spring revolutions have been hailed by many
Western analysts as the Arab 1989 that could lead to the democratic transformation of the Arab World.13 While it is still debatable what the causes
were that produced the change, the overthrow of secularly minded Arab
leaders created a political vacuum that has been filled by Islamists.14 They
played a minor role in the protests against Ben Ali in Tunisia and Hosni
Mubarak in Egypt, but Islamists finally managed to come to power through
democratic elections.15 Notwithstanding some predictions, Iranian-style
Islamist takeovers have not occurred yet.16 Instead, a democratic version of
Islamism has emerged in the greater Middle East.

The Unprecedented Success of the AKP
The father of modern Turkish Islamism was Necmettin Erbakan. He established the Welfare Party (Refah Partisi) in 1983 after the military returned
power to civilian control. The party participated in the 1991 parliamentary
election and received 16.9 percent of the vote and 62 seats.17 In 1994, it won
the local elections nationwide and gained control of Ankara and Istanbul
municipalities. Tagip Erdoğan became the mayor of Istanbul. One year
later, the Welfare Party scored 21.4 percent in the parliamentary elections
and gained 158 seats in the Turkish parliament.18 It formed a coalition
government with the right-wing Correct Path Party led by Tansu Çiller.
On February 28, 1997, the Turkish military forced Erbakan to resign as
prime minister in what came to be known as the postmodern coup; Turkish
armed forces announced that his government did not enjoy the trust of the
army anymore. The forced resignation of Erbakan revealed, once again, the
extraordinary influence of the Turkish army in the country’s political system. The Welfare Party was banned by the Constitutional Court in 1998
for violating the separation of religion and state. It was succeeded by the
Virtue Party (Fazilet Partisi) in December 1998, which was also banned by
the Constitutional Court in June 2001 for the same reason.
The AKP was established in August 2001 by Tagip Erdoğan and former
members of the Islamist-oriented Virtue Party. On November 3, 2002, the
newly formed party won 34.3 percent of the votes in the parliamentary
elections; consequently, it gained the majority of seats and formed the first
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single-party government since 1987.19 The first term of the AKP government was by all accounts very successful and productive. The new government initiated important reforms that set the pace for the transformation
of the economy. The private sector prospered and exports increased significantly. The driving force behind the Turkish economic miracle has been
the so-called Anatolian Tigers, namely the small to medium-sized exportoriented businesses based on family networks in Anatolia. According to
Ömer Taşpinar, the economic reforms of Turgut Özal during the 1980s
had already given new momentum to the stagnated Turkish economy.20
Consequently, a class of entrepreneurial Muslim bourgeoisie was created
that started seeking political emancipation. These businessmen have owned
companies that are based in cities located in central Turkey.21 They represent a kind of Islamic Calvinism that urges devout Muslims to work hard
while abiding by Muslim values.22 The AKP has recruited heavily from this
new class of Muslim businessmen.
The solidification of democracy and the economic growth dramatically
changed the image of Turkey. As a result, it gained the status of a candidate
country for European Union membership in 2004, which was a longtime
aim. The AKP won the parliamentary elections of July 2007 by increasing
its share of votes to 46.6 percent.23 The outstanding victory of the AKP was
largely the result of its successful economic policies. The party was able to
expand its support base and reached middle-class and professional Turks
from urban centers. In 2008, Turkey became a member of the Group of
Twenty major economies. In the same year, however, the country’s Constitutional Court considered a ban of the AKP on the grounds that the party
was antisecular. Finally, Turkey’s top judges decided to uphold the legal
status of the AKP by only one vote.
During the 2011 parliamentary elections, the AKP again won the majority of votes and seats in the parliament; it gained 49.8 percent of the votes
and 327 seats.24 This time Erdoğan took the opportunity to settle scores
with the old Kemalist elite. Among other things, the AKP government utilized the EU accession process to undermine the power of the Turkish military.25 In particular, the outbreak of the Ergenekon scandal discredited the
army and the intelligence services, which had plotted to overthrow the
country’s leadership.26
Erdoğan managed to win the first-ever direct presidential elections in
August 2014; he won 52 percent of the vote while his opponent, Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu, received only 38 percent.27 The Turkish leader has called for

88

Islamist Politics and Democracy

the establishment of a new republic in which executive power would be
transferred from the prime minister to the president. In spite of its political
dominance, the parliamentary elections of June 2015 were a setback for the
AKP leadership since the party won only 40.87 percent of the votes and lost
its parliamentary majority.28 This proved to be a temporary problem for
the AKP leaders. A new parliamentary election was held in November 2015.
The AKP received 49.50 percent and formed a new government under
Ahmet Davutoğlu.29
The success story of the AKP remains a puzzle to many analysts. The
AKP has won more elections than any other political party in the history
of the Turkish Republic. The AKP has portrayed itself as a party that sincerely cares about the well-being of all Turks. Therefore, it has provided
extensive social services and welfare programs.30 Moreover, the party has
underscored the importance of conservative values, largely based on Islam,
to gain a moral advantage over its competitors. 31 It is not a coincidence
that Erdoğan invoked God’s name when the AKP came under criticism for
its policies.32 The party’s Islamic credentials can provide a shield against
allegations of corruption and abuse of power. The AKP government has
taken credit for Turkey’s booming economy while engaging in culture wars
over largely symbolic issues, such as the consumption of alcohol by the
youth33 and the wearing of veil in public.34 More important, the AKP has
managed to confront the militant secularism of the Kemalist elite.
The AKP has not been alone in this effort. Turkish Islamic orders have
mobilized the faithful for the purpose of supporting the ruling party.35
Their political patronage has been achieved, among other things, through
NGOs and civil society organizations. Nevertheless, these religious networks have maintained their political autonomy and have even clashed with
the AKP. During 2013–2015, the AKP government, and Erdoğan personally, had a public row with Gülen and his followers in Turkey, accusing
them of establishing a “parallel state” by infiltrating key ministries, the
police, and the judiciary.36 Following the military coup of July 15, 2016,
during which 265 people were killed, the Turkish government arrested tens
of thousands of Gülen’s supporters for their alleged participation in it.37
Ankara has also asked for the extradition of the U.S.-based cleric because
he allegedly masterminded the coup attempt against President Erdoğan.38
The party has not only gained political power, it has also achieved
ideological hegemony. For this reason, it has promoted a new notion of
nationalism that emphasizes Muslim identity as the defining element of
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Turkishness. According to Senem Aslan, “the ideal Turk should have a
moral character informed by Sunni Islamic values. [Islamists] criticize
Kemalist nationalists for being elitist and imitative, forcing people to
change their authentic selves in the name of westernization.”39 Thus, the
AKP portrays itself as a force of democratization that represents the majority of the population against a tiny minority of nongenuine Turks. In reality, the party has addressed a particular community that shares common
values and beliefs; they are the devout Sunni Muslims who were largely
marginalized by the Kemalist regime. A study conducted during 2008–2009
found that voters of AKP tend to endorse Islamism more than those supporting other parties.40 Another study conducted in 2003 showed that Turks
belonging to the Shia sect of Alevis did not vote for the AKP in the general
elections of 2002 but for the secular Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet
Halk Partisi).41
The issue of ethnicity is not regarded as being as significant as religious
affiliation and devotion. In fact, the AKP has espoused a form of Turkishsponsored pan-Islamism that has at its center the Palestinian issue. During
a speech at Cairo University on November 17, 2012, Erdoğan asserted that
“just as Mecca, Medina, Cairo, Alexandria, Beirut, Damascus, Diyarbakir,
Istanbul, Ankara are each other’s brothers, so, let the world know and
understand that Ramallah, Nablus, Jericho, Rafah and Jerusalem are these
cities’ brothers and our brothers. Each drop of blood spilled in these cities
is the same blood that flows in our veins. . . . Each tear is our own tear.”42
His emotional words indicated a deep personal commitment to supporting the Palestinian cause. While the choice of Diyarbakir may have
looked odd, it was meant to reach out to Turkish Kurds, who consider the
city their unofficial capital. Almost a month later Erdoğan revealed that his
government had entered into secret negotiation with the jailed leader of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party Abdullah Ocalan.43 He also sketched the borders
of a future Palestinian state that would include the West Bank and the Gaza
Strip, as well as the highly contested city of Jerusalem. Yet the Palestinian
issue is just the means to the end of gaining influence in other Muslim
communities; it is not a coincidence that Erdoğan mentioned only cities
and not states.
Furthermore, the AKP has attempted to export its own model for governance in North Africa.44 In 2012, for example, Erdoğan visited post-Arab
Spring Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia to promote the AKP model. Although his
offer was perceived by some as interference in the domestic affairs of these
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countries, the Turkish leader remained popular among the Arab public.45
He has developed a reputation of an honest and straightforward politician
who supports Muslim causes. In this post-9/11 era, the defense of Islam
from its critics can be a rallying cry for those who believe that the West has
an anti-Muslim agenda.
Currently, the AKP has a large majority of seats in the parliament and
the country’s top political positions are held by its leaders. One can only
speculate about how long the AKP will remain the dominant party in the
country. It could easily become the Turkish equivalent of the Liberal Democratic Party in Japan, the African National Congress in South Africa, or
People’s Action Party in Singapore. The real challenge will come when
Erdoğan and other senior officials retire from political life; the second generation of AKP leaders would have to keep the party popular and relevant
enough to maintain its dominant position in Turkish politics.
The Transformation and Fall of the Muslim Brotherhood
The Muslim Brotherhood is the world’s first Islamist organization, established by Hasan al-Banna in 1928.46 The founder of the Ikhwan was a primary school teacher and preacher in the town of Ismaliya. The Muslim
Brothers grew rapidly in the 1930s and 1940s, building cadres in many
Egyptian towns and rural areas. Al-Banna criticized not only the British
government for its interference in Egyptian affairs but also the nationalist
Wafd Party for its pro-secular stance. Indeed, the Muslim Brotherhood is
credited with the formation of a new ideology that claimed to have answers
based on the Quran and the Sunnah of the Prophet. The message of the
Ikhwan was simple: “Allah is our objective, the Prophet is our leader, the
Quran is our Constitution, and Dying in the way of Allah is our highest
hope.”47 The Brotherhood relocated its headquarters to the capital Cairo in
1932 in order to increase its appeal.
During the Second World War, its relationship with the pro-British
Egyptian authorities became confrontational due to the Brotherhood’s
sympathies with Nazi Germany. The party leadership established the Secret
Apparatus (al-jihaz al-sirri), a paramilitary wing, to prepare a revolt against
the British army and its local allies.48 Following the end of the war, the
Muslim Brothers challenged the Egyptian political establishment and its
foreign patrons. The Arab-Israeli War of 1948 led to civil disturbances in
Egypt; as a result, thousands of Muslim Brothers were imprisoned and

The Politics of Islamo-Democracy

91

tortured.49 Hasan al-Banna himself was assassinated by pro-government
gunmen on February 12, 1949.
The 1952 Free Officers Revolution was initially supported by the Brotherhood, since it abolished the monarchy, which was largely viewed as a
British-controlled institution. But relations between the new regime and
the Brotherhood gradually deteriorated because the new president, Gamal
Abdul Nasser, did not want to share power with the organization. Therefore, he banned the Brotherhood and strove to eradicate its presence. His
successors also repressed the Ikhwan because its grassroots activism was
perceived as a threatening force. However, at certain periods of time, the
Brotherhood was allowed to maintain a visible presence in the society. For
instance, the Ikhwan published the magazine Da’wa during the years of
Anwar Sadat’s presidency.
Due to its problematic relationship with the Egyptian authorities, the
Muslim Brotherhood has always maintained a strict policy of recruitment
for security reasons. Potential members are identified by senior operatives
before they go through five different levels: muhib (follower), muayyad
(supporter), muntasib (affiliated), muntazim (organizer), and ach’amal
(working brother).50 Additionally, the Brotherhood has established a large
number of NGOs and has run hospitals and schools. These Ikhwancontrolled entities have served as a recruitment pool for party members.
During the first decade of this century, the Muslim Brotherhood went
through a phase of “pragmatization” by integrating slowly into the Egyptian
political system. In October 2000, the Ikhwan won seventeen seats in the
People’s Assembly although the Mubarak regime forced its candidates to
run as independents.51 In February 2000, the leader of the Ikhwan Asam alEryan had said that the Brotherhood’s call for an Islamic state was “a slogan
that has passed its time. . . . The constitution already says that Egypt is an
Islamic state and that Sharia is the basis of legislation.”52 The organization
continued to operate in a state of semiclandestinity but became increasingly
vocal. In the parliamentary elections of 2005, the Ikhwan came in second
in votes and seats; this time the organization did not refrain from using
religious slogans like “it’s not for position, nor for power, not for money,
nor for party . . . it’s for Islam and for God.”53 Its electoral successes in a
constrained political environment increased the Brotherhood’s visibility
and confidence. During an interview in late June 2010, a member of the
Ikhwan’s Executive Bureau, Essam al-Arian, argued that “the rules of
politics in Egypt must be changed by ending the state of emergency and
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allowing the freedom to form parties without limitations or conditions;
allowing parliament to hold the government accountable; selecting the
government from the parliamentary majority; and preventing electoral
fraud.”54
Despite this call for political openness, the Brotherhood has always represented the community of pious Muslims. In 2014, for example, a Pew
Research opinion poll showed that those supporting the Muslim Brotherhood are more likely to say that laws should follow the Quran.55 Its appeal
is not confined to economically disadvantaged citizens who depend on the
Brotherhood’s welfare programs. Actually, the Ikhwan has enjoyed high
levels of support from the professional classes and the student population.56
The overthrow of the Mubarak regime in February 2011 paved the way
for the liberalization of the country’s political system. On February 21,
2011, the Brotherhood formed the Freedom and Justice Party (hizb alhurrya wa al-adala) to participate in the 2011–2012 parliamentary elections.
The party managed to win 37.5 percent of the votes and 235 out of 508
seats in the People’s Assembly.57 Consequently, the secretary-general of the
party, Saad el-Katami, became Speaker of the People’s Assembly.
Although the Brotherhood had promised not to participate in the presidential elections of 2012, it finally decided to take advantage of the political
climate and have its own candidate. Khairat al-Shater was disqualified as
the Brotherhood’s presidential candidate by the Electoral Commission
because he had a criminal conviction. The organization had to nominate
another candidate. Finally, Mohamed Morsi won the election by 51 percent
of the vote.58 The election of Morsi as president of Egypt in May 2012
confirmed the Ikhwan’s growing popularity in Egyptian society. According
to Hesham al-Awadi, his victory can be attributed not only to his personal
abilities but also to the Ikhwan’s mobilizational competence.59 The new
president sought to assure the opposition that the Brotherhood did not
intend to take over the state. Therefore, the cabinet of Prime Minister Hesham Qandil, appointed by Morsi on August 2 2012, consisted of thirty-five
ministers but only five were affiliated with the Brotherhood.60
This political coming out was the result of two factors. First, the Ikhwan
had to deal with Egyptian society’s newly discovered mode of democratic
participation. The Brotherhood decided to engage more in participatory
politics in order to remain relevant. Second, there have been important
demographic changes within the Ikhwan that have inevitably affected its
approach to democracy. Even though there is no youth division within the
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organization, students have increasingly played an important role in the
postrevolution period. Indeed, the younger members of the Brotherhood
participated in the protest movement against the Mubarak regime. Hence
they “received hands-on training on how to organize civil disobedience
campaigns and offered their experience to the group’s leadership, which
replied unenthusiastically.”61
For many years, its clandestine or semilegal status did not permit the
development of a robust political program offering solutions for everyday
problems. The Muslim Brotherhood has favored gradualism (tadarruj),
while implementing reforms in the social sphere (e.g., education). That
being said, its ideology has evolved over the years and has never been coherent. Some hard-line elements have supported the idea of confronting the
state and imposing Islam on the society. But this has not always been the
case. According to Richard Mitchell, the Brotherhood has even praised
Western countries for respecting individual freedoms and rights of workers,
and affirming the responsibility of rulers to their people.62
Besides, the post-Mubarak Brotherhood declared its intention to transform the Egyptian economy. Hence it did not oppose privatization and
understood the need to reform the public welfare and subsidies system.63
Also, the Ikhwan followed a pragmatic economic policy cultivating ties with
the West and international organizations. Accordingly, the Brotherhood
agreed to a $3.2 billion loan from the International Monetary Fund in February 2012.64 In fact, President Morsi followed a rather liberal economic
policy that contributed to the increase of Egyptian exports and the growth
of the national economy.65
Morsi’s government lasted only a year. During the final months of
2012 and the first six months of 2013, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians
protested against Mohamed Morsi demanding his resignation. The military coup d’état on July 3, 2013, did not come as a surprise. The army has
been the most powerful institution in post-1952 Egypt; actually, all
Egypt’s preceding presidents (i.e., Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak) were former officers.66
It is not known yet why the army decided to intervene in July 2013 and
not earlier. The protests against the Morsi government were clearly the
pretext for the military coup. The situation in Turkey probably weighed
heavily in this decision. One lesson to be drawn from the rise of Islamists
in Turkey is that time works in their favor so the army has to act early on
before it is too late. To put it simply, Egypt’s military leaders did not want
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to have the fate of their Turkish colleagues. The crushing of the July 2016
coup attempt by Erdoğan seems to confirm this perception.
As of this writing, it is not clear how the coup and the subsequent
banning of the Muslim Brotherhood in the summer of 2013 will affect its
long-term status. Many of its senior officials have been arrested and activities have been banned. Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, the former army chief of staff
and current president of Egypt, has indicated that the Ikhwan will remain
a banned group. He has argued that “their ideological structure makes confrontation with us inevitable. . . . [They believe] that we are not real Muslims and they are real Muslims. . . . An ideology like that cannot come
back.”67 Despite the government crackdown, the Ikhwan is likely to survive
as an organization; its long history of clandestine existence and grassroots
support can only strengthen its will to remain active.

The Political Adaptability of Al-Nahda
Tunisia has been typically described as the most westernized Arab country.
Under the leadership of Habib Bourguiba (1956–1987), Tunisian authorities imposed a militant secularism that severely restricted the public role of
Islam. Bourguiba’s Personal Status Code significantly enhanced women’s
rights in the country. His reforms amounted to a social revolution resembling Kemal Ataturk’s westernization project. In the late 1970s, however,
the Tunisian leader did not hesitate to use the Islamists to counter the
growing influence of leftists on university campuses.68
Rachid al-Ghannouchi has been the leading figure in the Islamist movement since the early 1980s. He was born in a small town of southern Tunisia and studied in Cairo and Damascus. In April 1981, al-Ghannouchi
established the Islamic Tendency Movement (Harakat al ittijah al-Islami),
which campaigned for the end of the single-party system and the introduction of political pluralism in Tunisia. The party was inspired by the Muslim
Brotherhood, but it had no formal links to the Egyptian organization. Three
months later he was arrested together with some of his followers and sent
to prison, from which he was released in 1987.
Following the overthrow of Habib Bourguiba in November 1987, the
new leader, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, tried to normalize relations with Tunisian Islamists. As a consequence, political prisoners were released from
prison and Rachid al-Ghannouchi was pardoned. The Islamic Tendency
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Movement was renamed the Renaissance Movement. Al-Nahda sought recognition as a legitimate political force because al-Ghannouchi argued that
“participation by the Islamists in elections is a testimony to their willingness
to abide by the rules of the democratic process.”69 Indeed, the party participated in the April 1989 parliamentary elections through independent candidates and won 14.5 percent of the vote; yet it failed to win any seats due to
the electoral system.70 Ben Ali continued to enforce the exclusion of Islamists from the political system. Indeed, he gradually resorted to his predecessor’s policy of repression against political opponents. Consequently, alGhannouchi and other senior Islamist leaders were forced into exile.
He returned to Tunisia on January 30, 2011, following the collapse of
the Ben Ali regime. Al-Nahda was legalized two months later and participated in the Tunisian Constituent Assembly elections in October 2011,
when it received 37 percent of the votes and won 89 of the 217 seats.71 The
party formed a coalition government with two secular, left-of-center parties, the Congress for the Republic and Ettakatol.72
Al-Ghannouchi and other senior figures have portrayed al-Nahda as a
moderate political force that combines Islamic and liberal values. He once
asked, “why are we put in the same place as a model that is far from our
thought, like the Taliban or the Saudi model, while there are other successful Islamic models that are close to us, like the Turkish, the Malaysian
and the Indonesian models, models that combine Islam and modernity?”73
Moreover, he has been keen to emphasize the universal applicability of
democratic ideals. In an article titled “Tunisia Shows That There Is No
Contradiction Between Islam and Democracy,” the leader of al-Nahda
argued that “despite what some believe, there is no ‘Arab exception’ to
democracy, nor is there any inherent contradiction between democracy and
Islam. The Middle East can indeed achieve stability and peace through a
process of democratic reconciliation and consensus. . . . Unlike in Libya,
Egypt or Iraq, Tunisia’s new political system has turned away from exclusion; rather, we put our faith in the ballot box. . . . The results of free
and fair elections must be respected.”74 Thus, he dismissed culture-specific
arguments to explain the lack of democracy in the Arab Middle East.
Instead, he highlighted different national experiences and pointed out
achievements of the past.
Al-Nahda’s relatively liberal approach has been clearly demonstrated by
its view on women. In general, it can be argued that gender relations in
Tunisia are more equal than in other Arab societies. Tunisian women have
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a visible presence in the public sphere and have enjoyed rights similar to
their counterparts in the Western world.75 At the same time, Tunisian society has experienced a revival of conservative Muslim values that advocate
gender segregation and traditional roles for women. Given the political and
social sensitivities attached to the issue, al-Nahda has opted for a middle
ground. The party has committed itself to the protection of women’s rights
in the country. Yet, as I show later, that this has not prevented some of its
senior members from calling for conservative changes.
The party has tried hard to strike a balance between Tunisia’s realities
and its ideological orientation. Therefore, its ideologues have differentiated
between Islamic and Islamist parties. During an interview, the party spokesman Samir Dilou stated that “We are not an Islamist party, we are an
Islamic party, which is also inspired by the principles of the Quran, which
states expressly, in matters of faith, there must be no coercion. . . . There
are no rules in how people should dress, whether they wear the veil or not.
. . . We do not want a theocracy. We want a democratic state that is characterized by the idea of freedom. People should decide for themselves how
they live, the religious state model in the sense of Algeria or the Taliban has
failed. If there is any model for us, then it is possibly Turkey.”76
In maintaining this balance, the party leadership has accepted the competitive nature of parliamentary politics. Al-Nahda failed to win the October 2014 parliamentary elections. The secularists of the Nida Tunis (Tunis
Calls) Party won the most seats and formed a new coalition government
without al-Nahda.77 Al-Nahda conceded defeat to its secular rival in those
general elections.78 The smooth political change indicated the maturity of
the country’s political system and the sincerity of al-Nahda’s intentions. On
the other hand, Monica Marks has argued that the party has adopted an
approach based on compromise and defensive minimalism in order to
ensure its long-term survival.79
In any case, al-Nahda has followed a gradualist approach to political
transition and cultural transformation. It has clearly targeted religious voters who believe that Islam must have a more public role in the country.
While the Tunisian society is ethnically homogeneous, it is divided mostly
along the secular-Islamic axis. The party has come to represent the community that was politically marginalized and passive for many decades, namely
religious Tunisians.
To sum up, al-Nahda has portrayed itself as a faith-oriented political
party advocating certain Islamic principles, while being a pro-democracy
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force. It has offered a relatively liberal interpretation of the Islamic traditions and norms in regard to personal freedoms; such an interpretation fits
well Tunisia’s own social and cultural patterns. Hence the party is very
likely to survive and prosper politically as a moderate force that combines
pragmatism with religious assertion.

The Islamo-Democrats Between the Global and the Local
The emergence of Islamo-democracy is a bottom-up process resulting from
unique local conditions, described earlier, as well as larger technological
and societal developments. The spread of communication technology (e.g.,
cell phones, portable computers) has facilitated political mobilization both
within and across borders. In 2001, only 3.3 million Turks (5.20 percent)
had access to the Internet from home. One year later, the number of regular
Internet users doubled to almost 7.5 million (11.4 percent) and reached 46
million (58 percent) in 2016.80 In Egypt, there has been a similar growth of
Internet connectivity. In 2001, there were only half a million regular
Internet users, who represented less than 1 percent of the total population;
in 2016, their number reached 30 million (30 percent of the population).81
In Tunisia, only 4 percent of the population had access to the Internet from
home in 2001, whereas 48 percent of Tunisians were regular users in 2016.82
With the spread of the Internet, the social media revolution has reached
the Middle East. In June 2012, for example, there were 55 million Arabs on
Facebook and 3.7 million on Twitter.83 The use of social media has allowed
the formation of networks that cannot be infiltrated easily by security agencies because they lack the hierarchical structures of traditional organizations.84 More importantly, they have created a new space of dialogue that
has challenged official narratives and regimes’ monopoly of information,
while exposing human rights violations and state corruption.
The Internet has opened up societies to universal norms in ways that
were not thought possible some years ago. It is a bright new world of
knowledge and opportunities that cannot leave Muslim societies intact. As
a matter of fact, many Muslims have responded positively to the forces of
globalization. For example, an opinion poll conducted by the University of
Maryland in 2007 showed that 92 percent of Egyptians felt positively about
“the world becoming more connected through greater economic trade and
faster communication.”85 The Middle East has begun to come out from its
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isolation and expose itself to a global marketplace of ideas and practices.
And in this environment, the Islamo-democrats have moved fast to take
advantage of the emerging situation and address local concerns from a
global angle. They have used social media and other new communication
technologies to spread their messages. Not surprisingly, Erdoğan, Morsi,
and al-Ghannouchi have Twitter accounts with millions of followers.
Simultaneously, many middle-class Muslims from the Middle East have
been able to travel and receive education in Western countries. According
to a 2014 report released by the Institute of International Education, the
number of students from the Middle East in U.S. universities has more
than tripled since 2000.86 Such experiences have made many Muslims more
aware of civil liberties and democracy. Naturally, they have pushed for their
home countries to follow a similar path. It is certainly not a coincidence
that many Islamist politicians have studied and worked abroad.
Political stagnation has also been challenged by the growth of university
education that has produced masses of graduates with rising expectations
in the Middle East. In 2010, for instance, 23 percent of university graduates
were unemployed in Tunisia.87 In Egypt, unemployment among college
graduates is ten times higher than among those who did not go to college.88
These graduates are better informed of international developments than
the previous generation. They can compare governments’ performance and
ability to tackle income inequality. Therefore, they are more likely to join
protests because they tend to see more social and political problems.89
Indeed, the youth has played an important role in the growth of Islamodemocracy, especially during the Arab Spring revolutions.
In spite of these cross-national dynamics, Islamo-democrats seem to
have little in common. Local circumstances have clearly dictated their political development. The Brotherhood was founded in the 1920s, whereas alNahda and the AKP were established relatively recently. The Ikhwan has
had many traumatic experiences with the Egyptian authorities; thousands
of its members have been arrested and tortured by the security forces. It
gained power only for a year before the army staged a coup against President Morsi. In contrast, al-Nahda is still a legal party in Tunisia, while the
AKP has been the governing party of Turkey since 2002.
Also, there are major differences between the three parties’ conceptualization of Islamo-democracy based on political and cultural differences. To
start with, the AKP has not identified itself as an Islamist party but rather
as a conservative one. During a speech at the Oxford Center for Islamic
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Studies in April 2009, Erdoğan denied that Turkey is a representative of
moderate Islam. In his words, “Islam cannot be classified as moderate or
not.”90 In January 2005, the party became an observer member of the European People’s Party in the European Parliament, which was established by
Christian Democratic parties in 1976. The AKP’s understanding of Islamodemocracy is probably comparable to the postwar European Christian
Democracy that has dominated Western .Europe for decades. The 2002 and
2007 election platforms, Herşey Türkiye Için (Everything Is for Turkey) and
Nice Ak Yıllara (To Many Bright Years), stressed the party’s commitment
to democracy, human rights, the rule of law, limited government, and
respect for diversity.91 Erdoğan has also defended Turkey’s secularism on
numerous occasions. In April 2016, for instance, the Speaker of Turkey’s
parliament, Ismail Kahraman, called for a religious constitution; Erdoğan
reacted by saying that “the reality is that the state should have an equal
distance from all religious faiths. . . . This is laicism.”92
The party has been very keen to emphasize its role in the democratization of Turkey. In 2005, Hakan Yavuz argued that AKP parliamentarians,
who had local political experience, were versed in global discourses of
human rights and democracy; therefore, they represented the connection
between the local and the global.93 The AKP has switched from “political”
to “social Islam” because it has learned from the experience of the Welfare
Party, banned in 1997.94 Therefore, the party has not endorsed an openly
Islamist agenda. It has been argued that the AKP could pursue Muslim
politics without establishing an Islamic state.95 More specifically, it has
favored “passive secularism” whereby the state has a passive role regarding
the public role of Islam; in other words, the state does not recognize
any official religion but it does not suppress public manifestations of
religiosity.96
For many decades, the Ikhwan avoided deliberately discussing in detail
the ideal system of governance. Hasan al-Banna favored the establishment
of an Islamic polity governed by Sharia and vaguely supported Muslim
unity. His successors have tried to strike a balance between a commitment
to pursue the global aim of Islamization and the necessity to adapt to the
local peculiarities of Egypt. The Brotherhood has promoted the Quranic
concept of the al-Wasatiyah (the Middle Community) and its modern
application. According to the Quran, “and thus We have made you an
ummat wasat [i.e., a just, equitable, or good nation] that you may be the
bearers of witness to the people and [that] the Messenger may be a bearer
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of witness to you” (2:143). Egyptian Islamists have interpreted the verse as
a God-given request for moderation. Yusuf al-Qaradawi has argued that
“Wasatiyya is the balance between mind and Revelation, matter and spirit,
rights and duties, individualism and collectivism, inspiration and commitment, the Text [i.e., Quran and the Sunnah] and personal interpretation
[ijtihad].”97 As a result, the Muslim Brotherhood has moved to the political
center, while facing tough opposition from Salafis.98
Furthermore, the Muslim Brothers have argued that the foundation of
representative democracy can be found in the Islamic principle of shura,
which was first analyzed by al-Banna. The Brotherhood has attempted to
theorize the Islamicness of democracy, claiming that people are the source
of all power; it follows that popular sovereignty could be practiced through
free and fair elections, a limit on the number of a ruler’s terms, and a strong
parliament.99 As opposed to the AKP, the Ikhwan has used the Quran extensively as a source of guidance for the development of its political doctrine.
It reflects the organization’s deep Islamic roots and the prominent role of
ulama within it.
Unlike the AKP and the Brotherhood, al-Nahda has favored a more
inclusive approach that comes closer to the Western paradigm. The party
has been greatly influenced by the political thinking of Rachid alGhannouchi, who spent twenty-two years exiled in London. According to
al-Ghannouchi, “Elections give a democratic mandate but that mandate
must be exercised in an inclusive manner. For this reason the party refused
to monopolize power when we won elections and shared key ministries
with other parties and independents. . . . We are conscious that the practices
we adopt now, of consensus-building and power-sharing between parties
and between Islamists and secularists, provide a model for the future of
democratic governance in the whole Arab world.”100
These words could have come from any liberal European politician. His
rhetoric is engaging and progressive. Also, it reveals that al-Nahda has
aimed at establishing an alternative model of Islamo-democracy that can
even be exported to the rest of the Arab world. It is fair to say that alNahda’s perception of democracy is heavily influenced by the Tunisian
political and cultural realities.
Despite these significant differences, the AKP, the Ikhwan, and alNahda have all relied heavily on the democracy master frame to propagate
their messages and gather support. The component of political equality
is particularly useful for Islamo-democrats who want to challenge the
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established political order and increase their appeal. The AKP has been keen
to embrace it for reasons of political expediency. The party has reached out
to pious Turks who were historically marginalized by the westernized secular elites. During a pre-election rally in Ankara in June 2014, Erdoğan stated
that “they said we weren’t good enough to be a village leader, that we
couldn’t be prime minister, that we couldn’t be elected president. They
didn’t even deign to see us as an equal person in the eyes of the state.”101
In a clear reference to the old Kemalist establishment, the Turkish leader
implied that there was systemic discrimination against religious citizens. In
fact, the AKP has stressed the concept of political equality to capitalize on
widespread feelings of injustice and exclusion. The governing party has
even attempted to improve the rights of the Christian minority in order to
strengthen its claim to political equality.102
The Muslim Brotherhood has taken a less clear position on this component. From its point of view, political equality is the acceptance of diversity.
The Ikhwan has claimed to be an organization that is open to all citizens
irrespective of their background. In the words of the supreme guide of the
Muslim Brotherhood Mohamed Badie: “We respect everybody, no matter how
much we disagree or agree with them; and we cooperate in common issues.
. . . Diversity enriches life. The Prophet of Islam . . . nurtured and promoted
diversity. Naturally, we must take into account the needs of the Egyptian people of all faiths and all political leanings and cultural orientations.”103
In this way, Badie sought to increase the appeal of the Brotherhood
among Egypt’s secular urban dwellers and appease Western governments
that worried about the spread of Islamism in the country. The commitment
to political equality was reaffirmed by certain unprecedented steps. In late
June 2014, Morsi’s spokesman announced that the president-elect intended
to appoint a Christian and a woman as vice presidents.104 But the concept
of political equality is not boundless. The Brotherhood has admitted it
would ask its members, if needed, not to vote for a Christian or female
president.105
In Tunisia, al-Nahda has long committed itself to political equality for
all Tunisian citizens. According to article 6 of its statute, the party seeks to
“reinforce the principle of sovereignty of the people by building a democratic state . . . to achieve equality between citizens and the development of
structures of civil society and the liberalization of its mechanisms to perform [a] full role in contributing to the overall development.”106 The party
has perceived this component as a safeguard against authoritarianism and
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political exclusion. Equality also means more accountability and transparency in government, something which is important for a party that still
views itself as having a fiduciary duty to Tunisian Muslims.
Despite all this, for many Islamo-democrats political equality does not
necessarily mean gender equality. For example, Erdoğan has claimed that
“you cannot put women and men on an equal footing [because] it is against
nature.”107 In Tunisia, female members of al-Nahda have called for changes
in the country’s Code of Personal Status, which has outlined women’s family rights. Farida Laabidi, a female al-Nahda member of parliament, said in
August 2012 that “we cannot speak of equality between man and woman
in absolute terms. Otherwise, we will risk upsetting the family balance and
distorting the social model in which we live.”108 Such views reflect a growing
tendency in many Muslim countries to empower men and give them more
responsibilities. But also it can be interpreted as part of a new Islamic antifeminism movement that advocates traditional roles for women.
The component of majority rule has been adopted, albeit to varying
degrees, by the three parties. The AKP has frequently stressed the importance of majority rule because many Turks have favored a democratic system with Islamic values. According to a 2012 opinion poll, conducted by
Pew Research, 71 percent of Turkish citizens support democracy, but at the
same time 61 percent of them want Islam to have some or much influence
on their country’s laws.109 Therefore, Erdoğan has striven to build a majoritarian democracy whereby political minorities would not be able to hijack
the state again. Not surprisingly, the Turkish government has not always
tolerated opposition protests and has restricted press freedoms. In this
effort, Erdoğan has been supported by the influential thinker Hayreddin
Karaman, who once claimed that “the values of the majority” should be the
basis of legislation, whereas minorities should “refrain from using some of
their freedoms.”110 Following the failed coup of July 2016, Erdoğan called
for the return of the death penalty. During the so-called Democracy and
Martyrs’ Rally he declared that “sovereignty belongs to the people, so if the
people make this decision I am sure the political parties will comply.”111
Thus, he would be able to ostracize the coup plotters and their supporters
from his imagined community of pious Muslims. More than anything else,
this conflict is a struggle for the soul of Turkish Islam. The AKP seeks to
monopolize control over Islamic activities and perceives competitors as a
threat. Therefore, the Islamism of the AKP is increasingly exclusive and
hostile to political minorities.
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In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood has endorsed the component of
majority rule as well. For instance, it has justified the application of Sharia
on the basis of the country’s religious demographics; the huge majority of
Egyptians are Sunni Muslims. It follows that democracy has been conceptualized by the Brotherhood as the will of the majority.112 At the same
time, Yusuf al-Qaradawi has argued that “Islam does not concern itself with
[the will of] the majority where there is a clear ruling in the Quran and the
Sunnah, as opposed to [the] western democratic system which gives the
majority the absolute right that its opinion is the law and the law is
reformed if it is in violation of its opinion.”113 Thus, this component has
been utilized to advance certain goals (e.g., application of Sharia); it is not
really part of the Brotherhood’s understanding of democracy.
Likewise, al-Nahda has not adopted wholeheartedly the concept of
majority rule. After the outbreak of the Tunisian Revolution, the party presented itself as part of the new majority seeking democracy and freedom.
Al-Nahda in power showed restraint and pragmatism, although it was
accused of imposing “easternization” to revoke the results of decades-long
westernization.114 Following the defeat of al-Nahda in the October 2014
Tunisian parliamentary elections, al-Ghannouchi warned against one-party
rule; from his point of view, “Tunisia’s democracy is transitional, and cannot stand a return to conflict—a small majority is not enough to lead in
the coming period. The solution is in an agreement based on mutual trust
between various actors.”115 Thus, he has argued that majority rule in itself
is not always fair and desirable. Instead, he has supported a pluralist system
with power sharing and consensus building.
The democracy master frame has also provided political legitimacy to
the AKP, the Ikhwan, and al-Nahda. The Turkish governing party has constantly used this component to support its policies vis-à-vis its domestic
opponents. Initially, the party’s commitment to democratization was meant
to function as “a protective shield against the repressive actions of the secularist establishment.”116 But the electoral victories have gradually served as
a source of unlimited legitimacy. During the summer 2013 Gezi Park protests, for example, then prime minister Tayyip Erdoğan declared that “we
are opposed to violence, terror, vandalism. . . . For those who come to me
with democratic demands, I’ll sacrifice my life.”117 The Turkish leader
knows that the lack of political legitimacy could impede government
actions and eventually lead to his fall. Therefore, he has exaggerated his
party’s democratic nature in order to avoid criticism.
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Similarly, the Brotherhood sought political legitimacy to strengthen its
position in the political system. In this effort, the organization has stressed
its endorsement of democracy and pluralism. According to Abdel Moneim
Abou el-Fotouh, a senior member of the Ikhwan, the organization “has
embraced diversity and democratic values. In keeping with Egypt’s pluralistic society, we have demonstrated moderation in our agenda and have
responsibly carried out our duties to our electoral base and Egyptians at
large.”118 Thus, the Brotherhood hoped to counter accusations that it has a
hidden agenda to turn the country into an Islamic state. The political legitimacy that derived from the election of Mohamed Morsi is still useful for
juxtaposing against the anti-Ikhwan narrative produced by the Egyptian
military and its supporters.
In Tunisia, al-Nahda has been keen to demonstrate its allegiance to
democratic ideals and contribute to the democratization process. Following
his decision to cede power to a caretaker government in January 2014, alGhannouchi said that “we’ve made sacrifices. We even sacrificed power for
the sake of Tunisia and for democracy. . . . We have achieved the first goal
of the revolution which is freedom.”119 In a country that has suffered from
authoritarian rule, political generosity of that sort is self-beneficial because
it produces political legitimacy. In turn, the acquired legitimacy can
strengthen al-Nahda’s claim that it is a party advocating a cause that is
compatible with the country’s political path.
Overall, the use of the democracy master frame has contributed to the
indigenization of Islamism in Turkey, Egypt, and Tunisia. In spite of its
modifications and imperfect application, the master frame has contributed
to the popularity of the AKP, the Ikhwan, and al-Nahda. These political
parties have experimented ideologically with democratic and Islamic values;
as a result, they have experienced contradictions and duality. Even though
there are different versions of this hybrid Islamism, it is obvious that the
convergence of Islam and democracy is happening at different paces in
different places. Therefore, the emergence of Islamo-democracy has
changed the nature of Islamist politics in parts of the Middle East.

Conclusion
The rise of Islamo-democracy is a bottom-up development that points to the
glocalization of Islamism. The Islamo-democrats neither seek the demolition
of the existing state apparatus and the construction of a new Islamic state nor
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viciously reject democracy as a Western system that works against the spirit
of Islam. This version of political Islam is closely identified with the existing
state and does not support the abolition of borders. As opposed to Islamist
globalists who have envisioned the establishment of a universal Islamic state
that is not embedded in any particular territory, the Islamo-democrats tend
to embrace the notion of bordered community. More importantly, they are
prepared to accommodate local norms and practices into their ideological
orbit. Their democraticness does not necessarily mean acceptance of liberal
values (e.g., gender equality). It is rather defined as participation in elections
and recognition of the constitutional process.
In Turkey, the AKP has dominated the political system for more than a
decade. It came to power in the first decade of the century as a democratizing force against the old Kemalist elite that abandoned the country’s Islamic
tradition. Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood has not hidden its Islamist orientation and vision; yet Morsi did not push for the “Ikhwanization” of the
state despite his clear electoral victories. In Tunisia, al-Nahda has become
a responsible political party capable of endorsing Islamic values while
acknowledging the country’s peculiarities.
In spite of its shortcomings, Islamo-democracy has grown roots in the
Middle East. New Islamist parties have been established that seek the blurring of democracy and Islam. Hence Islamists in Morocco (Justice and
Development Party), Libya (National Forces Alliance), and Jordan (Islamic
Action Front) have adopted a new political agenda, putting emphasis on
pluralism, tolerance, and the economy. While every country is unique, the
spread of this new version of Islamism has been facilitated by the use of the
democracy master frame; its three components have been useful in helping
to reshape Islamism as a pragmatic and humane ideology.
The wave of democratization sweeping through the Middle East could
have a significant impact on the relations between the West and the Muslim
world. The rise of Islamo-democrats is a challenge that the West can choose
either to confront or to co-opt. In the first scenario, Western governments
could spend vital resources in a conflict of civilizations, putting Muslimmajority nations in the arms of other anti-Western forces. In the second
scenario, the West, principally the United States, could initiate a process of
socializing Islamist or Islamist-leaning governments into the international
community. In this way, the Islamo-democracy could almost function as
the equivalent of the Christian Democrats in postwar Europe: a businessoriented force with a conservative, faith-based social agenda.

Chapter 4

The Politics of Electoral Salafism
in Egypt and Tunisia

[The Tunisian society should] take advantage of the
achievements of Western civilization and . . . work on . . .
the indigenization of them.
Reform Front, May 2012

Due to its global reach, Islam is a heterogeneous religion with many local
traditions and practices. The fragmentation of the Muslim faith has triggered revivalist movements like Salafiyya. The Salafi movement is calling
modern Muslims to revert to authentic Islam of the Prophet Muhammad
and his Companions, the salaf or “ancient ones.”1 According to a hadith,
the Prophet stated that “the people of my own generation are the best, then
those who come after them, and then those of the next generation.”2 Salafis
have argued that the first three generations of Muslims learned Islam
directly from the Prophet or those who knew him; therefore, early Islam
was pure and perfect. However, Islam was later infected with innovation
(bid‘a) because many Muslims introduced elements of culture into the religion. Therefore, Salafis have recognized only the Quran, the Ahadith, and
the consensus of the Companions (ijma al-sahabah) as valid sources of
Islamic law. Salafis accept the teachings of the four madhahib (Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki, Shafi‘i), as long as they are based on the Quran and the Sunnah. However, most of them have denounced Shia Muslims as heretics and
have called them rawafid (rejectionists) because they do not recognize the
legitimacy of the first three caliphs.
Moreover, Salafis view themselves as members of the saved sect. A
hadith warns that “the umma will divide into 73 sects”3 and another one
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states, “Beware! The people of the Book [i.e., the Jews and the Christians])
before [you] were split up into seventy-two sects, and this community will
be split into seventy-three: seventy-two of them will go to Hell and one of
them will go to Paradise.”4 Consequently, Salafis believe that they have a
God-given mission to defend Islam from its enemies. They possess the
absolute truth because they follow a highly literalist approach to the Islamic
sources.
That being said, Salafis have often been misunderstood as seeking to live
under the conditions and circumstances of the early Muslims. Actually, what
is important for them is to imitate and re-enact the methodology (manhaj)
of the Salaf. From their point of view, this manhaj is “the only reason why
Islamic leaders of the early centuries were able to conquer the world. . . .
[They] professed Islam in its true and righteous form.”5 That means that
Salafism recognizes the achievements of modernity if they are compatible
with Sharia; the aim is the revival of orthodoxy in the present era.
Although Salafism is a modern movement, its intellectual roots lie in
the teachings of Ibn Taymiyaa (1263–1328) and Muhammad ibn Abd alWahhab (1703–1792), two scholars of the Hanbali school of Islamic jurisprudence. They both accepted the Quran and the Sunnah as the only
sources of Islamic law. Taymiyaa was one of the first Islamic scholars who
criticized the existence of pre-Islamic practices within Islam and called for
a return to authentic Islam. In his famous work Iqtida’ as-Sirat al-Mustaqim
(Following the Straight Path), Taymiyaa defended the uniqueness of Islam
against other monotheistic religions.6 Therefore, he condemned certain
practices, such as the worshiping of Sufi saints.
The eighteenth-century preacher and scholar Muhammad ibn Abd alWahhab also advocated purification of the faith and return to the Islam
practiced by the first generations of Muslims in the Arabian Peninsula. He
rejected religious innovations and polytheism (shirk). Instead, he emphasized the concept of tawhid (oneness of God).7 Wahhab’s ideas gained wider
acceptance when he allied himself with Muhammad bin Saud, the founder
of the first Saudi state in 1744. Since then, Wahhabism has been the dominant form of Islam practiced in Saudi Arabia.8 The alliance between the
Wahhabi clerical establishment and the Saudi state has survived into the
twenty-first century.
However, Wahhabism is not identical to Salafism. According to Trevor
Stanley, “Wahhabism was a pared-down Islam that rejected modern influences, while Salafism sought to reconcile Islam with modernism.”9 Indeed,
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the Salafi movement started in the mid- to late nineteenth century. The
father of modern Salafism is considered to be the grand mufti of Egypt
Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905), who advocated a return to the “simple”
Islam of the Salaf.10 Another influence was the Albanian-born Islamic
scholar Muhammad Nasiruddin al-Albani (1914–1999), who specialized in
the fields of hadith and Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence), denounced Wahhabis’
attachment to the Hanbali school, and criticized Wahhab for his weak
knowledge of hadith.11
The Salafi movement grew popular in the 1960s and 1970s. At that time,
a large wave of Salafi scholars moved from Egypt to Saudi Arabia. Most of
them were forced in exile due to government repression. Once in Saudi
Arabia, Salafis interacted with the all-powerful Wahhabi clerical establishment. Flush with petrodollars, the Saudi state embarked on a campaign to
promote Salafism-Wahhabism throughout the Middle East and beyond.12
The Mecca-based Muslim World League and other similar Saudi organizations have funded the construction of mosques and madrassas worldwide
with the sole aim of promoting this fundamental version of Islam. Salafism
has been spread across the world, including in Western countries such as
the United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia.13
But the Salafi movement is far from being homogeneous. According to
Quintan Wiktorowicz, there are three subgroups of Salafis: the purists, the
jihadis, and the politicos.14 Each one has its own strategy and agenda,
although the common goal is to live under Sharia. Many Salafis have
engaged only in da‘wa (call to Islam) and education activities, while attempting to purify Islam from its non-Islamic elements; other Salafis have
engaged in jihadi activities against foreign powers, Muslim regimes, or fellow Muslims; and some others believe that the Salafi movement can participate in the political life of a country. This chapter focuses on those Salafis
who have been willing to join the democratic process. It describes the emergence of electoral Salafism in Egypt and Tunisia, then explains how Salafi
parties have functioned as glocalizers of Islamism by adopting the democracy master frame.

The Rise of Electoral Salafism
Following the Arab Spring revolutions, Salafi parties were established in
Egypt and Tunisia. In the former, the al-Nour Party came in second in
votes in the 2011–2012 parliamentary election and established itself as the
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main opposition party to the Muslim Brotherhood-led government. In the
latter, Salafi-oriented parties have joined the political system.
But Salafis have typically rejected democracy as a man-made system that
goes against the spirit and tenets of Islam. Modern representative systems,
such as parliamentary democracy, are based on the principle of free and fair
elections; voters express their preferences and elect members of the parliament who legislate according to their desires and views. The only restriction
to this is the constitution, which is the supreme law of the land. However,
constitutions can be amended by a parliamentary or popular vote. Under
democracy, people basically decide for themselves what is right and wrong.
For Salafis this is hubris against God’s wishes; Sharia is a God-given code of
laws that men must always follow. Democracy is immoral because man does
not abide by God’s rules and becomes ignorant of his duties.
Therefore, many Salafi scholars have openly condemned democracy and
elections. Salafi scholar Khamis Mejri has denounced elections because
Tunisia “is not democracy, but ‘deceptocracy.’ . . . The solution is the
implementation of Islam.”15 Likewise, the Salafi leader Abu Muhammad alTahawi called for a boycott of the 2013 Jordanian parliamentary elections
since “the parliament [passes] laws and regulations that contradict God’s
law” and “choosing legislators other than God is forbidden.”16 Besides,
Muhammad Nasiruddin al-Albani argued that “elections according to
democracy are unlawful, and parliaments that do not govern in accordance
with the Quran and the Sunnah, but rather on the basis of the majority’s
arbitrariness, are tyrannical.”17
Furthermore, many Salafis believe that the Quran prohibits Muslims
from overthrowing—even by democratic means—the ruler as long as he
allows them to perform their religious duties. Indeed, the Quran demands
from Muslims to “obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in authority from among you” (4:59). The believers can only disobey the ruler if he
asks them to commit sinful acts.18 Those engaged only in da‘wa and education activities have used this verse to justify their noninvolvement in politics. Against this background, the participation of Salafi parties in postArab Spring elections is a puzzle.
The Political Transformation of Egyptian Salafis
Salafism appeared in Egypt in the early to mid-1970s. In the city of Alexandria, the first Salafis organized themselves into groups to purify Islam of
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non-Islamic elements and propagate a literal interpretation of the Quran
and the Sunnah. During the 1980s and 1990s, some of them came under
the influence of al-Albani and other Salafi scholars who returned from
Saudi Arabia.19 For three decades, Salafis refused to be involved in Egyptian
politics because, as noted earlier, they viewed democracy as a man-made
system that goes against the will of God, and they wanted to avoid any
confrontation with the Mubarak regime.
The Salafi scene of Egypt has been dominated by Alexandria-based alDa‘wa al-Salafiyya (the Salafi Call), which was founded in 1984. Al-Da‘wa
has focused on charity activities for years. It has established a large network
of clinics, orphanages, and welfare projects to aid the poor and needy; in
fact, this effort has been in competition with the Ikhwan’s social programs.
Salafi leaders have denied that they have received money from Gulf countries to finance their social programs, but they have revealed little information about the source of their funding.20 The Mubarak regime sought to
use them as a counterbalance against the Muslim Brotherhood. However,
the Egyptian authorities from time to time banned their publications and
arrested Salafi leaders.
During the 1980s and 1990s, Salafis maintained an apolitical image that
clashed with reality because they were largely intolerant of the Other. They
confronted not only non-Muslims like the Christian Copts but also those
Muslims deemed as deviant. In particular, Salafis criticized Sufis for their
pilgrimage to shrines (ziyara), which is viewed as a grave sin. They condemned Sufis’ alleged lack of interest in the science of hadith and other
Islamic sciences. Therefore, Salafism’s supposedly apolitical nature concealed strong views on state and religion, relations between Muslims and
non-Muslims, and the diversity within Islam.
Al-Daw‘a did not participate in the January 25, 2011, revolution against
Mubarak. One of the founding leaders of the movement, Yasser alBurhami, specified that Muslims were not prohibited from participating in
the protests against the Egyptian regime, but he advised them to avoid it.21
The cautious stance adopted by Salafis can be explained as an act of political
survival; in the words of another Salafi leader, “they would have bombed
us from the air if they saw our beards in Tahrir.”22 As a result, Egypt’s Salafi
movement did not join the uprising against the Egyptian regime apart from
individual members.
Despite their self-restraint, Salafis decided to join the post-Mubarak
political system. The Party of Light (Hizb al-Nour—hereafter al-Nour) was
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established by the al-Da‘wa movement after the Egyptian revolution in January 2011. In October 2011, however, one of the official spokesmen of alDa‘wa argued that “not only democracy is forbidden by religion but also
that democracy is infidelity.”23 On November 2, 2011, the Salafi-oriented
Alliance for Egypt was formed by three parties: al-Nour, Hizb al-Asala (the
Authenticity Party), and Hizb el-Benna Wa El-Tanmia (the Building and
Development Party—hereafter BDP). Hizb al-Asala was formed by Muhammad Abd al-Maqsud, a Salafi preacher from Cairo. The BDP was established by the former jihadi group Jammat al Islamiyya (the Islamic Group),
which launched a campaign of terror against the Egyptian state during the
1990s. Yet its leaders renounced violence and established the BDP with
the slogan “construction, development, Sharia, political freedom, and social
justice.”24
Yasser al-Burhami justified the participation of al-Nour in the parliamentary elections of 2011–2012 by arguing that “Islam must become
involved in all aspects of life, even the political, and the Islamic movement
must unite.”25 Farhad Khosrokhavar has argued that the participation of
the Egyptian Salafis in the post-Mubarak political system signified a fundamental change in their strategy. By abandoning their nonpolitical stance
and forming a political party, Salafis recognized implicitly the democratic
process.26 But other scholars have viewed this shift as a tactical rather than
strategic decision. According to Kamran Bokhari and Farid Senzai, “their
transformation stems more from political expediency than a natural ideological evolution. As a result, their commitment to the democratic process
is tenuous.”27 Whatever the case may be, the decision to participate in elections is of great significance because it creates a political precedent for the
future of Salafism.
In the 2011–2012 parliamentary election, the Alliance for Egypt finished
second in votes, receiving 27.8 percent of the total. As a result, al-Nour
won 111 of the 498 parliamentary seats contested; the Authenticity Party
won 3 seats, and the BDP 13 seats.28 In the presidential election of 2012,
the al-Nour-nominated candidate Hazem Salah Abu Ismail was disqualified
by the electoral authorities. Consequently, the party supported the moderate Islamist Abdel Moneim Aboul Fotouh in the first round and Mohamed
Morsi in the second one.
In spite of its electoral success, the Salafi movement has been hit by
antagonism between rival factions. The Salafi Front, a breakaway group
from al-Daw‘a, established the People’s Party (al-Sha’ab) in October 2012.29
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Interestingly, the new Salafi party advocated left-wing policies; for instance,
it stated that “Our Prophet was the prophet of the poor and marginalized.
It is our role to promote their struggles and concerns, especially farmers
and workers, by adopting legislation that establishes real social justice—not
only through charity like the rest of the Islamist movements.”30 In effect, it
has attempted to differentiate itself from other Salafi groups that have
focused on charitable activities. Therefore, it has reached out to underprivileged and marginalized communities by favoring populist economic policies, like giving land to poor farmers and subsidizing fertilizers.31 In this
way, al-Sha’ab found itself competing not only with fellow Salafi parties but
also with socialist and left-wing parties.
There has been a general tendency among Egyptian Salafis to abandon
the activist approach to politics for a more professional one. Following
the January 2011 revolution, Salafis had to form more concrete proposals
regarding the political and economic issues of concern for Egyptian society.
Al-Nour’s electoral program of 2011 reveals a state-centric approach
whereby the government is asked to provide most services to Egyptian citizens. The party has favored a planned economy with full employment provided by the state. In addition, al-Nour is preoccupied with public health
and piety; it advocates the banning of smoking and alcohol.32 The party has
also included environmental issues in its program, claiming that the
“absence of religious faith has allowed officials and citizens alike to pollute
the environment.”33 In effect, al-Nour represents the Islamist Right in the
Egyptian political system with the Brotherhood being near the political center. Al-Nour seeks to represent the community of pious Muslims who want
to live under Sharia.
Politically speaking, however, al-Nour has become increasingly pragmatic and flexible. In the early post-Mubarak period, the party stressed its
commitment to the implementation of Sharia as the law of the land. The
competitive nature of Egyptian politics has forced it to change views; for
example, former chairman Abdel Ghafour asserted that al-Nour “rejects the
idea of a religious state. It is unacceptable.”34 Moreover, the party chairman
invited Copts to join al-Nour since they are fellow Egyptians. Ghafour even
served as assistant president of integration in the Morsi government.
Also, the party has developed a culture of internal democracy. In September 2012, polls were held to choose the leaders of the party’s local committees throughout the country. When the then party chairman Abdel
Ghafour suggested postponing the process, the party’s supreme committee
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ruled that the process should go ahead in nineteen of the country’s twentyeight provinces.35 However, Ghafour had complained about the lack of
transparency and the manipulation of voters by the supporters of Yasser alBurhami. In December 2012, finally, Abdel Ghafour resigned from the
party and established his own political formation Hizb al-Watan (the
Homeland Party) together with 150 other party members. The new Salafi
party has welcomed Copts and women as members.
While in parliament, al-Nour has been open to collaboration with other
political forces. Following the December 2012 constitutional referendum
that strengthened the Morsi government, al-Nour worked together with the
secularist National Salvation Front against the Brotherhood.36 Even more
surprisingly, al-Nour joined socialist parties in opposing loans from the
International Monetary Fund because Sharia forbids the payment of interest for loans.37
Notwithstanding their political pragmatism, Salafis’ relationship with
the Muslim Brotherhood is at best ambivalent. There are historical roots to
the tensions between them. Actually, al-Da‘wa was established in Alexandria in the 1970s by students who opposed the Ikhwan in the local university. The Egyptian authorities tolerated its existence for many years because
the movement did not seek political change; indeed, al-Da‘wa claimed that
it could not overthrow Mubarak because he was a Muslim leader. In contrast, the Ikhwan was heavily repressed by the regime because it was accused
of conspiring against the state. Yet many Salafis have criticized the Ikhwan
for being too secretive and prioritizing party interests over Islamic principles. In fact, they do not consider the Brotherhood an Islamic organization.
Al-Nour has taken a more conservative view than the Brotherhood on
social issues; for example it supports strict gender segregation.
During the 2012–2013 protests against the Morsi government, alBurhami and other senior Salafi leaders called for the resignation of the
Egyptian president.38 Like other opposition parties, al-Nour claimed that
the Ikhwan had attempted the brotherhoodization of the state (akhwanat
al-dawla).39 More importantly, to the astonishment of many of its members, al-Nour supported the military coup against the Morsi government.
It was a politically risky decision because many supporters of the party
sided with the Ikhwan and denounced the military coup. Yet the Salafi
leadership did not remain united in this act of political maneuvering.
Sheikh Ahmed Aboul Enein, a senior official, resigned from the party.40 The
decision of al-Nour to support the military coup against a democratically

114

Islamist Politics and Democracy

elected president can be explained by two factors. First, the party had faced
harsh competition from the Ikhwan and grasped the opportunity to remain
the only Islamist force in the country’s political system. Second, the coup
was supported by the Saudi government, which is al-Nour’s main external
sponsor. At that time, the kingdom was competing with Qatar for the hearts
and minds of Egyptian Muslims. Therefore, Riyadh backed Salafis and
Doha supported the Ikhwan.41 Nevertheless, some Saudi Salafi scholars condemned al-Nour for this decision because it “has caused damage to the
interests of Islam and Muslims inside and outside Egypt.”42
Al-Nour’s support for the coup plotters aroused the animosity of the
Muslim Brothers. In the words of Gehad el-Haddad, a Muslim Brotherhood spokesman, “military coups are the highest levels of treason, and
those who support them are traitors.”43 However, not all Egyptian Salafis
supported the coup against Morsi. The Salafi Call joined the pro-Morsi
Anti-Coup Alliance to protest against military interference in Egypt’s political system and support the ousted president Morsi. In December 2014, the
organization withdrew from the alliance, seeking to restore “Islamic identity” and oppose “all forms of Western hegemony and Zionist-American
Plots to support the counter-revolution and the coup.”44
In the 2015 parliamentary elections, al-Nour won only 11 seats. Three
reasons can explain its poor performance. To start with, the new Egyptian
regime reduced the number of party-list seats (only 120 out of 596) and
increased the number of independent candidates (448 of 596). Moreover,
28 MPs were selected directly by President Sisi. Additionally, the overall
voter turnout was very low and those casting their vote largely supported
pro-regime candidates. The Salafi supporters ‘punished’ al-Nour for its
ambiguous stance vis-à-vis the Egyptian military. Finally, the party itself
decided to keep a low profile during the elections to avoid antagonizing the
Sisi regime. During 2014, al-Nour had faced lawsuits seeking its dissolution
because the Egyptian constitution states that it is ‘not permissible to establish any political party on a religious basis’.45
Al-Nour has tried hard to survive politically in the post-Morsi political
order that is dominated by the Egyptian army. Therefore, it has declared
itself not a religious party but a party based on religion. In this way, its
leaders have hoped to avoid the constitutional prohibition of religious parties. They have argued that the party is “consistent with the rules of the
constitution and political parties’ law.”46 Also, the party seeks to guarantee
fundamental rights within the framework of Sharia, including rule of law,
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freedom of speech, and freedom of association.47 While not abandoning the
goal of adopting Sharia as the law of the land, al-Nour has campaigned for
democracy and civil liberties. Thus it can present itself as part of the prodemocracy movement in Egypt.
Whatever the differences between parties, the participation of Salafis in
the Egyptian political system constitutes an important departure from their
previous isolationist stance. They constitute a relatively inexperienced political movement that tries to strike a balance between the dominance of the
military and the popularity of the Ikhwan. The particular conditions of
Egypt have influenced their orientation, strategy, and organizational culture. But every Salafi party and group has its own understanding of the
situation based on its previous experiences and set of aims.
The Duality of Tunisian Salafis
Salafism appeared in Tunisia sometime in the mid-1990s, but it did not
attract a massive following. It remained a clandestine movement with little
influence in Tunisian society. The first generation of Tunisian Salafis avoided
any involvement in politics and concentrated on personal morality and piety.
Nevertheless, Salafis were heavily repressed by the Ben Ali regime, which
espoused a strict secularism. The revolution of 2011 and the subsequent rise
of al-Nahda changed the political realities for Tunisian Salafis.
The Salafi-oriented Reform Front (Hizb Jabhat al-Islah al-Islamiyya alTunisiyya) was established after the overthrow of the Ben Ali regime in
January 2011. It has been viewed as the successor of the secretive group
Islamic Front, which operated during the 1980s. Although its candidates
ran as independents in the October 2011 parliamentary elections, the party
failed to win any seats. The party was legalized in late March 2012 under
the al-Nahda-led government. During 2011, the interim government had
twice refused to recognize the Reform Front as a legitimate party due to
national security concerns.48 Therefore, Jabhat al-Islah has tried hard to
portray itself as a party that endorses pluralism. Indeed, its electoral platform stated that “the door is open to all Tunisians who believe in the
[Islamic] principles, without exclusion or marginalization.”49
Moreover, the Reform Front has attempted to promote a new political
vision for post-Ben Ali Tunisia. While it represents Salafis, the party advocates a more democratic political system with checks and balances. Therefore, it has committed to “The establishment of a pluralistic political
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climate . . . [to ensure the] transfer of power by appealing to the polls
without exclusion or marginalization of any class of the society . . . [while]
establishing the principle of the separation of the three powers and
strengthening the independence of the judiciary within the limits of the
provisions of the Sharia.”50 It appears that the Reform Front has not only
accepted the basic tenets of democracy but has also used them to maintain
its position in the postrevolution political system. Yet the party has not
distanced itself from its Salafi roots. Hence it aims at “restoring the Islamic
way of life to establish an Islamic state that implements Islam and Sharia.”51
Thus, the target audience is the community of devout Muslims who want
the implementation of Sharia.
But even clandestine Salafi groups have not completely rejected democracy. The more confrontational group Partisans of Sharia (Ansar al-Sharia)
was established in April 2011 by Saif Allah Bin Hussein, a veteran of the
war against the Red Army in Afghanistan. As opposed to militant Salafis in
other parts of the Arab world, Ansar al-Sharia does not reject the electoral
process. In the words of a senior member, the group is not “absolutely in
opposition to pluralism and elections. . . . The main point is that we could
conceive of such a development, but only in the context of an Islamic state.
. . . Within this framework, the existence of parties and elections would not
be forbidden.”52 In effect, the group has attempted to blend its version of
Islamism with some democratic norms and practices.
This innovative approach largely derives from the reality of modern
Tunisia, which is the most westernized society in the Arab world, apart
from Lebanon. There is a large middle class that maintains strong links
with France and other European countries.53 It is politically risky for the
Salafis to reject totally the electoral process in the postrevolutionary Tunisia, where citizens’ empowerment has become a defining element of the
new political system. For example, Ansar al-Sharia has come to recognize
that “Tunisia is a specific country and this specificity should be respected.
. . . We have the Quran and the Sunnah, sure, which are universal. But we
also have our own specific context. We are neither Afghanistan, nor Iraq.”54
Hence Tunisian Salafis have advocated the hybridization of Islamism.
Yet Ansar al-Sharia represents the most extreme version of Tunisian
Salafism with links to the international Jihadi-Salafi movement. Members
of Ansar al-Sharia allegedly assassinated two left-wing politicians, Chokri
Belaid and Mohamed Brahmi, in February and June 2013 respectively.55
The group has accused al-Nahda and the Reform Front of having links to
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the U.S. security services.56 On September 14, 2012, a mob of Salafis
attacked the U.S. embassy in Tunis. Consequently, Tunisian authorities
decided to designate the group as a terrorist organization in August 2013.57
Nevertheless, Salafi groups have often set the political agenda in Tunisia.
When a dispute broke out at the University of Manouba over whether
female students can wear a niqab in the classrooms, Said Ferjani, the
spokesman of al-Nahda, asserted that the university must find a solution
“without infringing in any shape or form on a woman’s fundamental right
to choose her own clothing.”58 Interestingly, he compared the niqab issue
with the controversy caused by women wearing bikinis on Tunisia’s beaches
because they “are two sides of the same issue. We live within the dynamics
of a fledgling democracy and we must respect democratic principles.”59 At
first sight, al-Nahda has followed a middle path between the Salafi conservatism and secular liberties. In reality, however, al-Nahda has maintained
an ambiguous approach toward Salafi parties. It tried to build a tactical
alliance with Salafis even before their parties were recognized as legal. During the October 2011 parliamentary elections, the Reform Front asked its
supporters to vote for al-Nahda in those constituencies that had no Salafi
candidates.60 Moreover, hardline figures within al-Nahda have maintained
links with Salafi groups; for example, Sadok Chourou participated in Ansar
al-Sharia’s congress in May 2011.61 Yet the leader of the Reform Front,
Mohamed Khouja, has accused al-Nahda of being too eager to compromise
with its secular coalition partners.62
Indeed, it seems that Salafis have increasingly competed against the
moderate al-Nahda for the votes of pious Muslims. According to Anne
Wolf, there are three reasons for the defection of supporters from al-Nahda
to Salafi groups: first, al-Nahda did not support a reference to Sharia in the
new Tunisian constitution; second, it has not taken action against members
of the Ben Ali kleptocratic regime; and finally, it did not support socioeconomic reforms to improve the lives of people.63
Other Salafis have become even more aggressive in their criticism of alNahda. In November 2012, for instance, Salafi imam Nasr al-Din Alawi
accused the party of “wanting new elections on the bodies of members of
the Salafi movement” and he asserted that he “will fight the interior minister and the other leaders of the al-Nahda [because] they have turned
America, the Pharaoh and idol of this age, into their God.”64 Like their
Egyptian counterparts, Salafis in Tunisia have tried to find their place in
the political spectrum. Therefore, Salafis have often seen themselves in a
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twofold struggle. On the one hand, they have to confront militant secularists who view Salafism as nothing else than fanaticism. On the other hand,
they compete against the more moderate Islamists of al-Nahda for the same
audience, namely the community of devout Muslims.
Their limited electoral appeal means that Tunisian Salafis tend to focus
on high-profile issues and launch attention-seeking campaigns. Ansar alSharia initiated an “Occupy Mosques” campaign in order to evict imams
who collaborated with the Ben Ali regime.65 Also, Salafis have accused the
secular media of blasphemy against Islam. In January 2012, they protested
against the broadcasting of the French animated movie Persepolis, which
had a scene depicting Allah.66 In addition, they have been blamed for
attacks against cultural events that they deemed “un-Islamic.”67 In all cases,
Salafis portrayed themselves as local defenders of Islam against foreign
influences and secularism.

Electoral Salafis Between the Global and the Local
The followers of Salafism believe in a universal creed that is supposed to be
applicable to every Muslim society. Therefore, they do not tolerate local
traditions that are viewed as deviations from the true religion.68 Their holistic approach to Islam has led them to the rejection of alternative interpretations of Islamic sources. They advocate uniformity and perfection.
Moreover, they have a sense of moral superiority, viewing non-Salafis as a
threat to their eternal salvation.69 Olivier Roy rightly points to the similarities between Salafism and Protestant fundamentalism: both favor a literal
reading of the sacred texts while rejecting diversity.70 Like Protestant fundamentalists, Salafis believe in strict morals and personal responsibility. Protestant fundamentalists and Salafis are mission conscious because God has
given them a task to accomplish.
The rise of electoral Salafism in North Africa is not a unique development. The first Salafi parties were actually established in the Persian Gulf
region. In Kuwait, the Islamic Salafi Alliance (al-Tajammu al-Islami alSalafi) entered national politics in the 1990s. Salafis managed to get elected
as members of Kuwait’s National Assembly in December 2012 and July
2013. One of them, Ali Saleh al-Umair, was moved to the position of minister for oil in a cabinet reshuffle in January 2014.71 In neighboring Bahrain,
the Islamic Purity Party (al-Asalah al-Islamiyah) was founded in 2002 and
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won three seats in 2010 parliamentary elections. The participation of Salafi
parties in elections in Kuwait and Bahrain can be explained by three factors.
First, there is a small but not insignificant Salafi community, which means
that such parties have an electoral base and enjoy some degree of legitimacy. Second, Salafis have allied with the Sunni monarchies to oppose local
Shia political forces in the two countries. Third, Salafi parties have received
significant support from Saudi Arabia.72 In other words, the emergence of
electoral Salafism in the Gulf is mainly connected to the politics of SunniShia antagonism.
In contrast to developments in the Gulf region, the emergence of electoral Salafism in North Africa is the result of cataclysmic political changes.
The outbreak of the Arab Spring revolutions has led to a wave of democratization across the region. As a result, tens of political parties have been
established to participate in the postrevolution political systems. The new
Salafi parties in Egypt and Tunisia have chosen to campaign through the
parliaments and within the constitutions. They have come to represent a
particular community of Muslims. These parties have ultraconservative
views on social and family issues, but they have denounced the use of violence. It is a new generation of Salafi politicians who have contributed to
the glocalization of Islamism.
There are some important differences in the political priorities of Tunisian and Egyptian Salafis. The former have focused more than the latter on
cultural and language issues because French still enjoys an important status
in Tunisia as a widely spoken language.73 As a result, Tunisian Salafis have
advocated the Arabization of the educational system and social life. In contrast, Egyptian Salafis have not discussed language issues because they live
in a society where Arabic is the main instrument of communication.
Instead, they have focused on the role of Christians in Egypt because there
is a large minority of Copts.74 With the exception of Lebanon, Egypt is the
only country where Salafis have extensively discussed relations between
Islam and Christianity. Again, local circumstances dictate priorities and set
the parameters of Salafis’ actions.
In addition, Salafis’ perceptions of Israel can indicate the degree to
which particularization of Islamism has taken place. In general, Salafis of
all orientations have refused to acknowledge the right of the Jewish state to
exist; from their point of view, Israel is an artificial entity because Palestine
is an Islamic waqf (mortmain property). In December 2011, however, the
then al-Nour president Abdel Ghafour announced that “treaties Egypt has
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signed [i.e., Camp David Accords] must be upheld, we intend to respect
them.”75 Although the al-Nour leaders have made hostile statements about
Israel, it seems that the party has accepted the realities on the ground. In
contrast, their Tunisian counterparts have advocated “the criminalization
of all forms of normalization with the Zionist entity” and have frequently
called for the destruction of the Jewish state.76
There are three reasons why Egyptian and Tunisian Salafis have different approaches toward Israel. First, Egypt shares borders with the Jewish
state and has some pressing issues (e.g., low-level insurgency in Sinai,
Hamas’s tunnel strategy) to resolve through negotiation with Israeli authorities. Tunisia is a safe distance from Israel and the surrounding security
issues. In other words, the reality of geographical proximity can change
some hard-line Salafi positions. Second, Egypt’s Salafi movement has been
dominated by preachers who have advocated a nonviolent approach. In
fact, even those who violently confronted the Mubarak regime, during the
1990s, have now denounced terrorism as a method of political change (e.g.,
BDP). In Tunisia, an important part of the Salafi movement is controlled
by individuals who joined foreign insurgencies and still consider the use of
violence a legitimate method (e.g., Ansar al-Sharia). Third, the relationship
between Egypt and the Palestinians has historically been somewhat
strained, especially after the signing of the Israeli-Egyptian Peace Agreement in 1979. On the other hand, Tunisian authorities gave refuge to the
Palestinian Liberation Movement after its expulsion from Beirut in 1982
and Israeli warplanes bombed the organization’s headquarters in Tunis in
October 1985. As a result anti-Israeli sentiments still run deep in Tunisia.
It is hardly a coincidence that the moderate leader of al-Nahda, Rachid alGhannouchi, has used anti-Israeli rhetoric, accusing Ben Ali of “betraying
the Palestinian cause” and being “a collaborator with the Zionists.”77
Irrespective of their differences, both Egyptian and Tunisian Salafis have
striven to “Salafize” the masses by demonstrating flexibility toward democracy. Their isolationist position was overcome by the speed of political
events in Egypt and Tunisia. Consequently, Salafis decided to participate in
the electoral process because they came to recognize the new political reality. More importantly, they have seen a political opportunity for themselves
to promote their agenda and later even gain power. The larger sociopolitical
environment is another crucial factor in the rise of electoral Salafism. Egypt
and Tunisia are among the most diverse countries in the Arab world. As
opposed to tribal societies like Libya and Yemen, both have a large middle
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class of educated professionals and businessmen who have been exposed to
globalization for two decades. The two countries have large tourist industries; in fact, millions of tourists visit Egypt and Tunisia every year. Many
young Tunisians and Egyptians speak a foreign language and follow foreign
media. It is a new generation of computer-literate people that can engage
in discussions in social media. These factors, separate and combined, can
explain the unique political circumstances that confronted the Salafi movement in these two countries.
As a result, Salafis in both countries have developed a more consensual
approach to society and politics. The Reform Front has urged the society
to “take advantage of the achievements of the Western civilization and to
work on . . . the indigenization of them.”78 From its point of view, Muslims
could learn from the West and adopt some good things. Moreover, the
Reform Front has presented a pro-democracy platform. Hence its leader,
Muhammad al-Khawjah, a former professor at the University of Tunis,
stated that “it is no longer the time for armed jihad. . . . We believe Islam
is a religion of democracy and freedom.”79 Nevertheless, his understanding
of democracy is unique. In his words, “in Europe, democracy gives sovereignty to the people, but in Muslim countries, we prefer to emphasize the
sovereignty of Islamic legislation. . . . The job of the lawmaker is to distinguish the haram (illicit) from what is halal (licit) according to Islamic
law.”80 His version of democracy is tailored for religious Tunisians who
wish to support electoral Salafism.
Likewise, Egyptian Salafis have attempted to strike a balance between
the tenets of global Salafism and the local political realities. In general, the
application of Sharia is the primary goal of Salafis because it is God’s law.
Al-Nour and other Salafi parties have called for Sharia to be the sole source
of legislation in post-Mubarak Egypt. Hence Salafis strongly supported the
2012 constitution, prepared by the Brotherhood-controlled Constituent
Assembly, because its article 219 stated that legislation will be based on
Sharia as prescribed by Sunni Islam. Following the coup against Morsi in
June 2013, the 2012 constitution was suspended by the Egyptian army.
Although al-Nour joined a committee that had the aim of preparing a new
constitution, it failed to prevent the removal of article 219; yet it decided
to support the 2013 draft constitution because al-Azhar University, the
oldest Sunni academic institution in the Muslim world, ruled in favor of
abolishing this article.81 Instead, the Supreme Constitutional Court’s interpretation of Sharia will serve as the principal source of legislation. The
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prevailing political circumstances forced Egyptian Salafis to change position
in a way that reflects their growing capacity to compromise.
In this context of political transition, Salafis have utilized democracy as
a master frame to mobilize support and increase their appeal among Muslim communities. The adoption of the democracy master frame is a necessary step for the political survival of those Salafis who decided to follow a
nonviolent approach and take advantage of the postrevolutionary momentum. This master frame combines the struggle for representation with recognition of identity and culture.
At first sight, it appears that Salafi parties have been reluctant to accept
the principle of political equality because it implies female participation in
politics. Yet Tunisian and Egyptian Salafis have recognized implicitly the
existence of this component. Al-Nour was obliged to include female candidates on the party lists for the 2011 parliamentary elections; yet party leaders stressed that they support gender segregation and women remained at
the bottom of the lists to minimize their chances of getting elected.82 Moreover, al-Nour selected female candidates based on their “good reputation”
and commitment to wear the niqab.83 Since then, al-Nour has shifted
toward a more inclusive approach. In April 2015, the party announced that
its electoral list would include 120 female candidates, including Christians
and niqab-wearing women.84 However, Salafis would accept neither a
Christian nor a female as a head of state. The Salafi rationale was provided
by Mohamed Mokhtar al-Mady, a senior official of al-Nour: a Christian
president would not know how to apply Sharia, while a woman can “go
weak when [she] gets her period.”85
In Tunisia, Salafis have faced similar dilemmas because their antiwomen
bias is not well received by the society. Due to the electoral laws, the Reform
Front was forced to include female candidates in its lists during the October
2014 parliamentary elections. Some of these women have been vocal about
their rights and role in Tunisian politics. For instance, Rabiaa Smaali
declared, “I want to represent all Tunisian women. I took my own decision
to participate in these elections. Nobody added my name to gain votes for
veiled women.”86 While women do not play a leadership role in the movement, it seems that there is a Salafi variation of feminism in the making.
Although global Salafism has propagated a conservative and traditional
view on women’s rights, local followers have preferred to meet legal
requirements and acknowledge societal realities. Consequently, the participation of female Salafi candidates in elections broke a long-standing taboo
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and set a precedent for Salafis to accept the political equality of the female
population. One could argue that the adoption of the democracy master
frame entails an obligation to accept the component of political equality,
which undermines Salafi beliefs about gender relations.87
Despite being a political minority, Salafis have endorsed the component
of majority rule. Since they are trapped in their own reality, many Salafis
tend to overestimate their potential influence in their respective societies.
During an interview on February 9, 2014, al-Burhami argued that the “alNour party’s support base is expanding every day.”88 Similarly, Tunisian
Salafis believe that their popularity is on the rise; for example, Rabiaa
Smaali claimed that “I am sure that if a popular referendum is held on the
application of Sharia, the majority of Tunisians would vote for it.”89 A
young Tunisian Salafi scholar admitted that “I am myself confident about
my religious discourse and my popular influence, which is my major source
of power to achieve my goal of spreading the message of Islam.”90 This
misinterpretation of political reality can be explained by two factors. First,
long isolation and clandestine experiences have contributed greatly to the
loss of political perspicacity. Second, Salafis strongly believe in the eventuality of their success, thus they support majority rule as a principle.
In any case, democracy is not understood by electoral Salafis only as an
expression of people’s will to choose their leaders. It is an opportunity for
a soul-searching exercise that could lead to authentic Islam. In fact, it is
centered on an Islamist equivalent of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s general will
that suppresses individualism and encourages conformity.91 The participation in the post-Arab Spring democratic transition is a means to an end.
By patronizing demos (the citizenry), Salafis could one day control kratos
(the state).
This component can also explain the political strategy of some Egyptian
Salafis in the post-Mubarak political system. Al-Nour first allied itself to
the Muslim Brothers and then to the all-powerful military. In both cases,
the party used this component to justify its strategy of shifting alliance. In
2012, the decision to support Morsi in the second round of the presidential
elections was presented as the only option for Egyptian Salafis; the second
candidate, Ahmed Shafik, was a former senior officer of the air force and a
former minister under Hosni Mubarak. Despite their long history of competition and mutual suspicion, Salafis and Muslim Brothers supported each
other against members of the previous regime to safeguard majority rule.
But when the new president became increasingly partisan and protests
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erupted against him, the Salafis utilized the same master frame to defend
their alliance with their former foes. An al-Nour official justified the party’s
pro-army stance by claiming that Egypt under Morsi “was on the brink of
a civil war and he was not accepting any proposals or compromises that
would save the situation.”92 In this way, their political struggle has been
framed as a democratizing effort against both the remnants of the previous
regime and the Brotherhood’s authoritarianism for the sake of the majority
of the people.
Finally, the democracy master frame has the powerful component of
political legitimacy that offers Salafis recognition for being part of the party
system. Thus, they can gain more acceptance in the eyes of the general
public, which has been skeptical or even hostile toward them and become
more attractive to potential allies. Indeed, this component has allowed the
formation of broader political alliances with parties and groups that do not
share the core values of Salafism. As has already been mentioned, al-Nour
has cooperated with socialist parties in the Egyptian parliament and the
Reform Front has maintained a close relationship with al-Nahda.93 The use
of this component can also deter state repression because it raises the political cost of confronting Salafis. However, Salafis are free riding on democracy. They do not contribute much to democratic politics, but they still
enjoy the legitimacy that comes with participating in it. It follows that having political legitimacy can become an instrument to undermine adversaries
who oppose Salafi demands.
The Egyptian and Tunisian Salafis are not the only ones who use the
democracy master frame. As the previous chapter showed, Islamist parties
and organizations like the AKP, the Ikhwan, and al-Nahda have also been
keen to make use of the democracy master frame. Yet electoral Salafis and
Islamo-democrats do not necessarily share the same understanding of
democracy. Islamo-democrats have a more genuine interest in consensual
politics. In contrast, Salafis view democracy more as a tool that can reshape
their image and portray them as a force of change.
Furthermore, Salafism is not the only conservative religious movement
entering electoral politics in the Middle East. In Israel, political parties have
been formed by the ultra-Orthodox movement. The Jewish Home (HaBayit
HaYehudi) is a religious party established in November 2008; it supports
the establishment of a state governed by Jewish law. Haredi Judaism has
been represented by the Union of Israel (Agudat Yisrael) and its splinter
group Flag of the Torah (Degel HaTorah). The two parties have participated
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in many elections and have even joined coalition governments. Both electoral Salafism and the ultra-Orthodox movement have condemned the secular lifestyle and have claimed to have God-given solutions to everyday
problems and issues. Moreover, they are part of larger movements that
have a nonpolitical stance and focus on personal morality.
Still, the endorsement of the democracy master frame by Salafis in Egypt
and Tunisia represents a significant development that differentiates them
from their counterparts in other Muslim-majority countries. The adopted
frame has led to the socialization of Salafis into the new political culture
that includes elements of pluralism. Although the master frame has been
used selectively by Salafis to reach out to Muslim communities, it has also
enforced on them new norms of conduct and behavior. In effect, the master
frame of democracy has encouraged participation, accountability, and consensus building. This development puts electoral Salafis on a collision
course with those who still condemn democracy as man-made system that
goes against Sharia. Ironically, the organization of electoral campaigns, the
drafting of the party’s list of candidates in accordance with state laws, and
frequent interactions with the media could shape the political behavior of
Salafi actors who function as glocalizers: they adapt the idea of democracy
to local conditions in order to achieve political goals and remain relevant.
The outcome of this is the rise of electoral Salafism, a hybrid form of
Salafism that combines global tenets with an acknowledgment of local
conditions.

Conclusion
Salafis have been known for their denouncement of politics and the focus
on da‘wa. However, Salafi parties have been established in Tunisia and
Egypt. It is a localized event that can be explained by the particularities of
these two countries. The post-Arab Spring political culture of both countries has facilitated the rise of an electoral Salafism that includes both conservative Islamic values and democratic practices.
The master frame of democracy has been applied by Egyptian and Tunisian Salafis to their local environments in order to gain legitimacy at a time
of increased participatory politics. But this decision comes with a price
since it entails the participation of Salafi parties in the electoral process. As
a result, Salafis must abide by the constitution and the laws that they seek
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to change. Moreover, they have to take into account not only other political
forces but also public opinion. One may claim that their endorsement of
democracy is not genuine, since Salafis support democratic politics only as
long as this serves their political goals.
Yet the effort of electoral Salafis to gain recognition through elections
could encourage their counterparts in other parts of world to express their
views in the same fashion. Indeed, the participation of Salafis in the electoral arena can lead to the socialization of the larger Salafi movement.94 In
this case, electoral Salafism could become a force of moderation and stability in some Muslim-majority counties that usually suffer from chronic corruption, political instability, and nepotism. In 2012, a Saudi Salafi scholar,
Sheikh Salman al-Awdah, asserted that “democracy might not be an ideal
system, but it is the least harmful, and it can be developed and adapted to
respond to local needs and circumstances.”95 In Indonesia, local Salafis have
proposed a system to appoint the ruler that resembles the institution of
shura; they suggested the establishment of a special body, the ahl al-halli
wa al-‘aqd or Majlis al-Shura, consisting of knowledgeable people in different fields: religion, defense, economics, and so on.96 Based on these developments, it can be argued that electoral Salafism is on the rise in the
Muslim world.
Nevertheless, the future of electoral Salafism will depend on state
responses: political repression will inevitably bring resistance and confrontation, whereas political accommodation can encourage moderation. Salafi
parties are often viewed as the long arm of clandestine groups that espouse
jihadi-Salafism. But such a view ignores the diversity that exists within
Salafism, which is a large and acephalous movement. Electoral Salafism can
be viewed as a new political trend that ought to be recognized on its own
terms.

PART III
Islamist Militancy and
the Master Frame of Justice

J

ustice is a fundamental virtue of any society. The Republic of Plato
offered one of the first definitions of justice; according to the ancient
Greek philosopher, justice is “giving to each what is owed.”1 In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle explained that justice has two different, but closely
related, forms: general justice regarding whether a man deals fairly with
other people and particular justice that can be either distributive or corrective. The former type of particular justice implicates the proportional distribution of things based on merit, while the latter restores equality among
victims of wrongdoing irrespective of merit.2 The topic of justice was discussed extensively during the Age of Enlightenment. David Hume claimed
famously that “public utility is the sole origin of justice.”3 Immanuel Kant
argued that “the universal law of justice is: act externally in such a way that
the free use of your will is compatible with the freedom of everyone according to a universal law.”4 John Stuart Mill suggested that “justice implies
something which it is not only right to do, and wrong not to do, but which
some individual person can claim from us as his moral right.”5
Yet the idea of justice has deep religious origins since all three Abrahamic religions have preached about it. Judaism has viewed justice (mishpat) as an attribute of God that men have to adopt for themselves.6 The
Book of Deuteronomy calls for “justice, justice you should pursue” (16:20).
It is a religious obligation that has to be constantly fulfilled by the faithful.
From a Hebrew perspective, justice is to treat all people equitably.7 The concept was incorporated in the Ten Commandments given by God to the
Jews as rules of conduct. In fact, one could argue that the last five of the
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Ten Commandments emphasize the importance of social justice in human
relations.8
Christian theology has also repeatedly affirmed the centrality of justice
to God’s desires for humankind. For instance, every believer is obliged to
“hunger and thirst for justice” (Matthew 5:6). The Catholic theologian
Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) considered justice one of the four cardinal
virtues (the others being prudence, fortitude, and temperance) that can be
practiced by anyone regardless of their religious affiliation.9 For theological
and historical reasons, the Roman Catholic Church has focused on a specific form of justice: the one that regulates social relations. Therefore, it has
a long tradition of getting involved in social justice issues, especially in
Latin America. In contrast, the Eastern Orthodox Church asserts that justice issues are “an integral part of the Gospel, but they are not the soul of
the Gospel” since it has concentrated more on spiritual needs.10
The concept of justice (‘adl) has also been at the heart of Islamic
tradition and thought. Two of the ninety-nine names of God relate to
justice: the “Equitable” (Al-Muqsit) and the “Just” (Al-Adl). In addition,
the main aim of Islamic revelation is to create an ethical and just social
order on earth.11 The concept itself can be found throughout the Quran;
for example, a verse states that “certainly We sent Our messengers with
clear arguments, and sent down with them the Book and the measure
[mizan] that men may conduct themselves with equity” (57:25). According to Sa’id ibn Jubayr, an early Islamic scholar, ‘adl could have four
significations: “[First] al-‘adl in the administration of justice in accordance with God’s command “and when you judge between the people,
judge with justice” (4:61). [Second] al-‘adl in speech, as construed in this
command “and when you speak, be just” (6:153). [Third] al-‘adl [in the
meaning of] ransom [because] God said ‘and beware a day when no soul
will in aught avail another; and no counterpoise shall be accepted from it
[the soul], nor any intercession shall be profitable to it’ (2:113). [Fourth]
al-‘adl in the sense of attributing to God [because] ‘the unbelievers
ascribe equals to their Lord’ ” (6:1).12
Although all Muslims believe that justice is a God-given virtue, there
are different perceptions of its essence. Most Sunnis view justice as compliance with God’s actions and commands, which can be understood only
through revelation.13 Therefore, it is not possible to provide a rationale
for God’s wishes and decisions. It follows that human reason cannot fully
comprehend or explain the nature of divine justice.
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The Shia perspective on justice is different. Most Shias argue that
human reason can explain and understand God’s actions and his divine
commands. Thus, godly justice must align with human notions of justice.14
Moreover, al-‘adl has been connected to the return of the Mahdi (i.e., the
hidden imam, discussed in Chapter 5).15 According to one Shia hadith, the
Mahdi “would fill up the earth with equity and justice as it would have
been fraught with injustice and tyranny.”16 He will rule for some years
before the Judgment Day (Yawm al-Din); although each individual has a
responsibility for his actions, God will judge them according to his will.
To sum up, justice is the foundation of every society because it defines
the nature of relations between people. Therefore, it has preoccupied religion and philosophy for millennia. While Abrahamic religions view justice
as a God-given obligation that must be fulfilled by believers, ancient and
modern philosophy has adopted a humancentric understanding of it. In
both cases, justice is about fairness and equity. It is a necessary virtue for
the conduct of a pious life.

* * *
The claim to justice has been a powerful normative-ideational framework
accompanying political changes and upheavals through the ages. For this
reason, justice has been used as a master frame by contemporary parties
and movements to gain support for political causes. According to Hank
Johnston and Sebastian Haunss, it includes certain elements such as working conditions, job security, and transnational labor solidarity.17 At first
sight, it seems like a Western-oriented cognitive schema aiming at the promotion of a socialist agenda for working-class people nationally and internationally. But the master frame addresses deeper issues as well. It is a
master frame deriving from the critical theory of justice.18 It contains a
certain analysis of social relations based on power asymmetries and inequalities between groups.19 It also offers a critique of the justifications provided for these relations, focusing on their reciprocity and generality; the
former suggests that no party involved can claim rights or privileges it
denies to others, while the latter means that all those affected have the right
to ask for justifications.20
I argue that the master frame of justice consists of three main components. The first one includes moral and ethical principles that could outline
the meaning of justice for movements, groups, and parties. These principles
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are not exclusively definable, which means that they are open to interpretations and additions. They have been overtly secularized, but in reality some
of them have a religious basis. For example, the Brazilian Landless Workers’
Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra) has called for access
of poor people to arable land; yet it is the liberation theology of the Catholic
Base Communities (Comunidades Eclesiais de Base) and the organization’s
option for the poor principle that have fueled the movement’s demands for
social justice.21 In Israel, the organization Peace Bloc (Gush Shalom) has campaigned for Palestinian rights and a long-lasting peace between the two peoples. Although it has been viewed by many as a left-wing secular organization,
the Peace Bloc’s campaign has been based on the concept of Tikkun olam; it
literally means repairing the world, but is to be understood as the pursuit of
social justice. The phrase is mentioned in the oral Torah (Mishnah).
The issue of equality is the second component. The promotion of any
type of justice (general or particular) is only possible if there is equality
among human beings. Only then can justice be realized without any compromise. Without equality before the law, justice would favor the strong
and punish the weak. During the period of apartheid, for example, the
justice master frame was heavily used by political forces that fought for
equality among different racial and ethnic groups in South Africa. In his
autobiography, Nelson Mandela described the triumph of the African
National Congress in the 1994 elections as a “victory of justice” because
black South Africans gained political equality.22 Likewise, the Black Panthers movement in the United States demanded equality for African Americans who faced discrimination and racism.23 Through such equality, the
Afro American community could have enjoyed justice and security.
The third component is the responsibility to protect those who suffer
from injustice. Accordingly, it is the duty of all socially aware and concerned individuals to provide help and support to those who live under
injustice. There are plenty of examples whereby movements employed the
justice master frame by invoking the responsibility-to-protect component.
For example, the pro-Palestinian International Solidarity Movement has
recruited supporters from Western countries, including the Unites States,
to travel to the Palestinian Territories and protest against the confiscation
of Arab land by Jewish settlers.24 For another example, antiabortion groups
in the United States have mobilized supporters to fight the “injustice of
abortion” by protecting “unborn human lives.”25 The structure of the justice master frame is described in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Components of the master frame of justice

The concept of justice has preoccupied contemporary Islamic political
thought. In his book Fi Zilal al Qu’ran (In the Shadow of the Quran), the
famous Egyptian scholar Sayyid Qutb analyzed the Islamic view on justice.
From his point of view, the application of justice depends on three principles: freedom of conscience, defined as freedom from servitude and submission to God only; human equality, because all men and women, who
descended from Adam and Eve, share the same rights and responsibilities;
and social solidarity, which includes not only cooperation between individuals and society but also social responsibility toward the family and the
community or even between the umma and other nations.26 From his point
of view, all of these principles are guaranteed by Sharia. More importantly,
Qutb envisioned a new mission for Islam that can save humanity from the
unjust rule of “earthly lords” (al arbab al-ardiyyah) like tyrants, regimes,
and institutions.27 Consequently, Islam cannot ignore injustice and oppression. Muslims have the duty to fight for the universal spread of justice.
Given the importance of justice in Islam, it is hardly a surprise that
some jihadi groups have adopted the word justice in their title; Morocco’s
al-Adl wal-Ihsan (Justice and Benevolence) and the Iranian Sunni group
Jaish ul-Adl (the Army of Justice) are only two of them. In this way they
emphasize the rightness of their cause against unjust opponents. Even the
archaic group of postponers (Murji’a) was initially called ahl al-‘adl wa-lsunnah (the people of justice and Sunnah).28
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Furthermore, militant groups have attempted to theorize the centrality
of justice in their campaigns of violence. From al-Qaeda’s point of view
there are two types of justice: general and reciprocal. This categorization of
justice resembles, to a certain extent, Aristotle’s two forms of justice, the
general and the particular. In an open letter to Americans, for example,
Osama bin Laden stated that “the first thing we are calling you to is Islam.
. . . It is the religion of showing kindness to others, establishing justice
between them, granting them their rights and defending the oppressed and
the persecuted.”29 The leader of al-Qaeda believed that the call to Islam will
bring general justice to all individuals who decide to convert. There is a
theological dimension to this offer. According to an al-Qaeda commander,
Muslims “are the people of justice, we embrace it, believe in it. . . . Injustice
in our religion is haram (prohibited) . . . so, we will not be unjust with
you.”30
In addition, bin Laden claimed that there is reciprocal justice between
enemies that includes some proportionality. He once asked rhetorically, “in
what creed are your dead considered innocent but ours worthless? By what
logic does your blood count as real and ours as no more than water? Reciprocal treatment is part of justice, and he who commences hostilities is the
unjust one.”31 In this way, he attempted to justify the targeting of Western
civilians by al- Qaeda and affiliated groups: terrorist attacks are just an
application of reciprocal justice against the enemies of Islam. Therefore, alQaeda has portrayed the United States as an immoral country that has
conspired against the umma. It is the source of all injustice and violence. In
the words of Ayman al-Zawahiri, “the crimes America perpetrates against
Muslim prisoners [i.e., referring to the Abu Ghraib torture scandal] will
not be forgotten by the Muslim umma. . . . All these crimes give Muslims
more rights to stand in the face of the American aggression.”32
The desire to achieve justice of any form derives from an idealization of
the early Islamic life. In his essay “Milestones,” Sayyid Qutb argued that the
Medinan society “was freed from all oppression, and the Islamic system
was established in which justice was God’s justice. . . . The banner of social
justice was raised in the name of One God, and the name of the banner
was Islam.”33 Likewise, Sayyid Abu A’la Mawdudi argued that the Prophet
“succeeded in setting up a model Islamic society and became head of the
state. The new social order was a perfect manifestation of the Islamic
teachings—of morality and social justice.”34 Therefore, Islamists have called
for the re-creation of a past utopia where justice prevails.
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Ayatollah Khomeini contributed to this effort by portraying Prophet
Muhammad as the model of a just military leader. In his words, “when he
gave orders for the conquest of a certain area, the burning of a certain
place, or the destruction of a certain group whose existence was harmful
for Islam, the Muslims, and the mankind in general, his orders were just.”35
Thus the founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran expanded the meaning of
justice to include the responsibility to defend Muslims against other groups,
which could involve the conquest of territories and the annihilation of the
opponents. This interpretation of the Prophet’s actions after the establishment of the first Islamic state in Medina serves as a guide for Shia militias
in Iraq and Syria. In the name of justice, they must engage in warfare
against those who constitute a threat against the umma and eventually
humanity.
The Iranian intellectual and father of the so-called Red Shiism, Ali Sariati, also discussed the concept of justice from a Shia perspective. He argued
that “Shi’ites, who represent the oppressed, justice-seeking class in the
caliphate system” have viewed Ali as “the manifestation of a justice which
serves the oppressed.”36 Hence he understood justice as a dividing issue
between the two main branches of the Muslim faith; his approach to justice
was largely sectarian. Sariati supported the view that Ali is the eternal symbol of justice for Shia Muslims who are deprived of their liberty and dignity.
Islamist militants have incorporated elements of all such thinking into
their adopted master frame of justice, which provides them with a cognitive
umbrella under which they can gather support against their adversaries.
Due to its strong religious basis, this master frame has the potential to rally
large segments of society behind Islamist militants. Although it is loosely
specified, the justice master frame can be used for mobilization and recruitment purposes. Indeed, both Sunni and Shia militant groups in Syria and
Iraq have utilized it to organize sectarian campaigns.
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Chapter 5

The Militancy of Shia Groups
in Lebanon, Iraq, and Syria

The believers and the oppressed people . . . have declared
their eternal hostility, especially the escalating statements of
Trump against Islam and Muslims. He does not distinguish
between radical and moderate Islamic movements. . . . If
America does not distinguish between the radical and the
moderate, we will not be silent and we will resist it as before.
Muqtada al-Sadr, November 10, 2016

The Shia branch of Islam has its roots in the death of Prophet Muhammad
in 632. The question of his succession divided the Muslim community.1
Those who believed that the Prophet died without appointing a successor
(caliph) to lead the umma called themselves ahl al-sunnah or Sunni Muslims.
They claimed that Muslims could select the new leader by following the Sunnah (the tradition). The appointment of Abu Bakr (632–634) as first caliph
by some of the Companions of the Prophet Muhammad was disputed by
those who supported his cousin and son-in-law Ali as the legitimate leader.2
The supporters of Ali argued that he was designated by the Prophet himself
to become his successor and they came to be known as Shi‘atu ‘Ali (the Party
of Ali). He eventually became the fourth caliph in 656.
After the death of Ali in 661, the question of succession came to the
surface again in a dramatic way. First Hasan and then Hussein, the two sons
of Ali and grandsons of the Prophet Muhammad, claimed the leadership of
the caliphate against the Umayyad family. The martyrdom of Hussein in the
Battle of Karbala in 680 was a defining incident in the history of Islam
because it widened the divide between Sunnis and Shias.3 From the Shia point
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of view, Hussein chose to get sacrificed for a just cause instead of submitting
to an illegitimate ruler.4 According to Lesley Hazelton, “if Ali was the foundation figure of Shia Islam, Hussein was to become its sacrificial icon.”5 The
former has been viewed as more of a spiritual than a political leader, while
the latter has been presented as a fearless warrior who sacrificed himself for
the most noble of causes: justice against the evildoers. The question of succession led to the theological and political fragmentation of the umma.6
The figure of the Mahdi is another important tenet of the Shia doctrine.
The adherents of Shia Islam believe that the Mahdi was the twelfth imam,
or the so-called hidden imam, who disappeared and will return one day to
bring justice.7 Due to the Shias’ deep sense of persecution and injustice, the
Mahdi has become a perpetual symbol of hope.8 Being a minority in the
Muslim world, most Shias developed a siege mentality vis-a-vis the Sunni
majority. Therefore, Shias living in some Sunni-dominated states practiced
taqiya (Islamic deception). The concept refers to a dispensation allowing
Shias to hide their faith when under threat or prosecution. Yet the Shia
branch of Islam managed to survive and even became the state religion of
Persia under the Safavid dynasty in 1501.
The schism between the two branches of Islam remained a theological,
rather than a political, constant in the Muslim world. That being said, Sunnis and Shias do share many beliefs and practices. In certain countries, such
as Iraq and Azerbaijan, there has even been a high rate of intermarriage
between members of the two denominations.9 In fact, the politicization of
the Sunni-Shia divide is a relatively recent event that was reinforced after
the outbreak of the Iranian Revolution.10
This chapter describes the origins of modern Shia militancy in the Middle East, focusing on the role of prominent Shia clerics in Iraq, Lebanon,
and Iran. Then it examines two Shia groups currently considered the most
powerful and influential of all: Hizb’allah and the Mahdi Army. It covers
their origins and development, as well as their involvement outside national
borders. Moreover, the chapter attempts to explain how Shia militants have
acted as glocalizers of Islamism by adopting the master frame of justice.

The Origins of Modern Shia Militancy in the Middle East
Despite its great authority, the Shia clergy had traditionally maintained a
mainly religious and spiritual role. This changed in the late 1950s when the
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Hizb al-Da‘wa al-Islamiyya (Islamic Call Party) was established by a group
of Iraqi Shia clerics, including Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr.11 The new party
campaigned for an Islamic state in the face of growing communist influence
within the Shia community.12 Moreover, al-Da‘wa objected to the passing
of new secular and socialist-oriented legislation by the new Baathist regime,
which had overthrown the Hashemite monarchy in July 1958.
Simultaneously, the Shia population in Lebanon was in turmoil following
the constitutional crisis of 1958. Imam Musa al-Sadr, cousin of Muhammad
Baqir al-Sadr, went to Lebanon to take a leadership position in the local Shia
community. He managed to mobilize his co-religionists by offering a political
interpretation of Shia tenets and history.13 In 1974, he founded Harakat alMahrumin (the Movement of the Dispossessed) to support Shia Muslims.14
One year later, this movement evolved into a militia known by its acronym
Amal (Afwaj al-Muqawamah al-Lubnaniyyah—Battalions of the Lebanese
Resistance). The disappearance of Sadr en route to Libya in August 1978 left
a political vacuum that was later filled by Hizb’allah.
But Imam Musa al-Sadr did not envision the transformation of Shiism
into a revolutionary ideology; he rather promoted the political instrumentalization of Shia tenets. He was not the only one attempting that. Ali Shariati attempted to blend Shiism with Marxist concepts in the early 1970s.
Shariati framed early Islamic history in Marxist terms when he wrote that
“as soon as the chain of the prophetic mission reached the Prophet
Muhammad, he began his struggle with the aristocracy, slave-owners, landowners of Taif and the Qoraish merchants.”15 Therefore, Shariati defined
Shiism “as the struggle for justice against foreign rule, tyranny, feudalism,
and exploitation.”16
Yet most Western politicians and scholars did not understand before
the late 1970s the dynamics of Shia militancy in the greater Middle East. It
is not a coincidence that the French government gave refuge to Ayatollah
Khomeini in 1978. He was considered, at the time, as only a religious man
who went into exile because of the shah’s growing authoritarianism. Very
few people thought that he could establish a new regime. In the early 1970s,
however, Khomeini had proposed the system of vilayat-i faqih (the guardianship of Islamic jurist), claiming that power in a true Islamic state must
rest with ulama and only a faqih (jurist) possessing knowledge can assume
rulership. He proposed a system of governance derived from the imamate,
namely a fundamental belief of Shia Islam about universal leadership by a
single individual in religious and secular matters.17
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The 1979 Iranian Revolution led to the overthrow of the shah and the
return of Ayatollah Khomeini from France. His version of Islamism became
a revolutionary force for the defense of Shia rights. Ayatollah Khomeini
followed up Shariati’s interpretation of Islamic history when he argued that
“the imperialists have imposed on us an unjust order, and thereby divided
our people into two groups: mustakbirin [oppressors] and mustad’afin
[oppressed].”18 Both terms can be found in the Quran. The establishment
of an Islamic republic was supposed to be only the first step toward a global
conquest. In classic Trotskyite fashion, Khomeini believed that the export
of the revolution would eventually lead to the establishment of a panIslamic state where justice would prevail. In effect, he viewed Shias as the
representatives of oppressed peoples of all religions.19
Revolutionary Iran sought to export its ideology to Lebanon because
the country had a sizable Shia community and its clerics maintained strong
links with their Iranian counterparts. In the early 1980s, Lebanon was in
the middle of a bloody civil war and the Shia population largely relied on
the Amal militia to protect itself. Following the disappearance of Imam
Sadr, Amal broke up into two different factions, one pro-Syrian and one
pro-Iranian. With the help of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, Hizb’allah was
established in the early to mid-1980s.20
The Khomeini regime also supported various Shia groups in Iraq following the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War in 1980. The Supreme Council
for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (Al-Majlis al-A’ala al-Islami al-’Iraqi,
hereafter SCIRI) was set up in Tehran in 1982 by members of the al-Da‘wa
Party. The latter had a long history of confrontation against President Saddam Hussein, but never seriously challenged the Baathist rule. Under the
leadership of Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, an Iraqi Shia cleric, the Supreme
Council was established to assist Tehran in winning the war against the
Baathist regime and to create an Iranian-style government in the country.21
After the end of the Iran-Iraq War, the new priority for the Iranian
regime was to rebuild the economy and consolidate its power domestically.
The death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989 signified the beginning of a new
era for Iranian diplomacy. The new president, Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani,
advocated a more pragmatic and less ideological foreign policy in the region
and beyond. As a result, Tehran prioritized the development of its economic relations with neighboring countries like Turkmenistan and Russia.22
Yet the Islamic Republic remained isolated throughout the 1990s due to the
U.S. dual containment policy.23
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The 9/11 terrorist attacks reshaped dramatically the geopolitical balance
of power in the Middle East. The 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq paved the way
for the political empowerment of local Shias and the return of Iran as a
regional great power. In the summer of 2004, Vali Nasr warned that “the
change in the sectarian balance of power [in Iraq] is likely to have a far
more immediate and powerful impact on politics in the greater Middle East
than any potential example of a moderate and progressive government in
Baghdad.”24 Indeed, the regime change in Iraq has led to unprecedented
conflict between Sunnis and Shias, drawing in neighboring countries like
Saudi Arabia and Iran. But while Iraqi Shia politicians and religious leaders
have been known for their pan-Shia tendency, they have also espoused a
hybrid local identity. In fact, they have attempted to negotiate between
global Shiism and local realities.
Concurrently, the Lebanese Shia community has become more integrated into the country’s political system. Hizb’allah decided to assume a
minor governing role in 2005; indeed, two of its senior members took ministerial posts in Fouad Siniora’s cabinet. Since then, as I explain later, the
group has joined national unity governments. Nevertheless, Hizb’allah has
not been transformed into a peaceful political party. Actually, it has
expanded its military activities in neighboring Syria and elsewhere.
Following the 2010–2012 Arab Spring revolutions, relations between
Sunnis and Shias have been strained further. The overthrow of Arab
regimes took the Iranian leadership by surprise, which had faced a similar
situation during 2009 with the so-called Green Revolution after the rigged
presidential elections.25 Therefore, Tehran was initially reluctant to endorse
the massive protests in Tunisia and Egypt. When the wave of democratization hit Syria, which is Tehran’s closest ally in the Middle East, the Iranian
leadership became even more alert. The outbreak of a full-scale civil war
in Syria between the Alawite-controlled regime and the Sunni-dominated
opposition has been viewed by Iran and its allies in Lebanon and Iraq as an
organized effort to undermine Shia power in the Middle East.26
The “Lebanonization” and the Re-Shiafication of Hizb’allah
Hizb’allah was officially created in 1985, but began to take shape in the
early to mid-1980s. The group draws its origins from a breakaway faction
of the Amal movement, the Lebanese branch of al-Da‘wa, and other radical
Shia organizations. The very adoption of the name Hizb’allah derived from
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the Quranic verse 5:56: “And whosoever takes Allah and His messenger
and those who believe for friend—surely the party of Allah, they shall
triumph.”27
According to Islamic theology, there are two parties: the Party of God
(Hizb’allah) and the Party of Satan (Hizbu’shaytan). Thus, Hizb’allah is
more than just a party; it represents God on earth. Central to Hizb’allah’s
ideology is Khomeini’s concept of vilayat-i faqih.
The 1989 Taif Agreement signaled the end of the Lebanese civil war, but
did not achieve the disarmament of Hizb’allah, which has maintained a
militia in the southern part of the country. Regardless of military setbacks,
such as the assassination of the party’s second general-secretary, Sayyed
Abbas Mussawi, in 1992, Hizb’allah continued throughout the 1990s its
guerilla campaign against the Israeli army, which had declared a security
zone in south Lebanon. However, under the new leadership of Sayyed
Hassan Nasrallah, the group participated in the Lebanese political system and initiated a rapprochement with non-Islamist parties, prompting
some analysts to claim that Hizb’allah was going through a process of
“Lebanonization.”28
The Israeli unilateral withdrawal from south Lebanon in May 2000 was
hailed as a victory of Hizb’allah, which achieved its primary goal of unifying
the country. The group subsequently attempted to play a greater role in the
Lebanese political system. At the same time, Hizb’allah opened itself more
to the world, reaching out to the antiglobalization movement.29 Despite its
growing normalization, the group did not abandon its militant character.
On July 12, 2006, the group ambushed an Israeli patrol on Lebanon’s border with Israel, provoking an invasion by the Israeli Defense Forces.
Muhammad Ayoob supports the view that Hizb’allah’s actions in 2006
indicated its “unwillingness to undergo a total transformation into a normal political party abjuring the use of arms.”30 Although many Arab governments criticized the group for initiating a war that led to the destruction
of Lebanon’s infrastructure, Arab public opinion largely supported the
group.31
Following the 2006 war, Hizb’allah has progressed politically and has
gained popularity among Lebanese Shias. Since 2009, it has held 14 seats in
the 128-member Lebanese parliament. Moreover, Hizb’allah provides an
assortment of social services for Lebanon’s sizable Shia community, including hospitals, schools, orphanages, and youth centers. The group also owns
several media, including the magazine Qubth Ut Alla (The Fist of God), the
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radio station al-Nour (the Light), the TV station al-Manar (the Lighthouse), and various Internet sites.32 Additionally, the group has used social
media to spread its messages. It is fair to say that Hizb’allah is the most
well organized and sophisticated Shia group in the Middle East. Eitan Azani
has described Hizb’allah as a hybrid terrorist organization that operates at
three levels: the civilian level, which consists of da‘wa, social welfare, and
religious education; the political level; and the military one.33
Despite its efforts to integrate into the Lebanese political system, the
group has not escaped from the reality of armed conflicts. Even though it
has been keen to emphasize its national character and aspirations, Hizb’allah has participated in the Syrian civil war. The relationship between the
group and Damascus is more complex than it may seem at first. Many
analysts have viewed Hizb’allah as the long arm of Syria in Lebanon. During
an interview with Egypt’s daily al-Ahram in February 2000, Nasrallah
acknowledged the ideological differences between his party and the Syria
regime; he said that “we agree with the Syrians on a number of fundamental
political and strategic issues with regard to the fate of Lebanon, Syria, and
the region as a whole, in spite of the fact that the Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party
and Hizb’allah each have their own different ideologies.”34 Yet Nasrallah
revealed that he feels “a certain affinity with Syria, not only in the political
domain, but also on many other levels, including psychologically and emotionally, thanks to our shared interests and fate.”35
After the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003, Nasrallah reaffirmed his
alliance with the Syrian regime, which was targeted by American neoconservative politicians.36 During a speech in the Hizb’allah-controlled southern suburbs of Beirut on March 13, 2003, he declared his support for Bashar
al-Assad: “This young leader has his finger on the pulse of the Arab street
and reflects his conscience, spirit, and feelings of anger and dejection.
Nobody can simply or easily disregard him or his words, especially since he
is president of a country being threatened by the United States. . . . In the
Arab world we need men like him—men who know how to lead. . . . From
here in Beirut, we address ourselves to Damascus and tell Syria and its
courageous Arab leader: You are not alone; the whole nation is with you
. . . the whole Lebanon supports you, and this resistance has fought, and is
still fighting with you.”37
Despite these rhetorical overtures to the Assad regime, the party initially
tried to hide its involvement in the Syrian civil war. In regard to media
reports about Hizb’allah fighters taking part in battles against Sunni
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militants, the group’s leadership continuously denied such involvement.38
There are a number of reasons for this. First, Hizb’allah has often claimed
to be a nonsectarian resistance group fighting for the independence and
sovereignty of Lebanon;39 support for a dictatorial regime that has massacred thousands of its citizens is not an easily defensible position. Second,
Hizb’allah understood that its participation in the Syrian civil war would
probably have serious security repercussions inside Lebanon. Indeed, Sunni
militants have attacked Shia-populated districts of Beirut as retaliation for
Hizb’allah’s support for the Assad regime.40 Third, Hizb’allah’s involvement
in Syria could damage its image as a movement confronting what it calls
U.S. imperialism and Israeli colonialism because its adversary now is neither of them.41
After many months of speculation, finally, Hizb’allah acknowledged the
presence of its fighters in the neighboring country in May 2013.42 The group
has attempted to justify its participation in the Syrian civil war by claiming
to defend Shia-populated villages near the Lebanese-Syrian border and protect Shia pilgrimage sites like the Sayyida Zaynab Mosque in Damascus.
According to Matthew Levitt and Aaron Zelin, the mosque was used by
Hizb’allah during the 1980s for the purpose of recruiting Saudi Shias who
later may have been involved in the Khobar Towers bombing against U.S.
troops in 1996.43 The party leadership has recognized the downside of Hizb’allah’s intervention in Syria. In a message to Lebanese Sunni militants
fighting alongside the Syrian opposition, Nasrallah stated that “we renew
our call for sparing Lebanon any internal clash or conflict. We disagree over
Syria. You fight in Syria; we fight in Syria; then let’s fight there. Do you
want me to be more frank? Keep Lebanon aside.”44
Some analysts have emphasized the political and military rationale
behind the organization’s involvement in the Syrian civil war. Chris Zambelis has argued that Hizb’allah got involved into the conflict in order to
retain the strategic depth that Syria has provided to the group over the
years. Since the country serves as a “logistical land bridge” between Lebanon and Iran, it is vital for the Lebanese group to support President alAssad.45 If the Syrian regime falls, one less friendly to Hizb’allah leadership
with sectarian biases may come to power.46 In addition, the alliance with
Syria is helping the group to sustain pressure against Israel and antiHizb’allah forces within Lebanon. Indeed, Hizb’allah’s military campaign
in Syria is its first major foreign adventure. By mid-2013, the French
government estimated the number of Hizb’allah fighters at about four
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thousand.47 In particular, the battle for the strategically located town of
Qusayr revealed the extent of Hizb’allah’s involvement in the conflict. The
participation of Hizb’allah forces was a crucial factor in the victory of the
Syrian army.48
But for a group that has defined itself as a resistance organization
defending Lebanon, such involvement cannot be easily dismissed as the
result of geopolitical upheaval. While this explanation is plausible, it tends
to underestimate the commitment of Hizb’allah to Shia causes in the Middle East. After all, the group has been involved in distant sectarian conflicts
like Yemen without any apparent geopolitical rationale.49 Hizb’allah is
trapped between a globalized agenda and a localized constituency.
The Rise, Fall, and Reemergence of the Mahdi Army
For decades, the political and social status of Iraq’s Shia community was
inferior to that of Sunnis. The majority of the latter rallied around Saddam
Hussein, while the Baath Party enforced top-down secularism and imposed
a secular Iraqi identity on its citizens.50 The Saddam regime questioned
the loyalty of Shias, viewing them as Iran’s fifth column in the country.
Consequently, Shias were systematically discriminated against and marginalized. After the end of the 1991 Gulf War, Shias revolted in southern Iraq
against the regime. The rebel forces consisted of army conscripts, members
of the SCIRI and other antiregime elements such as the Iraqi Communist
Party. Nonetheless, the well-equipped Republican Guard, loyal to Saddam,
managed to crush the uprising in April 1991.51 Tens of thousands of Shias
were killed and hundreds of thousands were forced to leave their homes.
The Iraqi regime survived UN sanctions against it and remained in
power during the 1990s. Following the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration adopted an interventionist policy in the Middle East, focusing on the
promotion of democracy and regime change. Washington accused Iraq of
being part of an axis of evil together with Iran and North Korea. In March
2003, finally, the United States launched an invasion against Iraq.
The fall of the Saddam regime and the subsequent de-Baathification
eventually led to the establishment of a Shia-dominated political system in
Iraq. Since the first free parliamentary election in January 2005, the Iraqi
government has been controlled by Shia parties. Notwithstanding widespread media and public perceptions, the Iraqi Shias are not a coherent
group. On the contrary, they have been divided by power struggles and
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personality clashes. This fragmentation is largely reflected in their postSaddam political behavior. Iraqi Shias are split into three different political
factions: the SICRI, the al-Da‘wa, and the Sadrist Movement. Each of them
has its own ideological platform representing different schools of thought
within the community.
The Mahdi Army (Jaish al-Mahdi) was founded by the young Shia cleric
Muqtada al-Sadr in June 2003. Its name refers to the hidden twelfth imam
who Shias believe is still on earth in occultation. Muqtada established the
group in Sadr City (formerly known as Saddam City), a Shia-populated
slum on the outskirts of Baghdad. He is the son of Muhammad Sadiq alSadr and the son-in-law of Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr. Both were influential
Shia clerics who were assassinated by Saddam Hussein because they were
outspoken and critical of his regime. Sadiq al-Sadr was killed, alongside two
of his sons, in southern Iraq in 1999. Baqir al-Sadr had been arrested and
tortured by secret police officers in 1980. The tragic history of his family
has certainly influenced Muqtada’s thinking.
He initially welcomed the overthrow of the Saddam regime by the U.S.
forces. However, Muqtada later became increasingly critical and eventually
confronted the Bush administration and its local allies. It seems that the
young Shia leader and his supporters felt excluded from the post-Saddam
political system, since the U.S. government largely collaborated with Iraqi
Shia who had been in exile during Saddam’s rule. Yet Sadrists attempted to
enter the new Iraqi political system. During the December 2005 parliamentary elections, they joined the United Iraqi Alliance and won thirty seats.52
Consequently, Sadrists received ministerial positions in the new Shiacontrolled Iraqi government. In late November 2006, Muqtada decided to
withdraw his ministers from the Maliki government.53
The Mahdi Army attempted to follow the successful example of Hizb’allah in Lebanon. Therefore, it offered social services in neighborhoods and
places where the Iraqi government proved unable or unwilling to do it. In
the words of a Sadr City resident, “this is an army of volunteers. . . . They
are clerics at night and heroes during the day. . . . This army is helping
society. They clean the streets, protect our schools and distribute fuel.”54
Yet the group never fully transformed itself into an organization of Hizb’allah’s size and structure. Instead, it remained an armed group serving the
interests of Muqtada.
The 2006 bombing of the al-Askari Mosque in the city of Samarra paved
the way for growth of the Mahdi Army. Although Shia shrines had been
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targeted before the attack, that was the first time that a sacred mosque of
such symbolic resonance was destroyed by Sunni militants. Under these
circumstances, the Mahdi Army took advantage of the widespread climate
of fear produced by the bombing to fill a political vacuum. Muqtada heavily
criticized the rival Shia parties of al-Da‘wa, led by Nouri al-Maliki, and the
SCIRI, led by Sayyid Abdul Aziz al-Hakim (brother of Muhammad Baqir
al-Hakim), for being incapable of defending Shias. As a result, the Mahdi
Army fought against the Badr Brigade, affiliated with the Supreme Council,
in the holy city of Karbala in the summer of 2007.
At that moment, Sadrists were facing a three-front conflict in Iraq: the
first was against Sunni militants, the second against fellow Shias who dominate the post-Saddam political system, and the third against the U.S. forces.
Yet Muqtada did not entirely control the Mahdi Army; criminal and rogue
elements managed to profit from the collapse of the Iraqi state and the
subsequent “mafiaization” of the economy.55 Muqtada himself viewed the
growing division between Sunnis and Shias as a distraction from the larger
goal of forcing the withdrawal of U.S. forces. He once complained that
“death squads that say they kill on behalf of the Mahdi Army are trying to
destroy us and divide us and prevent us from raising arms against the forces
of occupation.”56
Following a new round of fighting between the Mahdi Army and the
Iraqi army in Karbala in August 2007, Muqtada declared a six-month ceasefire. On June 13, 2008, a letter from Sadr was read in a mosque in Kufa,
whereby the Shia cleric explained his strategy:
• Transforming the Mahdi Army into a civilian movement dealing with
religious, social, and cultural affairs.
• Establishing a special branch of experienced fighters for defensive
purposes.
• Using the new civilian movement to fight Western ideology and
globalization.
• Disowning anyone in the Mahdi Army who did not follow his
orders.57
Therefore, an organization called Mumahidoon, which means “those
who paved the path,” was established to implement the new strategy. It
delivered social services, such as Quranic lessons and trash collection after
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pilgrimages, and organized youth activities like soccer tournaments.58 Muqtada himself left the country and went to Iran to continue his studies; he
eventually returned to Iraq in early 2011. But he never stopped exercising
influence on Iraqi politics. His bloc won 40 seats out of 325 in the March
2010 parliamentary elections; thus, Prime Minister Maliki came to depend
on Muqtada.59
The Mahdi Army has been perceived by most Iraqi Sunnis as a sectarian
group organizing reprisals against them.60 Yet Sadrists have always been
keen to emphasize “Iraqiness” and nationalism as opposed to sectarianism
and Iranophilia. According to Patrick Cockburn, who extensively investigated Muqtada and the Mahdi Army, the Shia leader even enjoyed popularity among some Sunnis before 2006 due to his anti-American rhetoric.61 In
reality, the Mahdi Army and Muqtada’s followers advocated the formation
of a new identity that would include some aspects of Iraqi nationalism (e.g.
territorial integrity), Arab cultural pride, and certain Shia elements (e.g.
pilgrimage to Shia shrines).
But the al-Askari Mosque bombing and suicide attacks against Shia
neighborhoods led to the rapid sectarianization of the Mahdi Army. The
growing Iranian influence was an additional factor contributing to the ideological transformation of the Mahdi Army. Even though Tehran welcomed
the overthrow of Saddam, it was alarmed by the presence of tens of thousands of U.S. troops in the neighboring country. Some analysts have
described how Iranian intelligence penetrated the Mahdi Army and other
Shia militias to launch a proxy war against the United States.62 Following
the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq in December 2011, the Mahdi
Army became inactive but it was not disbanded. It remained the personal
army of Muqtada. At the same time, he increased his presence on the
Internet with the launching of a personal website.
The military victories of ISIS led to the revival of the Mahdi Army in
June 2014. In particular, the fall of Mosul made obvious that the Iraqi army
had suffered from low morale and weak leadership. The (new) Mahdi
Army, which was now called “Peace Companies” (Saraya al-Salaam), was
better equipped and trained and had already been engaged in the fighting
against ISIS.63 Yet Muqtada decided to withdraw his forces from the battle
against the Islamic State in February 2015 because Shia militias were
accused of atrocities against Sunni civilians.64 The fall of Ramadi, a town
strategically located between Baghdad and Samarra, on May 14, 2015,
brought ISIS close to Shia shrines. As a result, Muqtada warned Sunni
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militants that “his supporters will fill Iraq’s land with their rotting bodies if
they tried to desecrate any sacred place of this Holy Land.”65
The rise of the Islamic State has forced Iraqi Shia groups to fight Sunni
militants, with Syria being the new battleground.66 That being said, the
initial reason for the mobilization of Iraqi Shia volunteers does not seem to
be the support for the Assad regime. Instead, they arrived in Syria to guard
Shia mosques and shrines. These volunteers have formed different groups,
including the Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas Brigade, named after the son of Imam
Ali. The main mission of the brigade has been to protect the Sayyida Zeinab
Mosque in south Damascus from Sunni militants. Zeinab is an important
figure within Shia history because she was the daughter of Ali and Fatima
and granddaughter of the Prophet Muhammad, and she survived the Battle
of Karbala. The al-Abbas Brigade has produced propaganda videos relying
heavily on historical narratives. One of its YouTube videos, for example,
states that “the Umayyad descendents are back with their injustice, O Zeinab.”67 The slogan “Labayka Ya Zaynab!” (We are here for you, Zaynab)
has been very popular among Shia fighters.
The brigade has recruited fighters from the Iraqi Shia community by
capitalizing on the Shia narratives of persecution and suffering. Therefore, its
fighting units have been named after the Twelve Imans and other important
figures from Shia history. The instrumentalization of Shia history is aimed at
stirring emotions of solidarity and empathy among pious Shias. Nevertheless,
not all Shia volunteers are idealists; some have received a salary to join armed
groups fighting in Syria.68 The Mahdi Army has not been involved, officially
speaking, in the Syrian civil war. However, its actions or inactions are bound
to influence developments in neighboring Syria.

The Shia Militants Between the Global and the Local
Shia militant groups have often attempted to balance global sectarian solidarity with local political realities. In fact, they are involved in a constant
effort to address their communities’ own concerns and demands, while
remaining part of the embattled Shia world. This double nature of Shia
militancy has led to contradictions and inconsistencies because allegiance
to the ethnic community does not always triumph over sectarian loyalties.
In Lebanon, a country created by the French colonial authorities, identity conflicts have been particularly evident.69 Due to its religious composition, Lebanon is culturally divided and politically polarized. Lebanese Shias
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now compete for power and influence with other communities, such as the
Sunnis and the Maronites. But this was not always the case. For decades, the
institutionalized Maronite-Sunni dominance marginalized the large Shia
community.70 In spite of the systematic discrimination they suffered, Shias
remained loyal to the Lebanese state and built their collective identity in
relation to it.
The rise of Hizb’allah during the 1980s challenged the existing political
conformity. In its “Open Letter,” published on February 16, 1985, the
group declared that “we are a community connected to Muslims from every
corner of the world. . . . Whatever assails the Muslims in Afghanistan, in
Iraq, in the Philippines, or anywhere else assaults the body of the Muslim
nation, of which we are an indivisible part.”71 Therefore, Hizb’allah initially
presented itself as a pan-Islamic organization with a global mission. Its
yellow flag incorporates an image of the globe because it aspires to an international reach and influence. Moreover, the group questioned the legitimacy of the Lebanese state and offered a new broader identity to local Shias
that transcended national borders. In April 1987, then secretary-general of
Hizb’allah Shaykh Subhi al-Tufayli declared that “[the group does] not
work or think within the borders of Lebanon, this little geometric box,
which is one of the legacies of imperialism. Rather, we seek to defend Muslims throughout the world.”72
Since the early 1990s, however, the group has largely refrained from
such rhetoric and has advocated Lebanese independence. Hizb’allah’s decision to participate in the 1992 parliamentary elections signaled its gradual
transformation into a more localized organization. Hence its 1992 election
program stated that “it is now imperative to cooperate with other devoted
parties in order to complete the necessary steps towards . . . the forging of
internal peace on the basis of political concord that is furthest as could be
from abominable sectarian biases or narrow confessional discriminations.”73 The gradual “Lebanonization” of Hizb’allah became more obvious
when the party decided, for the first time, to join the Lebanese government
in July 2005. The “Political Chapter” of Hizb’allah, published in 2009, came
to confirm the party’s new Lebanese-centric orientation; it states that Iran
is a “state of central importance in the world of Islam,” whereas according
to its 1985 “Open Letter” the country was “the nucleus of the Islamic state
in the world.”74
The ideological transformation of Hizb’allah has coincided with a
vibrant debate about the future of the Shia community in the country. For
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example, the Lebanese Shia cleric Hani Fahs, a critic of Hizb’allah, favored
the establishment of a strong nation-state to pacify sectarian tensions. In
his words: “The first reason for the pathological awakening of sub-identities
is the weakness, or absence, of the state. States are reduced to one party,
race or sect. In this type of state, the citizen resorts to fanaticism to get
protection from his group. However, [this protection] can only be achieved
through a strong and fair inclusive and sponsoring state.”75
More importantly, Fahs asked Lebanese Shias to give priority to their
national identity, cooperate with other religious groups, and support the
state despite its weaknesses.76 In fact, he was not the first Shia cleric advocating a stronger Lebanese state. Muhammad Mehdi Shamseddine, head
of the Higher Islamic Shia Council between 1994 and 2001, favored the
establishment of a civic state (al-dawla al-madaniyya) where citizens would
view themselves as Lebanese first and then as members of different religious
groups. Therefore, he asked Shias in the Arab world to develop their
national identities as Lebanese, Iraqis, or Bahrainis and integrate into their
respective countries.77
In Iraq, Shias were historically excluded from positions of power.
Although they have been under more Iranian cultural influence than Shias
in Saudi Arabia and Yemen, their relationship with Tehran is very complex.
On the one hand, many prominent Iraqi Shia clerics are of Iranian origin
and the Iranian presence in the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala has been
historically very strong. On the other hand, many Iraqi Shias have resented
the Iranian influence and have been fierce proponents of Iraqi nationalism.
In effect, the community is torn between its strong relationship with Iran
and the preservation of a unique ethnoreligious identity. The status of community is of paramount importance for regional stability because Iraq has
the largest population of Shias in the Arab world.
The Iraqi Shia clergy does not hold a single view on identity and state.
Ayatollah Ali Sistani has supported the idea of a modern nation-state governed by politicians; in fact, the spiritual leader of Iraqi Shias has not
accepted Khomeini’s vilayat-i faqih model, which constitutes a political
innovation that breaks a centuries-old Shia clerical tradition of disengagement from political affairs.78 Sistani has recognized the unique character of
Iraq as a multiethnic and multiconfessional state that could be bound
together by a strong national identity. Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, the
founder of the Iranian-supported SCIRI, came to agree with this approach,
although he had earlier advocated an Iranian-style Islamic republic.79
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In spite of their tactical alliance with Iran, Iraqi Shia groups have
become increasingly domestic in their thinking.80 When Muqtada took over
the Sadrist movement after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, he initiated
a campaign of confronting the Shia religious leaders of Iranian origin; in
effect, he advocated the Arabization of the Iraqi Shia clergy. In this case,
ethnic affiliation prevailed over sectarian loyalties. Laurence Louer has
argued that “the Sadrists are a phenomenon deeply rooted in the specificity
of Iraqi Shiism as it had developed following the Gulf War of 1990–1991.
. . . It illustrated, furthermore, that the Arab and Iraqi nationalist ideology
of the Ba’athist regime was not without impact on Shia society.”81 It is not
a coincidence that the Mahdi Army and the greater Sadrist movement have
used almost exclusively Iraqi flags in public demonstrations and public
gatherings, while making propaganda movies depicting symbolically images
of Mecca and Arab horseman.82 Muqtada has called for the creation of an
Islamic state in Iraq, while rejecting Iranian interference in Iraqi political
affairs.83 Moreover, his dedication to Iraqiness indicates that the young Shia
cleric has not fully accepted the idea of a global Islamic state.
On balance, it is fair to argue that Shia militancy is not a monolithic
trend. The interrelationship between sectarian identity and ethnicity has
produced different political outcomes. What Shia militants have in common is the cognitive framework of justice. Both Hizb’allah and the Mahdi
Army are justice-seeking groups. In effect, they have functioned as agents
of glocalization by adopting the master frame of justice, which conveys a
universal idea that can be applied locally.
Their perspective of justice is based on moral and ethical principles
provided by Shia narratives and tenets. In particular, the concept of Mahdi
has allowed Shia militants to define the essence of general and reciprocal
justice. To start with, Nasrallah once claimed that the “divine state of justice
realized on part of this earth will not remain confined within its geographic
borders, and is the dawn that will lead to the appearance of the Mahdi, who
will create the state of Islam on earth.”84 Similarly, during an interview with
al-Jazeera TV, Muqtada claimed that his group “will be the army of the
Reformer [Mahdi]. At the end of time Mahdi will appear . . . and if we are
capable mentally, physically and militarily, and in terms of faith, we will all
be his soldiers. Hence the Al-Mahdi Army is a matter of faith, and it cannot
be disbanded.”85 In both cases, Mahdi is perceived as a politicospiritual
guide and a symbol of moral perfection. His justice is applicable to everyone but it is defendable only by the chosen ones.
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According to Shia eschatology, the Mahdi will return on earth to judge
the living and dead; at that time justice will finally triumph. The implication
is that the outcome of this struggle is rigidly determined, since there is a
heavenly purpose and a predetermined time schedule. It is evident that
Nasrallah and Muqtada have been influenced by Ayatollah Khomeini’s vision
of Shia Islam’s eventual triumph; for instance, the Iranian leader once
claimed that “God willing, with the spread of the Islamic Revolution the
Satanic Powers will be isolated and the government of the downtrodden will
pave the ground for the global government of the Mahdi at the end of time.”86
The so-called Karbala narrative has also offered a pool of moral and
ethical principles connected to justice, such as courage, responsibility, selfsacrifice, integrity, and altruism. Hussein and his seventy-two devout followers fought against a much larger army sent by Yazid of the Umayyad
family that had taken over the caliphate in 661. Kamran Aghaie maintains
that the Karbala narrative depicts these men “as courageous warriors who
fought for the sake of God and divine justice and willingly gave up their
lives as martyrs.”87 It was the moment of absolute pride and honor.
Not surprisingly, Hizb’allah has embraced the Karbala narrative to justify its actions. Nasrallah has compared the group’s 2006 assault against
Israel with Hussein’s rebellion against Yezid. In his words, Hizb’allah “was
told” that it had two choices: “Either for the war to continue and that you
be crushed, or, to surrender, to turn over your weapons, to free the two
[Israeli] captives, to abandon Palestine, to abandon the sovereignty of your
country . . . to abandon the dignity of your people. . . . At that moment . . .
what came directly to my conscience, my mind, my heart, was the 10th Day
[of Muharram holy month], when Imam Hussein stood and said: ‘You
have made me choose between two—between battle and humiliation. And
it is impossible for us to be humiliated.’ ”88
Thus, the death of Hussein still serves as the ultimate example of martyrdom against oppression and injustice. It is a powerful narrative that has
delineated the content of justice through its underlying moral and ethical
principles. More importantly, it can become the basis for the justification
of reciprocal actions against opponents. The martyrdom of Hussein must
be avenged by his true followers irrespective of the time that has passed.
Indeed, the Karbala narrative has been internalized by Hizb’allah’s fighters
in Syria. As one of them stated, “what is happening in Syria today is a
repetition of what happened over 1,000 years ago during the battle of Karbala, which ended with the killing of Hussein, the grandson of the Prophet
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Muhammad. Imam Hussein was killed by the Umayyad Caliph, which heralded the schism between Sunnis and Shiites. We will not allow that to
happen another time.”89
But the justice master frame cannot be adopted without the second
component of equality. For this purpose, Hizb’allah has tried to portray
itself as a group open to all Lebanese citizens. Thus, its leadership has made
a conscious strategic decision to deemphasize its Shia heritage. Despite
being an almost exclusive Shia organization, the group has portrayed itself
as nonsectarian. Indeed, the integration of Hizb’allah into the Lebanese
political system forced the group to emphasize the component of equality.
According to its 1996 electoral program, “Achieving justice and equality
among the Lebanese is considered one of the main bases for establishing a
stable dignified and prosperous country in which all the Lebanese engage
in the process of construction with drive and solidarity under equality of
opportunities, equality of all, individuals, classes and areas, in rights and
duties, whether political, economical or social.”90
Likewise, Muqtada has frequently mentioned equality as a fundamental
issue for the post-Saddam Iraqi society. During an interview with the Iraqi
newspaper Al-Hayat in December 2014, he said that “personally, I believe
that there are several ways to resolve the crisis with our [Sunni] brothers.
. . . I believe that everyone is responsible—first and foremost religious and
governmental figures. . . . I will not accept for there to be first and secondclass citizens in Iraq. . . . Everyone is equal, no one is better than the other,
except in terms of piety and patriotism.”91
Thus the Shia cleric has attempted to reach out to the Iraqi Sunnis by
calling for equality among different communities. In this way, he could
gain recognition for being a leader for all Iraqis. Muqtada has understood
that Sunni political marginalization comes at a high price for security and
stability. As long as the Iraqi political system is based on the principle of
one-man, one-vote, Shias will continue to control the government. Nevertheless, it is vital to ensure equal treatment and opportunities for all Iraqi
citizens.
Finally, Shia militant groups have evoked the component of the responsibility-to-protect to gain legitimacy and acceptance. Nasrallah has often
used this component to justify Hizb’allah’s strategy of confronting JihadiSalafi groups in Syria. In a speech on the eighth anniversary of the 2006
war, Nasrallah claimed that Hizb’allah’s intervention in Syria is aimed at
safeguarding Lebanon from ISIS; therefore, he stressed that “we are ready
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to sacrifice, as we are presenting martyrs and injured in this battle, so we
will not refrain from protecting our people and sanctities. This is a battle
of honor and existence, and we are ready for sacrifice.”92 Likewise, during
the 2005–2008 civil war, Muqtada claimed that “it is the duty of the al-Sadr
movement and the Iraqi people to strive to gradually liberate Iraq. The
liberation of Iraq does not mean only bearing arms. There is also cultural
liberation, social liberation, military liberation, and so on.”93 Both leaders
have stressed the responsibility-to-protect component because it can justify
actions being taken against local adversaries; it is intentionally vague and
not specific in order to adjust to different goals or scenarios.
Furthermore, Shia groups have discovered for themselves a new mission
to support those who live under injustice. As a result, Hizb’allah and the
Mahdi Army have extended the responsibility-to-protect norm to other
Muslim communities in the Middle East and beyond. Nasrallah has
declared that “Hizb’allah . . . will not abandon Palestine, al-Quds [i.e., Jerusalem], and the holy sites of the nation. We were born and [have] arisen
on bearing the responsibility of defending Palestine and al-Quds.”94 Additionally, he has increasingly paid attention to Bahrain’s Shias. In January
2015, Nasrallah argued that “world governments, and many of those who
stood with the Arab Spring, stop at Bahrain and the injustice against the
Bahraini people. . . . The day will come when Bahrain will be dwelt by
another people [referring to the Bahraini regime’s policy of bringing Sunni
settlers], just like the Zionists in Palestine inhabited it.”95 His statement
indicated a deep concern about the future of Shiism in Bahrain and implied
Hizb’allah commitment to support the Shia cause in the island country.
Similarly, Muqtada has claimed that “the al-Sadr movement is Islamic
even more than it is Iraqi. . . . An attack against any Islamic or Arab country
will mean that the al-Sadr movement will become an interested party. . . .
It will defend Islam however necessary.”96 The first indication of that came
after a Danish newspaper published cartoons depicting the Prophet
Muhammad in January 2006; the Shia cleric stated that “this is a Western
crusade and campaign against Islam.”97 Therefore, Sadrists held protests
against Denmark in the city of Kut and demanded the withdrawal of Danish
troops from the country.98 It appears that, despite their localized political
and cultural foundations, Muqtada and the Sadrists have sought to build
an organization that will surpass the borders of Iraq.
In recent years, Muqtada has tried to present himself as a religious
leader who is above Iraqi sectarian politics.99 For this reason, he has showed
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interest in developments outside Iraq and the Middle East. In December
2014, he issued a statement condemning the arrest of the Shia cleric Shaikh
Ali Salman, declaring, “I advise the [Bahraini] officials to release him. Otherwise, his arrest will be the start of an unjust regime and an end of any
dialogue principles.”100 In November 2016, he condemned the election of
Donald Trump as the forty-fifth president of the United States by stating
that “the believers and the oppressed people . . . have declared their eternal
hostility, especially the escalating statements of Trump against Islam and
Muslims. He does not distinguish between radical and moderate Islamic
movements.”101 This level of interest is not surprising given his glocal
approach to politics; Muqtada’s ambitions within Iraq could be realized if
he manages to rebrand himself and his group from being sectarian to being
ecumenical.
Shia leaders and groups have found themselves at the nexus of global
and local. Hizb’allah and the Mahdi Army have adopted a Shia version of
Islamism that advances a globalized agenda; yet the main target audience
remains their own ethnic community. In fact, the indigenization of Islamism has made the concept of imamate as obsolete as that of socialist utopia.
It is the master frame of justice that has bridged the gap between the tenets
of globalized Shiism and the political realities of local communities. This
convergence has been achieved with the help of moral and ethical principles
that derive from Shia theology, the component of equality for all that can
conceal sectarian goals, and the responsibility to protect those who face
injustice and need help. In this way, Shia militants have been able to remain
relevant and influential in their own communities.

Conclusion
Shia militant groups have played an increasingly important political role in
the Middle East since the 1980s. They are armed organizations with complex internal structures and a religious sense of mission. Due to their Shia
origin and orientation, the top leadership consists of Islamic scholars and
jurists. But Shia militant groups have not been immune to the effects of
global processes.
Hizb’allah has constantly tried to balance its position between the global
and the local. It has come to represent a great portion of Lebanese Shias.
At the beginning the group advocated the utopian goal of establishing a
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global Islamic state; yet it later took up the cause of Lebanese sovereignty.
However, the outbreak of the Syrian civil war has created new dilemmas
for Hizb’allah. The group decided to intervene in order to protect one of
its major sponsors, the Assad regime.
The Iraqi Shia community has been traditionally marginalized by Sunni
rulers in Baghdad. But there is also a long history of mobilization and
resilience. The Mahdi Army was formed to defend the interests of Muqtada
al-Sadr and the Sadrist movement against pro-Iranian parties, the U.S.
occupation authorities, and Sunni militants. Despite its sectarian origin,
the group has been keen to emphasize its Iraqiness. Simultaneously, it has
attempted to remain part of the greater Shia world without abandoning the
local Iraqi community. Indeed, Muqtada has striven to become a leader
with both national and regional recognition.
To sum up, Shia armed groups are the epitome of glocalization. They
have adhered to a version of Islamism that has a global claim, while promoting a localized Shia identity. The issue of justice has featured heavily in
the Shia discourses. Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah of Hizb’allah and Muqtada
al-Sadr of the Mahdi Army have constantly utilized the master frame of
justice to mobilize support and promote their political goals.
The fate of Shia militants will depend on the outcome of the civil wars
in Syria and Iraq. Not only have they invested strategic resources (e.g.
fighters, weapons) in a life-or-death struggle but they have also been more
exposed to ideational influences from the global system. Hizb’allah and the
Mahdi Army have been entrapped in a cycle of sectarian violence and
revenge that they cannot escape easily without undermining their raison
d’être. Nonetheless, they have demonstrated adaptability and flexibility in
facing new challenges and realities.

Chapter 6

The Militancy of Sunni Groups
in Iraq and Syria

[We will impose] the Sharia rules [so that] justice prevails,
injustice is removed, and a judicious Islamic government is
established following the course of the Prophet. It shall be
a government that seeks to liberate the Muslim land, apply
the Sharia of God, treat people equally, and remove
injustice.
Abu Mohammad al-Julani, December 22, 2013

The first two decades after 2000 have witnessed the outbreak of more
Sunni-supported insurgencies than ever before. The rebellion against the
Assad regime in Syria, the civil war in Libya, the insurgency in the Sinai
Peninsula, and the low-intensity conflict in Mali have been instigated by
Sunni militant groups. Therefore, it is not an exaggeration to claim that
Sunni militancy is becoming a major security issue in the greater Middle
East and beyond.
While they largely act independently from each other, these groups are
part of the larger Jihadi-Salafi movement (al-haraka al-jihadiyya alSalafiyya).1 This is a highly diverse and heterogeneous movement with a
global reach that has embarked on an armed struggle allegedly to defend
Sunni communities under threat. Violence is its defining characteristic; participation in elections and nonviolent activism are alien concepts.2 Sunni
violence is not a new challenge, far from it. Indeed, the 9/11 terrorist attacks
and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq gave a new momentum
to the Jihadi-Salafi movement.
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Defining the movement is a prerequisite for understanding its essence.
The term Jihadi-Salafism has been used by many scholars, but only a few
have attempted to define it. According to Quintan Wiktorowicz, the movement “believes that violence can be used to establish Islamic states and
confront the United States and its allies.”3 This definition was probably
valid during the immediate post-9/11 period when jihadi groups focused
largely on the United States. Gilles Kepel defines Jihadi-Salafis as those who
have “a supercilious respect for the sacred texts in their most literal form,
but they combine it with an absolute commitment to jihad whose number
one target has to be America, perceived as the greatest enemy of the faith.”4
These two definitions imply that the Jihadi-Salafi movement is synonymous
with al-Qaeda and its globalist approach. Mohammed Hafez provides a
shorter, but perhaps more accurate, definition of the Jihadi-Salafi movement as one that “represents an extreme form of Sunni Islamism that
rejects democracy and Shia rule.”5
The scale of its engagement is another issue of discussion in the literature. Frazer Egerton argues that Jihadi-Salafis have adhered to the deterritorialization of the umma because of the prevalence of movement among
them. More specifically, many of them have traveled to conflict zones,
receiving training from local groups and fighting alongside other Mujahidin.6 In their eyes, this experience alone confirms the existence of an embattled umma that needs their support and dedication. In effect, it can be
argued that Jihadi-Salafism is an unintended side effect of globalization,
which has created a new class of international warriors with loyalty only
to their imagined umma. Hence al-Qaeda has fought for the purpose of
establishing a global caliphate for all Muslims.
In recent years, however, the Jihadi-Salafi movement has become
increasingly sectarian in nature. Sunni militants do not focus anymore on
the far enemy of the West, but rather on a nearer enemy. The Paris and
Brussels attacks during the winter of 2015–2016 were isolated incidents of
jihadi terrorism on European soil. Despite external support for the perpetrators, both attacks can be described as homegrown terrorism since they
were mainly committed by French and Belgian nationals. The involvement
of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria was largely defensive in nature; it has
sought to raise the cost of Western military action in the Middle East, rather
than occupying European territory.
Indeed, Sunni militants aim at overthrowing Shia-dominated or secular
regimes in the Middle East. Their approach is openly divisive since they
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seek to establish a localized Sunni theocracy clear of its religious minorities.
The localization of Jihadi-Salafism is a recent development that has been
understudied because many analysts still interpret Jihadi-Salafism as a globalized force without any territorial attachment. However, Sunni militancy
has evolved into a phenomenon of political and cultural complexity that
has drawn on historical narratives, selective theological interpretations, and
global influences.
This chapter describes the development of Sunni militancy in Iraq and
Syria since 2003, focusing on al-Qaeda’s Middle Eastern strategy and Abu
Musab al-Zarqawi’s jihad in Iraq. It then covers the rise of two Jihadi-Salafi
groups that currently dominate the Sunni militant scene in Syria and Iraq:
ISIS and the al-Qaeda-affiliated al-Nusra Front. Finally, it examines how
Sunni militants have become agents of glocalization by adopting the justice
master frame.

The Origins of Modern Sunni Militancy in the Middle East
The outbreak of Sunni militancy was largely triggered by two events that
took place in 1979: the Iranian Revolution and the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan. The departure of the shah in February 1979 paved the way
for the return of Ayatollah Khomeini and the establishment of the Islamic
Republic. While attempting to consolidate his power domestically, Khomeini pronounced his intention to export the revolution.7 Although the
Iranian leader espoused pan-Islamism, he used terms and concepts deriving
from the Shia tradition and theology.8 Naturally, the Shia populations of
Arab countries were susceptible to Khomeini’s revolutionary messages.
Saudi Arabia felt threatened by the rise of Khomeini because it has a sizable
Shia minority that has been discriminated against for many years.9 Therefore, the Saudi regime intensified its effort to promote Wahhabism and to
counter Shiism throughout the region.
Since the kingdom was considered to be a close U.S. ally, its aggressive
pursuit of Sunni dominance was viewed as a blow to Iranian aspirations
in the Middle East. Indeed, Washington and its European allies failed to
understand the potential that Sunni militancy had to become a major antiWestern force. The Iranian hostage crisis during 1979–1980 and the subsequent kidnapping of Western citizens in Lebanon by pro-Iranian
groups had already created an image about the Islamic Republic that was
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completely negative. Riyadh had a free hand to assist Sunni militants in the
Middle East and South Asia, both financially and morally.
Simultaneously, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the Mujahidin
resistance against the Red Army were the catalyst for the formation of militant Sunni groups like al-Qaeda. Arab volunteers joined the ranks of the
Afghan resistance in order to fight against the Soviet superpower. After the
withdrawal of the Soviet troops in 1988, some of them decided to continue
the jihad against the far enemy of the United States, which was blamed for
the Muslim world’s misfortunes.10
Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda gradually increased its international jihadi
activities by attacking Western targets and interests.11 Al-Qaeda reached its
zenith with the September 11, 2001, attacks in New York and Washington.
Following the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001, the group
withdrew to the border areas of Pakistan to regroup. With the fall of the
Taliban regime, al-Qaeda lost not only a vital ally but also its territorial
base. Not being able to launch another major 9/11-type attack, it became a
franchise-operated group providing nothing more than ideological coverage to jihadi groups operating in the West, the Middle East, and elsewhere.12
The U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003 offered al-Qaeda a new opportunity to revive itself in that part of the Muslim world that had more strategic and symbolic importance than any other, namely the Middle East. After
all, the organization’s top echelons have always been occupied by ethnic
Arabs. While being isolated in the tribal areas of Pakistan, the organization’s leadership decided to outsource the launching of a jihad in Iraq.
The branch of al-Qaeda in Iraq was established by Abu Musab alZarqawi, a Jordanian national. Al-Zarqawi, who was known as a street
criminal in Jordan, traveled to Afghanistan in the late 1980s to join the
insurgency against the Red Army. In Afghanistan, he met Osama bin Laden
and decided to bring jihad to his native Jordan. He was arrested upon his
return to Jordan in 1993 and was sent to prison for six years. There he
met Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi, a Jordanian-Palestinian radical cleric and
theorist of jihad.13 After his release, he traveled back to Afghanistan, where
he established his own organization called Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad
(Organization of Monotheism and Jihad). The organization recruited radicals from Jordan, Syria, Palestine, and Lebanon and took responsibility for
several attacks against Jordanian and U.S. targets. Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003, Zarqawi decided to expand the group’s activities into the neighboring country.
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In August 2003, Jama’at al-Tawhid attacked the Jordanian Embassy in
Baghdad, the United Nations Mission to Iraq, and Imam Ali Mosque in the
holy Shia city of Najaf. The timing of Zarqawi’s campaign of terror was not
coincidental; it started when it became obvious that Sunnis had lost their
privileged position in post-Saddam Iraq. The political and economic marginalization of Iraqi Sunnis came as a shock to them; the Baathist regime had
established a strong patron-client relationship with the Sunni community.
Consequently, Sunnis had largely dominated the public sector and the security services. The lion’s share of public spending had gone to members of the
community. Under Saddam’s rule, Sunnis were the winners and the Shias
were the losers.14 The U.S. occupation and the dismantlement of the Baathist
regime dramatically changed the balance of power inside the country.
In October 2004, Zarqawi pledged allegiance to Osama bin Laden and
became the emir of the al-Qaeda in Iraq (hereafter—AQI). From the beginning of his engagement in Iraq, Zarqawi demonstrated a vicious hate for
the Shias. In a letter to Osama bin Laden in January 2004, he wrote: “[Shias]
are an insurmountable obstacle, a lurking snake, a crafty and malicious
scorpion, a spying enemy, and a mortal venom. . . . History’s message,
confirmed by the current situation, demonstrates most clearly that Shiism
is a religion that has nothing in common with Islam except in the way that
Jews have something in common with Christians as people of the Book.
From patent polytheism, tomb worship . . . to calling the companions of
the Prophet infidels and insulting the mother of the believers [i.e., Aisha]
and the best of Muslim nation, they arrive at distorting the Quran . . . in
addition to claiming that the imams are infallible.”15
Here Zarqawi attempted to enforce upon Osama bin Laden an antiShia agenda that al-Qaeda at that moment clearly did not have. His letter
cited anti-Shia fatwas by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Hazm, who have been considered as prominent Sunni ulama. In addition, Zarqawi attempted to capitalize on the growing Sunni anger over Shia empowerment in post-Saddam
Iraq. His aim was to provoke a civil war between Sunnis and Shias. Indeed,
his letter admitted that “if a sectarian war were to break out, a large part of
the Muslim community worldwide would support the Iraqi Sunnis.”16 The
bombing at the al-Askari Mosque in Samarra in February 2006 and the
indiscriminate targeting of Shia civilians brought Iraq to the brink of civil
war during 2006–2009.
The leader of AQI was eventually denounced by al-Qaeda for his antiShia strategy; instead, Osama favored an insurgency exclusively against the
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U.S. and coalition troops. Nevertheless, AQI’s strategy poisoned the relations between Sunni and Shia in Iraq and paved the way later for ISIS’s
campaign against the Shia-dominated regime. A few months before his
death, Zarqawi outlined his rationale behind the anti-Shia strategy, claiming that “the Muslims will have no victory or superiority over the aggressive
infidels such as the Jews and the Christians until there is a total annihilation
of those under them such as the apostate agents headed by the [Shia] Rafidi
[i.e., rejector].”17
In other words, he prioritized the jihad against the near enemy of Shias
over al-Qaeda’s global jihad against the United States. His strategy was
essentially localist, although al-Qaeda viewed jihad in Iraq as only part of a
larger project. The then deputy leader of al-Qaeda, Ayman al-Zawahiri, sent
a letter to Zarqawi in July 2005, outlining the organization’s strategy: first,
expulsion of U.S. occupation troops from Iraq; second, establishment of an
Islamic state in Iraq; third, invasion of neighboring countries; and fourth,
an attack against Israel.18 Apparently, al-Zawahiri did not find Iraqi Shias
an enemy worthy to fight with al-Qaeda.
Notwithstanding al-Qaeda’s pan-Islamic approach, the larger JihadiSalafi movement has harbored strong anti-Shia sentiments. According to
Vali Nasr, the “anti-Shia violence is not just a strategic ploy used by alQaeda operatives . . . to create instability in Iraq and undermine Washington’s plans for that country’s future; it is a constituent part of the ideology
of Sunni militancy.”19 For instance, the same day that several bombs killed
Shia pilgrims in Baghdad and Karbala, during the celebration of Ashura in
March 2004, the Kuwaiti Wahhabi leader Hamed al-Ali condemned the
Shia rite as the “biggest display of idolatry” and accused the Shia of joining
an evil axis linking Washington, Tel-Aviv, and the Shia holy city of Najaf to
grab Persian Gulf oil and disenfranchise Sunnis.20
Due to his disrespect for the local tribal culture and use of indiscriminate violence against civilians, Zarqawi found himself increasingly isolated
from the Sunni community. Therefore, Fawaz Gerges has observed that the
Iraqi branch of al-Qaeda, under Zarqawi, “lost a historic opportunity to
integrate itself with an aggrieved Sunni community that initially had tolerated its presence.”21 During 2006–2009, the U.S. military took the opportunity to organize the Sunni Awakening Movement (H
. arakat al-Inqadh alSunni), which battled AQI in western Iraq.
In January 2006, Zarqawi allied AQI with other jihadi groups and established an umbrella organization, the Iraqi Mujahidin Council (Majlis Shura
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al-Mujahidin fi al-Iraq). However, Zarqawi was killed in a U.S. air strike on
June 7, 2006. His successor, Abu Hamza al-Muhajir, an Egyptian, brought
AQI back to its intended purpose, namely to act as the local affiliate of alQaeda. The Iraqi Mujahidin Council was disbanded for unknown reasons
in October 2006 and was renamed as Islamic State of Iraq (Dawlat al-Iraq
al-Islamiyyah). The group attacked coalition troops and Iraqi government
forces.
In April 2010, al-Muhajir was killed in a joint U.S.-Iraqi operation near
the Sunni city of Tigrit. The following month, the Shura Council of the
Islamic State of Iraq appointed Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi as the new leader.
There is little information about al-Baghdadi. He was born in the Iraqi city
of Samarra in 1971. He has a PhD in Islamic sciences and served four years
in a U.S. prison camp in southern Iraq.22 Al-Baghdadi has benefited from
his tribal affiliation because he is from the al-Bu’badri tribe, which is
descended from the Prophet’s Quraysh tribe.23 As I discuss below, alBaghdadi later established ISIS and declared himself caliph.
The Sunni-Supported Insurgency and the Arrival
of Al-Qaeda in Syria
Syria has been a country of political complexities and divisions due to the
heterogeneity of the population. The coup of 1970 brought to power the air
force general Hafez al-Assad, who came from an Alawite family in Latakia.24
During Hafez al-Assad’s rule, the armed forces and the internal security
agencies went through a process of “Alawitization” whereby the Shia sect
of Alawites came to dominate the top echelons of the security apparatus.
The Assad regime also formed alliances with prominent Sunni families in
Damascus and Aleppo, and allowed members of other religious minorities
like Christians and Druze to prosper economically.
The divide-and-rule strategy worked relatively well, but there were
occasional Sunni revolts. Members of the Syrian branch of the Muslim
Brotherhood, which had been established during the 1940s, participated in
civil disobedience actions against the Baathist regime during the 1960s. The
group gradually shifted to violence in the mid- to late 1970s. In June 1979,
for example, a Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated group attacked the Aleppo
Artillery School, killing many cadets. There were more attacks between
1979 and 1981 targeting members of the security forces, Baathist officials,
and pro-regime Muslim leaders. The organization was also blamed for an
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assassination attempt against Hafez al-Assad on June 26, 1980. During this
period, the Muslim Brotherhood clearly adopted an anti-Alawite stance.
The confrontation came to a climax in early February 1982, when the
Brotherhood staged an uprising in Hama.25 The response of the Assad
regime was extremely violent: the army besieged the city for three weeks
killing thousands of insurgents and civilians. The Hama massacre ended
the Muslim Brotherhood-led rebellion and solidified the regime. The Syrian
branch became a marginal force in Syria politics, although Hafez al-Assad
released some of its members from prisons in the mid-1990s. The organization had denounced the use of violence and advocated democratization.
After Hafez al-Assad’s death in 2000, his son Bashar al-Assad had come
to power promising reforms. The outbreak of the Arab Spring revolutions
during 2010 took Bashar al-Assad by surprise and he decided to react to
protests with repression.26 The Syrian uprising was started by apolitical sections of the society. Initially, protestors demanded more opportunities and
improved living conditions, rather than democracy and regime change. The
Brotherhood was not visibly involved in the eruption of the Syrian uprising.
Yet the Assad regime responded with disproportionate violence against
unarmed civilians. The security crackdown backfired as opposition groups
started arming themselves to defend neighborhoods and villages by the
summer of 2011. Opposition activists were largely mobilized by informal
networks and social media.27 The Baathist regime has closely monitored
religious services and attendance at officially registered mosques. Many
Sunni clerics in Syria’s big cities refused to allow opposition demonstrations
in their mosques because they feared regime retaliation; yet in small cities
and rural areas, mosques did become the strongholds for opposition activities.28
The Assad regime did not control quickly enough a game changer factor: the widespread availability of satellite television, Internet, and mobile
phones. According to David Lesch, opposition-in-exile groups sent to Syrian activists large quantities of satellite modems, mobile phones, computers, and other electronic devices.29 In particular, the use of social media
(e.g., Twitter, Facebook, YouTube) enabled the opposition activists to avoid
detection by the security agencies and organize themselves against the
regime. This movement had an amorphous structure with no hierarchical
leadership. The social media created a new political space for the opposition
activists to criticize the regime and propagate their antiregime messages in
a domain beyond the state’s control; in effect, the security agencies could
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not control the flow of information coming from largely anonymous cyber
activists and citizen journalists. As a result, state-controlled media narratives were rejected by the majority of Syrians.
Initially the Syrian opposition consisted of secular groups (e.g., the Free
Syrian Army), but it was later hijacked by Sunni militants. Most of them
can be classified as followers of Jihadi-Salafism. There are several reasons
why Jihadi-Salafi groups emerged in the country, such as the presence of
Syrian migrants in Saudi Arabia, tribal links between Syria and Gulf countries, and the indoctrination of Syrian clerics in Salafi-oriented institutions.30 Moreover, the severity of the Assad regime’s reprisals against the
civilian population inevitably increased the popularity of those who were
willing to fight a religious war.
In January 2012, the al-Qaeda-affiliated group Jabhat al-Nusra li Ahl
al Sham (the Support Front for the People of Syria) was formed by Abu
Mohammad al-Julani and other Syrian members of Zarqawi’s jihadi network in Iraq. Charles Lister argued that “al-Nusra’s comparatively pragmatic, localized, and socially-integrated approach has secured it both alQaeda affiliate status and strong levels of support—or at least acceptance—
inside Syria.”31 Despite being part of the global al-Qaeda network, al-Nusra
has concentrated its efforts on confronting the Assad regime. It has tried to
control territory and develop state structures in northwestern Syria.
Since Assad has increasingly relied on the Alawite-dominated security services for survival, the conflict has gradually turned into a sectarian one with
the opposition drawing on the Sunni majority for support.32 Consequently,
Sunni militants have been able to call for outside support; for instance, Yusuf
al-Qaradawi issued a fatwa calling on Muslims to help rebels in Syria.33
Indeed, thousands of foreign fighters have traveled to Syria to join the insurgency. According to a study published by the King’s College International
Centre for the Study of Radicalization, approximately four thousand Muslims
from Western Europe have gone to Syria since early 2011 to join jihadi
groups, representing 20 percent of the foreign fighter total.34 It appears that
most of them come from Great Britain, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Moreover, thousands of Sunni militants from neighboring countries
like Saudi Arabia and Jordan, but also more distant Muslim countries such
as Libya and Tunisia, have answered the call to arms.
The new media and the Internet have played a crucial role in mobilizing
support for the Sunni insurgency in Syria. Videos depicting murdered civilians, including children, have been widely circulated on jihadi websites and
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forums. Visual images of civilian suffering have provoked strong feelings of
anger, guilt, and desire for revenge. In fact, many Western fighters joined
the insurgency in Syria after watching these videos. During a TV interview
in March 2013, for example, a Dutch convert to Islam explained that he
decided to join the Sunni resistance because he “could not sit and watch
[videos of] his sisters in Syria being raped and his brothers being
beheaded.”35 The flow of foreign fighters to Syria indicates that the country
has come to be the new battleground for Sunni militancy.

The Rise and Expansion of ISIS
The Islamic State of Iraq took advantage of the anti-Assad insurgency to
reach neighboring Syria.36 Al-Baghdadi tried to take over al-Nusra in April
2013, but al-Julani referred the issue to Ayman al-Zawahiri. In November
2013, the leader of al-Qaeda attempted to mediate between the two alQaeda-affiliated groups. More specifically, he suggested that al-Nusra focus
on the war against the Assad regime and that the Islamic State fight only in
Iraq.37 Although the leader of al-Qaeda ruled against this merger, alBaghdadi decided to rename his organization as the Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (al-Dawlah al-Islamiyah fi al-Iraq wa-al-Sham) in order to stress
his claim to Syria. In February 2014, Zawahiri decided to disavow the group
and keep the al-Nusra Front as the sole affiliate in Syria.38
The rapid growth of ISIS is an unprecedented event in the history of
the modern Middle East. As a result of its spectacular military victories, the
group has held sway over vast territory in Syria and Iraq and millions of
people have come under its rule. ISIS has a solid source of funding, ranging
from extortion and kidnappings to tax collection. The June 2014 capture
of Mosul led to the looting of many banks; consequently, hundreds of millions of dollars were confiscated by ISIS. The group has also seized oil fields
in northern Syria. Thus its financial assets were estimated at 1.1 billion
British pounds in June 2014.39 ISIS has even published an annual report
since 2012, called An-Naba, in which it has listed all its activities. In 2013,
the group claimed almost ten thousand operations, including one thousand
assassinations and four thousand bomb attacks.40
ISIS has followed a strict interpretation of Sharia in the territories that
have come under its control. It has imposed harsh punishment on alleged
criminals and homosexuals. Also, the group has banned music and has
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forced women to cover themselves completely in order to restrict their participation in public life. Yet it does not reject modern technology. Actually,
ISIS has been one of the most active clandestine groups on the Internet
given that its Twitter accounts have thousands of followers.41
But ISIS is not just another jihadi group. It has tried to build a quasi
state in the occupied territories. Its state-building process includes the
establishment of a new court system of Sharia and the construction of post
offices and police stations.42 In the northern Syrian city of ar-Raqqa, the socalled capital of ISIS, the group has provided social services to win the
hearts and minds of the local population. For example, it has opened mills
to produce more bread and managed to improve the electricity and water
supply.43 In addition, it has run its own schools and kindergartens imposing
a new curriculum on teachers and pupils.
As opposed to al-Qaeda, which has been a deterrorialized organization,
ISIS measures its success by the ability to control territory. Its statecentric
strategy resembles that of the Taliban during the 1990s: military victories
have led to the control of vast territories.44 ISIS has been keen to establish
a Sunni-majority state in the Levant and Mesopotamia. Such a new state
could become the nucleus of a caliphate that would unite all Sunni Muslims. The new entity would be the defender of all Sunnis in the world who
have been “persecuted by infidels.” In the words of a Belgian Muslim ISIS
fighter in Syria, “the enemies of Allah and of Islam have gathered worldwide, starting with the so-called ‘peaceful’ Buddhists who exterminate . . .
Muslims in Asia, or the Africans in Central Africa who kill the Muslims, or
the Westerners, or the Shia may Allah curse them. They are all gathered
against the Sunni Muslims.”45 Moreover, ISIS has claimed authority over
all other jihadi groups. In June 2014, ISIS spokesman Abu Muhammad
Al-Adnani declared that “the legality of all emirates, groups, states, and
organizations, becomes null by the expansion of the khilafah’s authority
and arrival of its troops to their areas.”46
In spite of its ambitious goals, the group has produced limited literature
on ideology and political strategy. The third issue of Dabiq Magazine, produced by ISIS’s Al-Hayat Media Center, gave some insights about the
group’s political aims and objectives in Syria and Iraq. The Islamic State
aims at “waging its jihad alongside a da‘wa campaign. . . . It fights to defend
the Muslims, liberate their lands, and bring an end to the tawaghit [idolatry], while simultaneously seeking to guide and nurture those under its
authority and ensure that both their religious and social needs are met.”47
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It appears that ISIS adheres to an extreme version of Salafism which could
serve as the state ideology of the new caliphate.
Yet the eventual aim is to create a proper Islamic society, although it is
not clear what that means in practice. For this purpose, the group “actively
works to educate its citizens, preach to and admonish them, enforce their
strict adherence to Islamic obligations, judge their disputes . . . eradicate all
traces of shirk [polytheism] and heresy, incite the people to jihad and call
them to unite behind [Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi].”48 In effect, ISIS has envisioned the establishment of a totalitarian state and the radical transformation of the society. ISIS’s revolutionary vision resembles that of early
Bolsheviks in Russia or the Nazi Party in Germany. The declaration of a
caliphate serves a higher cause: to bring back Islam to its original state and
fulfill the wishes of God. While the group has adopted a theological
approach to statehood, it has also warned its adherents about future failures; for example, an ISIS ideologue asserted that “the Khilafah is a state
whose inhabitants and soldiers are human beings. They are not infallible
angels. You may see things that need improvement and that are being
improved . . . but remember that the Khilafah is at war with numerous
kafir state and their allies . . . so be patient.”49
In his informative report The Islamic State Richard Barrett compared
the Jihadi-Salafism of ISIS with the ideology of Baathism. Interestingly, the
two ideologies share “the idea of a state run by a small group of the enlightened.”50 Moreover, both seek to privilege an extended group of people who
ought to dominate the planet; for the Baathists this is the Arab race and for
ISIS it is the Sunni umma. Following the U.S. invasion in 2003, Baathists
and Sunni militants viewed the presence of coalition forces as a proof of
Western imperialism against not only Iraq but also the Arab nation as a
whole. Furthermore, they understood Shia political empowerment as an
existential threat against the Sunni community.
ISIS has not recognized the borders established by the Sykes-Picot
Agreement of 1916. In a largely symbolic move, it destroyed border posts
between Iraq and Syria in the summer of 2014. In doing so, the group
appealed to three different constituencies: the local tribes who live across
the borders and resent the artificial borders, former Baathists who advocate
Arab unity, and fellow Islamists seeking unification of all Muslimpopulated territories.51 Additionally, ISIS has fostered a personality cult
around its self-declared Caliph al-Baghdadi in the occupied areas. ISIS’s
declaration of a caliphate stated that “the Islamic State . . . resolved to
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Figure 6. Stages in reestablishing the caliphate in Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s strategy

announce the establishment of the Islamic khilafah, the appointment of a
khalifah for the Muslims, and the pledge of allegiance to the sheikh, the
mujahid, the scholar who practices what he preaches, the worshipper, the
leader, the warrior, the reviver, descendent from the family of the Prophet,
the slave of Allah, Ibrahim Ibn Awwad ibn Ibrahim ibn Ali al-Badri alSamarrai.”52 The statement obviously attempted to reshape the image of alBaghdadi by drawing parallels with the life of the Prophet Muhammad. The
post of the caliph has been associated with collective memories of Islamic
glory. Thus, it is vital for the new leader to appear qualified.
The group has largely avoided acknowledging the role of Osama bin
Laden in the Jihadi-Salafi movement. Instead, there are many references to
the role of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who has been portrayed by ISIS ideologues as a mujaddid (reviver).53 This is an honorable and prestigious title
given to those who are sent by Allah at the turn of every century of the
Islamic calendar to revive true Islam.54 Zarqawi is also credited with the
strategy of re-establishing the caliphate that now has been adopted by ISIS.
More specifically, his strategy consisted of five pillars: hijrah (emigration for
the cause of Allah); the formation of a jama‘ah (community); tawahhush
(destabilization of nonbelievers); tamkin (consolidation); and finally the
establishment of the khilafah (caliphate).55 Zarqawi’s strategy is represented
in figure 6.
Al-Baghdadi’s first public appearance in Mosul in June 2014 revealed
more about his thinking and aims. He used Quranic phrases to demonstrate
his religious knowledge and establish his legitimacy. Chase Robinson is
of the opinion that his address was similar to the letters, sermons, and
speeches of caliphs in the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries.56 Yet he
spoke about a range of issues, including the mistreatment of Muslims in
Burma, the veil issue in France, and the relationship between democracy
and secularism. In so speaking, he could have been viewed as well informed
and suitable for the post. But this presentation involves more than the
personality of al-Baghdadi. ISIS has been engaged in a war of words and
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symbols. The choice of the new name, Abu Bakr, is not coincidental; the
father-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad and first caliph, was chosen over
Ali, the preferred one by those who believe that the successor must be a
relative of the Prophet. Al-Baghdadi also promised to march on Rome like
the Muslim warriors of the seventh century. Such symbolism is connected
to the golden era of Islam.
The group has drawn cultural and ideational resources from Islamic
eschatology. Hadiths have elaborated on how the end of time would happen. According to one of them, a great battle between Muslims and the
nonbelievers will take place near the Syrian town of Dabiq during the time
of Malahim (the Islamic equivalent of Armageddon).57 ISIS ideologues have
named their electronic magazine after Dabiq in order to emphasize the
group’s divine mission and the inevitability of victory against the enemies.
Moreover, they have cited the battle between Isa (Jesus) and the Masih adDajjal (Antichrist) because “kufr and its tyranny will be destroyed [and]
Islam and its justice will prevail on the entire earth.” 58 It is an event leading
to the end of the world when all humans stand before God to be judged.
The Quran discusses the Day of Judgment, or Resurrection (al-Qiyama),
when those who did good deeds would go to paradise (al-Janna) and those
who did unrighteous deeds who go to hell (Jahannam). ISIS has adhered to
the concept of the Judgment Day because it represents the ultimate endpoint. Jean-Loup Samaan makes an interesting point about the group’s
state-building effort; its leadership does not want a state that would join
the international community, but one that would mark the end of history
as we know it.59
In early June 2014, the collapse of the Iraqi army in Mosul presented a
new opportunity for ISIS to arm itself with U.S.-manufactured weapons
like Humvees and artillery pieces.60 In late June 2014, a parade of the confiscated tanks and SCUD missiles took place in ar-Raqqa to boost morale
and demonstrate the might of the Islamic State.61 However, it is not clear
whether ISIS seeks to transform itself into a regular army; so far, it has used
a combination of conventional and asymmetric tactics against its opponents, including ambushes, suicide bombings, detonations of improvised
explosive devices, and mortar and rocket attacks.
The speed of the ISIS advance in northern Iraq in the summer of 2014
can be explained by several factors. First, the group was probably aided by
former Baathists who have resented the loss of privileged status and have
blamed the Shia-dominated government for their misfortunes. The Maliki
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government was largely viewed as sectarian and pro-Iranian. As a result, a
growing number of Sunni Arabs have come to see violence as the only
available tool for political change. The marginalization of the Iraqi Sunni
community has created a political opportunity for ISIS to portray itself as
a champion of the Sunni cause. Second, ISIS could have received some
support from Gulf countries that worry about the strategic implications of
the resurgent Iranian foreign policy in the region.62 For its foot soldiers,
however, the military victories are the proof of a predetermined outcome
that is bound to happen; as a British member put it “look where we started
and where we are today. . . . These kuffars fear from us the Khilafah, they
see this coming but they cannot prevent it, they cannot delay it.”63
The spectacular military victories of ISIS during 2014 and 2015
increased its appeal among other jihadi groups in the Middle East and
beyond. In late June 2014, for example, the Kurdish jihadi group Ansar alIslam (Helpers of Islam) pledged allegiance to the Islamic State and dissolved itself. Its last official announcement stated that “this is a state that
established the laws of Allah, carried out the hudud [Sharia-sanctioned
punishments for serious crimes], set up the various administrative offices,
and brought justice to the oppressed.”64 In August 2014, members of the
militant Filipino group Abu Sayyaf swore an oath of loyalty to ISIS too.65
In early October 2014, the Libyan jihadi group Majlis Shura Shabab al Islam
(the Islamic Youth Shura Council) announced that the city of Darnah was
part of ISIS’s caliphate.66 A few weeks later, six leading figures of the
Tehreek-e-Taliban in Pakistan pledged allegiance to al-Baghdadi, but their
decision was not approved by the top leadership and most members.67 In
March 2015, the Nigerian jihadi group Boko Haram joined ranks with ISIS
to integrate West Africa into the self-declared caliphate.68
ISIS has bolstered its influence in the Middle East on the basis of sectarianism and religious bigotry. In July 2014, the group issued an ultimatum
to the Christians of occupied Mosul to convert to Islam, pay a special tax
(jizya), or face death.69 As a result, the remaining Christian population left
the city and found refuge in the Kurdish-controlled areas of northern Iraq.70
In effect, ISIS has attempted to reinstitutionalize the old system of dhimma
(writ of protection), whereby non-Muslims were obliged to pay a religious
levy to the caliphate for their own security. In addition, ISIS has attacked
members of the Yezidi community, who have been viewed as apostates.71
Furthermore, ISIS’s ideologues have presented their struggle against
Shia-dominated regimes as part of a perpetual conflict for the soul of Islam.
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Consequently, it has showed no mercy for prisoners of war. For instance,
the group was accused of killing 670 Shia prisoners in Mosul while releasing
the Sunni ones.72 The genocidal tactics employed by ISIS have resulted in
ethnic cleansing and mass killings. It has not tolerated the presence of other
jihadi groups in the area. For example, the relationship between al-Nusra
and ISIS can be described as confrontational. The two groups have fought
fierce battles in northern and central Syria during 2014.73 Indeed, they represent different jihadi schools of thought: the former is part of the al-Qaeda
network, which has fought for the utopian aim of establishing a global
Islamic state, while the latter has the less ambitious goal of establishing a
hegemonic Islamic state in the Sunni-populated areas of the Middle East.74
Yet the battle for the hearts and minds of Sunni Muslims is now fought
locally, not globally.
Since late 2016, ISIS had lost more than a quarter of the territory it
once controlled in the two countries.75 The group has been weakened by its
territorial overextension and the increased military coordination among its
adversaries. On October 16, 2016, Iraqi and Kurdish forces began a Mosul
offensive with the backing of U.S.-led air strikes. ISIS will almost certainly
be defeated in northern Iraq. However, the group is likely to maintain a
presence in Syria and certain Sunni-populated areas of Iraq in the foreseeable future. Although substantial military capability will be lost as a result
of the offensive operations against ISIS, the group will have enough resources to resume a low-level insurgency.

The Sunni Militants Between the Global and the Local
The new jihad of Sunni militants is a more narrowly defined political project. It is a territorial, not postterritorial, quest that can only be achieved by
a localized force of determined and highly motivated fighters. Most Sunni
militants have now focused on the establishment of a Sunni state in the
Middle East. For this purpose, there are two important steps that must be
taken: control of territory and homogenization of the population. This
vision is in line with the concept of nation-state. But instead of ethnicity
being coterminous with territory, it is the religious denomination that sets
the limits of territorial expansion. In this political entity, there is no place
for non-Muslims or Muslims who deviate from the beliefs and canons of
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Jihadi-Salafism. Such a nation-building process almost resembles the forceful nation-building in Europe from the eighteenth century to the twentieth:
conducting ethnic cleansing against minorities, pursuing homogenization
of culture, and creating a heroic past.
Despite the fact that most senior leaders of ISIS are of Arab origin, the
group is keen to emphasize its pan-Sunni membership and postethnic
ethos. For instance, al-Baghdadi released a statement on July 1, 2014, that
“it is a khilafah that gathered the Caucasian, Indian, Chinese, Shami [i.e.,
Syrians], Iraqi, Yemeni, Egyptian, Maghribi [i.e., North African], American,
French, German, and Australian. . . . Their blood mixed and became one,
under a single flag and goal, in one pavilion, enjoying this blessing, the
blessing of faithful brotherhood. . . . The State is a state for all Muslims. The
land is for the Muslims, all the Muslims. O Muslims everywhere, whoever is
capable of performing hijrah [emigration] to the Islamic State, then let him
do so, because hijrah to the land of Islam is obligatory.”76
By acknowledging the diversity within ISIS, al-Baghdadi attempted to
encourage more foreigners to join the group. The flow of foreign-born
Muslims could not only strengthen ISIS forces but also alter the demographic makeup of the new state. Indeed, a number of Moroccan and Tunisian jihadis have brought their families to settle in ar-Raqqa and other ISIScontrolled Syrian cities, and foreign preachers have been appointed in
mosques.77 The ISIS propaganda machine has encouraged Muslims to
immigrate to ISIS-controlled territories in Syria and Iraq by publishing
photos of a well-organized communal life.78 It has framed the new state as
a heaven on earth for Sunni Muslims who want to practice their religion
free of foreign interference. This is an attractive possibility for those who
wish to become pioneers of a new political entity.
This identification of nationality (or subnationality) with religion is not
unusual in the region. The Lebanese political system, for instance, is based
on confessionalism, whereby political power is allocated proportionally
among the country’s religious groups.79 Based on the political history of
Lebanon, it is fair to argue that subnationality in the form of registered
religious affiliation either brings benefits or incurs costs. The nonseparation
of nationality and religion is probably clearer in the case of Israel. Despite
being a democratic and pluralistic country, Israel is a self-identified Jewish
state. Indeed, the Law of Return gives every Jew the right to immigrate to
Israel and acquire citizenship of the state.80 Accordingly, the new caliphate
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aspires to become a pan-Sunni state in the Middle East, hence the call for
Sunni Muslims to immigrate there.
Moreover, the group has attempted to foster a sense of Sunni patriotism
among the local population and the foreign fighters. In March 2015, for
instance, ISIS spokesman Abu Muhammad Al-Adnani said that “if the
Islamic State is broken, God forbid, then no Mecca or Madina will be for
you O Sunnis after that” and “Sunnis will be the slaves of Shias.”81 ISIS has
sought the development of a common identity for those who live under its
control. If the identity-formation process is successful, it could secure the
loyalty of an ethnically diverse population. For this purpose, the group
could draw valuable ideational and cultural resources from Sunni Islam,
which has a history of imperial expansionism.82
Likewise, the al-Nusra Front could establish its own Sunni ministate in
northwestern Syria. For this purpose, it has started a top-down Islamization
process; for example, the group has implemented strict rules regarding
women’s dress.83 In addition, militants from al-Nusra and other groups
have attacked Alawite villages near the Syrian coast in order to create a
homogenous territory.84 Indeed, the capture of the northwestern city of
Idlib by al-Nusra forces in March 2015 could pave the way for the creation
of a second quasi state.85 Thus, the group has provided water and electricity
services, built roads, and helped in the running of hospitals.86
But these localized state-building efforts have coincided with the hybridization of Islamism. Sunni militants have functioned as glocalizers by adopting the master frame of justice. More specifically, they have transferred global
ideas of justice into local Muslim communities. They have done this in the
hope of gaining legitimacy and acceptance because demands for justice are
shared by almost everyone. The use of the justice master frame can facilitate
mobilization and recruitment, since it has strong religious roots and can
appeal to the majority of the local Muslim population.
The justice of Sunni militancy is not a vague concept; it is based on
moral and ethical principles provided by Sunnis’ understanding of Sharia,
such as piety, accountability to God, fairness, solidarity, and the welfare of
society. For instance, al-Julani has stated that his group aims at imposing
“the Sharia rules [so that] justice prevails, injustice is removed, and a judicious Islamic government is established following the course of the Prophet.
It shall be a government that seeks to liberate the Muslim land, apply the
Sharia of God, treat people equally, and remove injustice.”87 From his point
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of view, the application of Sharia is the only way to achieve justice because
it is the manifestation of divine righteousness. The underlying belief is that
the pursuit of justice forms part of a teleology of Islamic progress. JihadiSalafis not only claim to possess the absolute truth but also assert they have
a mission to bring about God’s justice in the world.
Therefore, fighting for justice is more than just a responsibility. It is an
epic journey for personal and collective salvation. When members of al-Nusra
were asked by an al-Jazeera journalist whether they are part of the al-Qaeda
network, their response focused on the delivery of justice as an end in itself.
They argued that “we are against injustice and anyone who commits injustice.
So if justice is al-Qaeda, then we are with al-Qaeda. And if al-Qaeda is injustice, we are against al-Qaeda. If the U.S. is acting for justice, then we are with
America. And if America is for injustice, we are against them.”88
In effect, the local branch of al-Qaeda has portrayed itself as a justiceseeking group, fighting without prejudice for the sake of the people. However, al-Nusra’s commitment to Sharia-sanctioned justice has been disputed by ISIS. For instance, a former member of the al-Nusra Front who
joined ISIS claimed that “[while being member of al-Nusra] I did not see
implementation of Allah’s Sharia nor did I see justice between an emir and
an ordinary member.”89
Instead, ISIS has claimed to be the only “entity in [Syria] actively implementing Sharia.”90 It follows that an authentic Islamic state can only exist
if ISIS’s version of Sharia is fully applied. The establishment of the caliphate
would create a society where justice would prevail. ISIS has declared that
the “flag of Khilafah will rise over [the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem] and
Rome. . . . The shade of this blessed flag will expand until it covers all
eastern and western extents of the Earth, filling the world with the truth
and justice of Islam and putting an end to the falsehood and tyranny of
jahiliyyah.”91 Thus, the group has promoted a dichotomy between the khilafah (the caliphate) that enforces justice and the jahiliyyah (the time of
ignorance) which is identified with injustice.
Sunni militants have stressed the issue of equality among Muslims,
which is the second component of the justice master frame. For example,
an ISIS spokesman has described the self-declared caliphate as a place where
there is “no difference between Arab and foreigner, white or black. Here,
the American and the Arab became brothers, and the African and European, and the Eastern and Western.”92 The new entity is framed as a land
of equality and fairness for Sunni Muslims from all over the world.
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Nevertheless, it is clear that ISIS has developed a distorted understanding of equality that, while it is postracial and postethnic in character, has
also a strong sectarian content. Not surprisingly, it has even criticized alQaeda’s leadership for “treating Shias as Muslims.”93 The group has framed
the targeting of the Shia population as a just act of retribution. The Shia
opponents have been called “idolaters” (taghut) and “rejectionists” (rafidi).
Both words have a very negative meaning. The former describes those who
worship anything except God. The latter refers to a core belief of the Shia
theology, that is, Shias’ refusal to recognize the first three caliphs. For both
accusations, Shias must be punished. The de-Muslimization of the Shia
population has paved the way for its extermination. During June 2014, ISIS
posted dozens of photos on its Twitter accounts, depicting the execution of
captured Iraqi army soldiers. Some photos had captions like “this is the
destiny of Maliki’s Shias” or “the filthy Shias are killed in the hundreds.”94
From the Sunni militants’ perspective, the content and application of
equality is determined by God’s law. Equality is not based on the will of the
people and democracy, but is what Sharia dictates. In the words of alNusra’s military commander, Zahran Alloush, “The democracy we see in
the world today is the dictatorship of the strong. We do not believe that
democracy equals justice. This is an illusion. . . . We refuse to have the
supra-constitutional principle of democracy imposed upon us. We know
from the people of our country that the Muslims dream of the blessing of
a life of justice under Islam. The state that we strive to establish will emerge
from the will of our people who want the Quran and the Sunnah. . . . Our
nation has a great thirst for an Islamic state, in which justice prevails as in
the glorious days of the early Muslims.”95
While he does not define its content, Alloush connects equality with the
early Islam of the Prophet and his Companions. His dismissal of democracy
does not derive from a typical Salafi line of thinking that views it as a manmade system; in his opinion, democracy is hateful because it favors the
strong while the concept of justice is applicable to all people under God.
The third component of the justice master frame is particularly important because it has been used to rationalize the involvement of Sunni militants in Syria and Iraq. The responsibility to protect has been constantly
evoked by Jihadi-Salafi groups to justify their actions in the battle zones.
Although this responsibility is rooted in international law, the United
Nations has evidently failed to stop the mass killing of civilians in Syria.
ISIS has provided its own account of events. Following the outbreak of the
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anti-Assad uprising, “the Islamic State quickly got involved, answering the
cries of the weak and oppressed Muslims by sending a mission from Iraq
to activate its units in Sham [i.e., Syria] and later make the announcement
of its official expansion.”96 The group has attempted to portray its involvement in Syria not as a strategic calculation to control new territories but as
an effort to save Muslims.
More importantly, ISIS has attempted to describe itself as a champion
of justice for all Muslims. In June 2014, it proclaimed a caliphate for all
Muslims in Sunni-populated parts of Syria and Iraq. Its declaration stated
that “the time has come for those generations that were drowning in oceans
of disgrace, being nursed on the milk of humiliation, and being ruled by
the vilest of all people, after their long slumber in the darkness of neglect—
the time for them to rise. The time has come for the umma of Muhammad
to wake up from its sleep, remove the garments of dishonor, and shake off
the dust of humiliation and disgrace . . . and the dawn of honor has
emerged anew. The sun of jihad has risen.”97
The use of such emotional language aimed at evoking memories of a
traumatized past, when the glorious years of Muslim expansion were replaced
by Western colonialism. It is not a coincidence that ISIS leadership used
words like humiliation and dishonor to recruit fighters. In this way, it has
presented its campaign as a just cause for the sake of defending the umma
against its enemies. It portrays Westerners as unbelievers and Arab leaders
and Shia Muslims as apostates in order to delegitimize them. Moreover, the
group has claimed that the execution of Western hostages is a tit-for-tat
response to Western aggression that brings justice to Muslims. In effect, ISIS
has sought to exact reciprocal justice on those who are deemed a threat.
The responsibility-to-protect component is confirmed by testimonies of
individual jihadi fighters who said that they have a duty to save Muslims
from evildoers. According to a former Royal Netherlands soldier of Turkish
origin who has trained foreign fighters, “these people [i.e., foreign fighters]
came here with the noble purpose of helping Syrian people.”98 A British
female convert who moved to Syria with her husband, a jihadi fighter,
called other Muslims to join the war because “these are your brothers and
sisters as well and they need our help, so instead of sitting down and focusing on your families or focusing on your studies, you need to stop being
selfish because the time is ticking.”99 In the words of a French fighter, “I
resented the world’s indifference toward my Muslim brothers. . . . In French
mosques, you cannot talk about it. . . . They never talk about the context
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of confrontation. Islam calls for an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.”100
From their statements, it is clear that the responsibility to protect has both
a religious and ideological reasoning.
Furthermore, ISIS has claimed a responsibility to protect those Muslims
who live under foreign occupation. The Palestinian problem is typically
viewed by all militants as a matter of great concern due to the suffering of
the local population and the religious importance that is attached to the
area. Therefore, ISIS has condemned “the massacres taking place in Gaza
against the Muslim men, women, and children” and has committed itself
“to do everything within its means to continue striking down every apostate
who stands as an obstacle on its path towards Palestine.”101 ISIS has even
attempted to portray itself as the protector of new Muslims. In January
2015, for instance, the Libyan branch of ISIS brutally murdered twenty-one
Egyptian Coptic Christians. In a video titled “A Message Signed with Blood
to the Nation of the Cross,” a member of the group explained that the
beheading of the hostages was retaliation for the abduction of Camilia
Shehata, a Coptic woman who was allegedly kidnapped by her family
because she converted to Islam.102
In contrast to ISIS, the al-Nusra Front has avoided discussing the protection of Muslims outside Syria as such. Instead, it has stressed that its
mission is “to fight the regime and its agents on the ground, including
Hizb’allah and others.”103 In reality, al-Nusra has accepted the division of
labor within the al-Qaeda network. Al-Zawahiri may not be as charismatic
as Osama bin Laden, but he enjoys enough respect from his co-ideologues
to lead al-Qaeda. Therefore, he is solely responsible for decisions regarding
the umma as a whole and its constituencies. In the view of Abdel Bari
Atwan, a British journalist who interviewed bin Laden in the late 1990s,
“the writings and statements of both Osama bin Laden and Ayman alZawahiri testify that they always expected their struggle to be multigenerational.”104 In the meantime, al-Nusra has taken on the task of overthrowing
the Assad regime in the name of justice.
From all the above, it is clear that the justice master frame has been
utilized by militants in Iraq and Syria to mobilize members of the Sunni
community. Their understanding of justice is compatible with the local situation and cultural context. In a state of war, people are looking for security
that only justice could bring. Sunni militants have capitalized on the desperation of Syrians and Iraqis and depicted their actions as a justice-seeking campaign. They know that justice can be used as a powerful cognitive tool
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because of its three main components: moral and ethical principles defined
by Sharia, equality for all Sunni Muslims, and responsibility to protect them.
Hence Sunni militants have transmitted the global idea of justice to local
constituencies, albeit with serious modifications that reflect political and cultural realities.

Conclusion
In the post-9/11 period, Sunni militancy is on the rise in the Middle East.
Al-Nusra and ISIS have sought to overthrow Shia-dominated regimes in
Syria and Iraq. Even though they share the same anti-Shia sentiments, the
two groups have also competed against each other for power and influence.
ISIS has grown dramatically over the past few years to the point that it
now controls significant portions of territory in Syria and Iraq. The transformation of ISIS from an insurgent group to a self-declared state has
changed the nature of Islamist militancy. The main goal is now the establishment of a Sunni-only state at the heart of the Middle East that could
attract fellow Sunnis from elsewhere. It is a grandiose project of state and
nation building that has a strong theological and apocalyptic basis.
Al-Nusra has been part of the al-Qaeda network, but it has engaged in
a localized effort to build an Islamic state in Syria. It has managed to survive
al-Baghdadi’s attempt to monopolize the Jihadi-Salafi movement and has
retained its autonomy. Al-Nusra has adopted an anti-Alawite and antiIranian rhetoric that utilizes a logic of an existential conflict where violence
takes precedence over peace. While it is militarily weaker than ISIS, it represents a distinct version of Sunni militancy.
Both groups have functioned as Islamist glocalizers because they have
utilized the justice master frame. More specifically, Sunni militants have
managed to adopt the global idea of justice and adapt it to local conditions.
They have sought to establish a polity where justice will prevail. This can
only be achieved with the implementation of Sharia, which provides the
necessary moral and ethical principles. They have also embraced the principle of equality among Sunni Muslims who constitute the true umma. Shias
and other religious communities are viewed as enemies. The justice master
frame also incorporates the responsibility-to-protect norm that militants
have embraced to justify their campaigns in Syria and Iraq.
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It is difficult to predict the future of ISIS and al-Nusra. While Western
countries will certainly try to defeat them, the rise of Sunni militancy is
foremost a political problem. It is highly likely that Jihadi-Salafism will
remain active and resolute. It is an evolving movement rather than static
and disciplined. Moreover, its dynamism and sustainability have been
affirmed by its ability to endorse universal ideas and disseminate them
locally.

Conclusion

The rise of Islamism is a modern phenomenon characterized by heterogeneity and complexity. Political Islam can best be described as a social movement embodied by three generations: the Islamist nationalists, the Islamist
globalists, and the Islamist communitarians. Each one of them had or currently has its own scale of engagement with the Muslim world. Islamist
nationalists fought for liberation from foreign or despotic rule in localized
struggles. In spite of their pan-Islamic rhetoric, they were confined within
the national borders. The Islamist globalists attempted to confront their
adversaries throughout the world in the name of the umma.
This book focuses on the third generation of Islamists who represent
Muslim communities within and beyond national borders. What differentiates them from the other two is that they have functioned as glocalizers of
universal ideas and norms. Apart from the technological aspects, the new
Islamists have endorsed cognitive and ideational aspects of globalization. In
this way, they have contributed to the particularization of Islamism. This is
an ideology with global reach and local relevance, since it has incorporated
different political and cultural realities.
The glocalization of political Islam has been happening for several years.
It is the outcome of broader developments, such as the post-9/11 notion of
pan-Islamism, the social media revolution, and the fragmentation of Muslim identity, especially after the Arab Spring revolutions. The new political
Islam is situated between global processes and local environments. In this
context, I make three main claims concerning the new generation of
Islamists.
First, I argue that human rights are not only a fundamental set of rights
and freedoms for individuals but also a powerful master frame. This frame
consists of three main components: a generic framework of rights and freedoms, ethical legitimacy, and moral obligation to help human beings. This
master frame has been utilized by Islamist activists of different sorts to
achieve a variety of political goals.
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The 9/11 attacks and other acts of jihadi terrorism have affected public
perceptions of Islam in Europe. Consequently, there has been a dramatic
increase of physical and verbal attacks against Muslims in many European
countries. Under these circumstances, Islamist activists of convert origin
have adopted the human rights master frame to propagate their messages
to Muslim communities. They have avoided a direct confrontation with
authorities, concentrating their efforts on activism. Hence convert-activists
have promoted a hybrid Islamism among the continent’s Muslim communities that fiercely denounces integration and assimilation policies.
The nonviolent activist group Hizb ut-Tahrir has also embraced the
master frame of human rights to appeal to Muslims worldwide. Being a
transnational group, it has faced the challenge of operating in diverse political and cultural environments. As a consequence, it has to address multiple
audiences that have different perspectives. The master frame of human
rights serves a double mission: it presents the establishment of the caliphate
as itself a right worth fighting for, while promoting the new state as the
future guarantor of rights. In other words, the caliphate of Hizb ut-Tahrir
would be a global solution to local problems. The group is the epitome of
glocalization because its different branches have endorsed a powerful master frame emphasizing actual or alleged human rights violations against
Muslim communities.
Second, I maintain that the global idea and practice of democracy has
been used by several Islamist parties and groups as a master frame to mobilize support and wage a political struggle. It consists of three main components: political equality, majority rule, and political legitimacy. The
democracy master frame can address local concerns from a global angle. It
provides Islamists with crucial legitimacy at a time of increased tensions
between the West and the Muslim world.
The Islamo-democrats have sought change from within the system and
have largely advocated consensual politics. Turkey’s AKP, Egypt’s Muslim
Brotherhood, and Tunisia’s al-Nahda have attempted the blending of
Islamic and some democratic values. The AKP has employed the master
frame of democracy to defend itself from domestic foes and strengthen its
position in the Turkish political system. In Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood
joined the electoral process in order to gain power by democratic means.
For this reason, it relied heavily on the democracy master frame to propagate its messages inside and outside the country. In neighboring Tunisia,
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al-Nahda has tried to fuse elements of the Tunisian political and social
exceptionalism with its version of Islamism. In every case, the target audience is the community of pious Muslims who advocate the empowerment
of Islam in public life.
The democracy master frame has also been embraced by electoral
Salafis. Although most Salafis have typically condemned democracy as an
alien system imported from the West, Egypt’s al-Nour and Tunisia’s
Reform Front have espoused a hybrid Islamism that includes a commitment to Sharia and participation in the democratic process. The decision
to enter politics was not easily taken because it goes against their core
beliefs; yet it represents an opportunity to defend the religious values of
the Salafi community. Interestingly, the exposure of electoral Salafism to
democratic ideas and norms could possibly influence the future of the
larger Salafi movement.
Third, I argue that justice is a universal idea with religious and philosophical foundations that Islamist militants have utilized as a master frame.
It consists of three main components: moral and ethical principles, equality,
and the responsibility to protect. Both Shia and Sunni groups have
employed justice as a master frame because it can mobilize Muslims and
legitimize their sectarian cause.
Hizb’allah and the Mahdi Army have systematically used the justice
master frame for the purpose of gathering support and gaining legitimacy
against adversaries. They have engaged in sectarian campaigns in Syria and
Iraq, although they are supposed to represent all Muslims. This apparent
paradox has been reconciled by the employment of the justice master
frame. The concept of justice has been deep-rooted in the Shia tradition
since the early Islamic period. Despite the targeting of heterodox populations, Shia militants stress equality among Muslims and claim a responsibility to protect their communities and allies.
Likewise, the Sunni militants of ISIS and al-Nusra have embraced justice
as a master frame and have attempted to apply it locally. In this way, they
could defend their actions in Syria and Iraq as a justice-seeking quest sanctioned by Sharia and defined by its moral and ethical principles. Sunni militants have endorsed the component of equality selectively, since they do not
consider non-Sunni Muslims as part of the umma. They have affirmed their
intent to protect Sunni communities because they carry a godly mission.
From their point of view, justice is both a means and an end.
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The use of human rights, democracy, and justice master frames shows
that political Islam is not that different from other social movements. However, the application of these cognitive schemata is not always a welldefined exercise. Islamist activists have often instrumentalized human
rights in the name of pursuing a Sharia-based justice. Some Islamodemocrats have viewed respect for human rights, however they define
them, as a necessary prerequisite for the democratization of authoritarian
regimes and the creation of a just society. And Islamist militants have
sought justice to safeguard collective rights.
Furthermore, the list of Islamist parties and groups that have functioned
as agents of glocalization is far from exhaustive. In fact, it can be argued
that most Islamists negotiate between the global and the local. Yet the particularization of Islamism precludes any meaningful convergence among
activists, politicians, and militants. The growing divisions within the Muslim world make the much-desired return to the authentic Islam of the seventh century an almost impossible endeavor. Globalization, Mahmood
Monshipouri writes, poses a central challenge to the issue of authenticity:
Muslim communities have to balance tenets and traditions with modern
standards and practices in order to exercise their power and maintain their
values in global contexts.1 Consequently, the new political Islam stands
between global ideas and local realities. It is a dynamic manifestation of our
glocalized world.
The question that naturally arises is what approach Western democracies should take toward the new political Islam. In the immediate post9/11 period, there was a heated debate in the United States and Europe
emphasizing the role of Islamist militants over those who do not use violence. However, the new political Islam is a diverse and acephalous movement that has proved to be highly adaptive to global processes and local
circumstances.
For instance, Islamist politicians have joined the democratic process
and in some cases even won power and gained the dismissal of secularists.
The political victories of Islamists in Turkey, Egypt, and Tunisia have
proved that Islam can coexist with democracy. The drive toward democracy
reflects the new realities in some parts of the Muslim world. An opinion
poll conducted by the University of Maryland found that an overwhelming
82 percent of Egyptians believed that democracy was a good way of governing the country.2 Yet it may take years for democracy to take root in the
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Middle East. It is hard to disagree with Eytan Gilboa’s suggestion that “elections should be the last step in the democratization transition, not the first,
and that they should be held only after most of the conditions for a viable
democracy are put in place.”3 While Islam is certainly compatible with
democracy, some Islamists will never accept an ideology and system supported by the West.
Liberal democracies can relatively easily formulate a strategy vis-à-vis
militants, but it is more difficult when it comes to those who eschew violence. Islamist politicians now use concepts and norms that the Western
world cherishes. Fawaz Gerges has argued that there are two schools of
thoughts in the United States in regard to political Islam: the confrontationalists and accommodationists. The former a priori view Islamists as an
expansionist and monolithic enemy, while the latter consider political Islam
as a highly diverse movement with many different expressions.4
During George W. Bush’s presidency, the United States was drawn into
a conflict with Islamist militants in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere. As
result, U.S. relations with the Muslim world reached a low point. The
Obama administration tried to contain the damage. On June 4, 2009, Barack Obama gave a historic speech in Cairo. The U.S. president asked for “a
new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world,
one based on mutual interest and mutual respect, and one based upon the
truth that America and Islam are not exclusive and need not be in competition. Instead, they overlap, and share common principles—principles of
justice and progress; tolerance and the dignity of all human beings.”5 It
was not a coincidence that he mentioned human rights, justice, and the
democratic principle of tolerance. President Obama emphasized those concepts and norms that are gaining acceptance in Muslim societies.
Nonetheless, the United States has maintained an ambiguous stance
toward some Islamo-democrats. Although the Obama administration initially condemned the military coup against the democratically elected president Morsi in Egypt, it finally came to recognize the new authorities.6
Geopolitical considerations seem to have played some role in this decision.
At the same time, the United States has refused to designate the Muslim
Brotherhood as a terrorist group.7 The logic is obvious: the power of
Islamo-democrats is a challenge for Islamist militants. Indeed, al-Qaeda
was taken by surprise by the events of the Arab Spring; Osama bin Laden
himself admitted that “the umma always directed its face in expectation of
victory which began to show in the east, and all of a sudden the sun of
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revolutions came from the west.”8 Although al-Qaeda welcomed the overthrow of Mubarak and Ben Ali, it did not endorse democracy and human
rights. The empowerment of people through the electoral process could
undermine the raison d’être of Islamist militants and marginalize them
politically.
Therefore, it is essential to acknowledge the diversity that exists within
the world of political Islam. Militants represent in absolute numbers only a
tiny minority of Islamists. In fact, the demonization of Islamism is counterproductive and morally wrong. Several religions have given birth to social
movements and ideologies; Islam has been hardly unique in this regard. In
the United States, the Christian Right has fought many cultural wars over
education and family. Many organizations and prominent Christian leaders
have campaigned for the banning of abortion and have supported a Christian curriculum in American public schools. In France, the legalization of
same-sex marriages created a huge wave of protests in 2013. Despite decades of secularization, an important part of French society remains deeply
religious and attached to traditional Catholic values. In Israel, ultraOrthodox Jews have become an important force in the society and the
political system. In Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand, Buddhist monks have
taken a leading political role in confronting religious minorities, particularly Muslims. The Bharatiya Janata Party, which openly campaigned for
the rights of the Hindu population over Muslims and Christians, won the
Indian parliamentary elections of 2014.
Since political Islam is a diverse movement, a monolithic treatment of
Islamists is not the most suitable approach. Hizb ut-Tahrir and other similar groups stand as an example of nonviolent Islamist activism that Western
governments should tolerate. Moreover, Islamo-democrats can almost be
viewed as the equivalent of Christian Democrats in the postwar period. Like
them, they support religion-based ethics and favor a probusiness agenda
without seeking to abolish the secular character of the state. The recognition of Islamo-democrats as potential partners can become a gamechanging factor for U.S. policy in the Middle East. Some analysts have
already accepted the prominence of the Islamist factor in Middle Eastern
politics. Jonathan Broder has rightly pointed out that “the West will have
to get used to political Islam as a major force in the Middle East.”9
Unfortunately, the recent election of Donald Trump as the president is
likely to stir new tensions between the United States and Islamists.
Although he has advocated a more isolationist foreign policy, his political
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investment in Islamophobia leaves little hope for a modus vivendi with
Islamist activists and politicians. But confrontation does not have to be the
only outcome. Indeed, accommodation is possible if the United States and
other Western countries acknowledge the glocalization of political Islam.
This movement of movements has been susceptible to changes and influences like the rest of the world, but is here to stay.
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26. Fethullah Gülen, “A Comparative Approach to Islam and Democracy,” SAIS
Review 21, no. 2 (Summer-Fall 2001), http://www.fountainmagazine.com/Issue/detail/
A-Comparative-Approach-to-Islam-and-Democracy.
27. Ibid.
28. Leonid Sykiainen, “Democracy and the Dialogue Between Western and
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