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For Donald Barrett and Antoon Geels,
who were with us at the beginning of this project but
sadly died before the completion of this book
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Introduction: Islamic Sects and Movements

Carole M. Cusack and M. Afzal Upal

Given the presentation of Islam in popular media, it is not surprising that most
Westerners (including some scholars) view the faith as a static, monolithic
religion that clings fiercely to its seventh century roots, resisting any attempt
at change. This is, of course, far from the truth. In common with other faith
traditions, Islam has been a dynamic force from the start, with adaptations
stemming from individual leaders, diverse ethnic populations, and the cultural
contexts in which the religion took root. Christians and Jews, among other rep-
resentatives of religious traditions, commented on Muhammad, the prophet
and founder of Islam, and identified resemblances between the new monothe-
istic religion and their own traditions (Hoyland 2000). Islamic tradition implic-
itly recognizes its own diversity; even as some groups label others heretical
and denounce the inventions of so-called ‘liar prophets’ or fitna (‘strife’) spread
by leaders who have succumbed to ungodly forces, they also acknowledge
the relationship between these diverse interpretations and their own creed
(van Ess 2001). In this way, Islamic literature tells the story of Musaylimah
Kazzab (whose very name contains the word ‘liar’), who, along with his fol-
lowers, was killed by troops sent by Abti Bakr shortly after Muhammad’s death
(Makin 2010). The Kharijites and Mu‘tazilites are also mentioned in standard
Sunni and Shia narratives, being portrayed as falling so far outside of main-
stream Islam that their ideologies deserve to be wiped out of Islamic thought.
Yet, their existence is clearly acknowledged (Timani 2017).

Such innovation in Islamic thought is not restricted to the past. Modern
reformers have continued to push the envelope, sometimes being met with
comparable disdain from certain Muslim groups as the ‘false prophets’ of
the Prophet Muhammad'’s time. These reformers include the founders of the
Ahmadiyya Muslims Jama‘at (Chapter 27) and the Baha’1 Faith (Chapter 33).
According to traditional Sunni and Shi‘a accounts, such ‘heretical’ movements
have little or no value for scholars interested in understanding ‘authentic
Islam. Should scholars of Islam researching the current state of Islam confine
themselves, then, to studying only those movements which modern-day main-
stream Shi‘a and Sunni Muslims consider to be central to their faith? Do move-
ments that are deemed less than ‘fully’ Islamic by some Muslims tell us nothing
about Islam past, present, or future? The answer for contemporary scholars is
clear; Islam is not monolithic, and ideal typical images of the tradition that
focus on texts and theology are partial at best, and misleading at worst (Neitz
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2o11). The study of lived religion, vernacular religion, and of the diverse Islams
that are occasioned by gender, social status, ethnicity, geographical location,
and other variables must of necessity enrich scholarly understanding of the
Islamic tradition.

Thus, while traditional anthologies, encyclopedias, and handbooks of Islam
to date have excluded the ‘heretical’ movements, related religions (except for
Judaism and Christianity), and splinter groups, as well as ignoring political
manifestations of the faith, this volume casts a broader net. The goal is to pres-
ent an overview of the wide variety of religious movements that have their
origins in the Islamic world so that scholars and those interested in Islamic
history can grasp the full extent of the diverse thought that exists under the
name of Islam. We include Sunni, Shi‘a and Safi groups, and examinations of
movements that were born of the Islamic world but no longer consider them-
selves part of the Islamic community (for example, Baha’1), and movements
that consider themselves Islamic but are rejected as such by many Sunni and
Shi‘a Muslims (such as the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jama‘at).

Perhaps it is inevitable for those who are faithful to slightly differing itera-
tions of a religious tradition to argue about whose beliefs are most valid.
Arguably, no other religious quarrels match the longevity and intensity of
the Muslim debate over what constitutes the ‘true’ faith. Who belongs to the
‘circle of Islam’ (daira-e-Islam) and who is excluded from it? Almost every
group has, at one time or another, been accused of being outside the circle
of Islam. The heresiographical tradition in Islam appears to date back to its
early days. In Chapter 19, Emin Poljarevic gives historical examples of takfir
including “ibn Taymiyya’s (d. 1328) Mardin fatwa against Syria’s Mongol rul-
ers; the Safavid (Shi‘1) Akhbariyya’s takfir of Muslim philosophers in the 1600s;
and most notably, during the 1700s, the religious movement of Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s en masse excommunication of the Sunni Ottoman and
Shi1 religious leaders” (Poljarevic 2020). As Najam Haider notes, Muslim her-
esiographers have often used a fadith which in its most commonly employed
variant suggests that 72 out of the 73 sects in Islam are hell-bound: “This frame-
work exercised a decisive influence on heresiographers, who sought to docu-
ment the proliferation of a predetermined number of sects and positioned
their own group as the sole representative of the Prophet’s original message.
Such a view did not allow for the doctrinal evolution of any single group. A sect
was a cohesive and unchanging unit that held a discrete set of doctrines and
beliefs” (Haider 2014: 104).

Viewing sects as static and unchanging is clearly unscientific. Sects are
groups of individuals who share a set of beliefs. What is commonly referred
to as a sect’s beliefs are a subset of these beliefs. Many sects start out with
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an individual founder whose ideas evolve and change over time (typically
from orthodox to unorthodox). As other individuals join and leave the group,
their individually held ideas also change through interactions with each other
(Swatos 2007). Thus, a group’s shared beliefs dynamically evolve over time.
It is this belief change dynamic that makes these groups so fascinating to
study. This also means that religious boundaries are more fluid than heresiog-
raphers (and even some scholars) have suggested. This includes boundaries
between Islamic and non-Islamic movements as well as boundaries between
various Islamic sects. Therefore, most of the movements that are considered
non-Islamic now started out as strictly Islamic. For instance, founders of Baha’l
and Ahmadiyya Jama‘at started out holding orthodox Shi‘a and Sunni Muslim
views. Haider suggests that Zaydism may be an even more interesting case,
where a sect’s beliefs have oscillated between Shi‘ism and Sunnism (Haider
2014: 105). In order to understand these groups in relation to Islam, we need
to understand the evolution of their shared beliefs over time. For those move-
ments that originated in an Islamic milieu, this can be done by analyzing
their shared beliefs in comparison with shared beliefs of Muslims in that his-
torical era.

Given the breadth of this volume and the extent of content not convention-
ally included in collections such as this, questions arise as to the most effective
organization of chapters. The first part of the book has seven chapters focus-
ing on non-violent Sunni movements. The second part contains six chapters
on Shia and Shi‘a-related movements. The third part has eight chapters on
fundamentalist and extremist movements that are primarily Sunni in orienta-
tion, ranging from the mostly non-violent (for example, Hizb ut-Tahrir) to the
violent (culminating in Islamic State). The fourth part covers Sifi movements
and Sufi-related movements. The fifth part has six chapters describing two dif-
ferent types of movements: first, those that mainstream Muslims do not con-
sider part of Islam, but followers of those movements consider themselves to
be Muslims; and second, movements that have historical links to Islam but are
separate (for example, Yezidis and Druze).

1 Survey of Contents

This volume is organized in five sections: Part1, “Sunni Traditions”; Part 2, “Shi‘a
Traditions”; Part 3, “Fundamentalists and Extremists”; Part 4, “Sufism and its
Influences”; and Part 5, “In Between and On the Fringes of Islam.” Three of these
sections are uncontroversial; the division of Islam into Sunni and Shi‘a, with
Sufis forming a third grouping that crosses this sectarian divide, is traditional
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(Husain 2018). The other two sections, however, may be less popular, although
for different reasons. Fundamentalist instantiations of Islam undeniably exist;
yet they are slippery and difficult to define, and it may be objected that there
are significant differences between the movements in this section that vitiate
any desire to strategically group them together. The final section is likely to be
more controversial; of the seven movements covered, only two have a strong
‘Islamic’ identity (Ahmadiyya and the Nation of Islam), and both are regarded
as ‘deviant’. The other five are not ‘Islamic’ sects, in the sense of unorthodox or
theological offshoots, but are separate religious entities, both traditional and
modern. A distinguishing feature of these groups is that they all have inter-
acted historically, culturally and socially with Islam and have (to some extent)
shaped their identities accordingly.

Part1introduces the Sunni tradition, beginning with a general overview and
progressing through five specific institutions that are associated with differ-
ent modern nation-states. The section concludes with an overview chapter on
women in (Sunni) Islam. One of the issues facing scholars of Islam relates to
the terminology available for characterizing the diversity within Islamic beliefs
and behaviors (Sedgwick 2000). Should terms developed originally for the
study of Christian movements, ‘sect), for instance, be applied to Islamic subdi-
visions or movements? (Swatos 2007). Ron Geaves examines this question in
the first chapter, “Sectarianism in Sunni Islam.” He traces the history of various
schisms in Islam, starting from the first century of Islam and the beliefs of early
movements (such as the Kharijites), before moving forward to consider mod-
ern Sunni movements (for example, Tablighi Jama‘at, Jamaat-e-Islami, and the
Muslim Brotherhood). Geaves’ conclusion identifies political and theological
causes for the divisions that remain present in Sunni Islam.

In Chapter 2, Zacharias Pieri reviews the history of the Tablighi Jama‘at from
its origins in the nineteenth century India to the present. He describes a move-
ment dedicated to reviving and strengthening the faith of the existing faith-
ful by making Islam a part of every single aspects of life. Yet, the movement
has splintered in recent years with at least two leaders vying for the top spot:
Saad ul-Hasan and Zuhairul Hasan. Pieri also reports that the Pakistani and
Bangladeshi branches also appear to be moving away from the Indian center
and “becoming increasingly powerful due to the large annual congregations
held there and the ambitions of the leaders in those regions to have more say
in TJ'S global operations. Violent clashes ensued between those loyal to the
Indian branch of the movement and those who wanted an expanded leader-
ship” (Pieri 2020). The appeal of Tablighi Jama‘at in varied cultural contexts,
including the West, is also examined.
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Sunni conservatism perhaps best represents the monolithic interpretation
of Islam made by many in the contemporary world. As such, Rickard Lagervall’s
chapter on “The Muslim Brotherhood” and its history, from its origins in early
twentieth century Egypt, to the proliferation of offshoots throughout the
broader Middle East and North Africa, is enlightening (Chapter 3). Lagervall
examines the Brotherhood’s founder, Hasan al-Banna (1906-1949) and the
contribution of his contemporary, Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966). The Brotherhood’s
intervention in Egyptian politics is covered, and the tensions between Saudi
Wahhabism and the Muslim Brotherhood are analysed. It even becomes evi-
dent that offshoots of the Muslim Brotherhood were, in fact, active on both
sides of the Algerian Civil War that followed the suspension of the parliamen-
tary election by the military in 1992 (Willis 2012).

The Giilen Movement and the Justice and Development Party (AKP) of
Turkey are another case in point. The two movements appear to be similar;
for example, both advocated a Sunni political Islamic revival to remake the
Kemalist secular Turkey into a modern Islamic welfare state. In Chapter 4
Caroline Tee surveys the relationship between these two movements, noting
they were close allies during the 1990s, but had a falling out as the Akp won elec-
tions and consolidated its power. Thus, while in the 2002 election, Fethullah
Giilen asked his supporters to vote for Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s AKP (leading the
AKP to its first majority government), tensions arose between the two allies in
the AKP’s second term in office over issues such as Turkey’s relationship with
Israel and how to respond to anti-government protests. The coup of 15 July 2016
seemed to obviate any hope of reconciliation between the two movements.
Erdogan blamed Giilen for orchestrating the coup and ordered arrests of thou-
sands of Giilenists, the dissolution of Giilenist schools, and confiscation of the
movement’s property.

Chapter 5, Hisanori Kato’s “The Islam Nusantara Movement in Indonesia,”
illustrates the difficulties associated with the traditional approach to study-
ing Islamic movements which insists on drawing clear boundaries. Kato
argues that while there are minor differences between the two “modernist”
Sunni movements based in Indonesia, namely, Islam Nusantara and Islam
Berkumajuan (such as Nusantara has a more advanced online presence), it is
difficult to find genuine theological differences between them. However, these
similarities far from making them uniform have only bred “mutual hatred since
their establishment.” Furthermore, he argues that boundaries between Islam
Nusantara and liberal (that is, Jaringan Islam Liberal) as well as more conserva-
tive “hardline” Islamists are also not as clearly drawn as some assume them to
be. Thus, while some Nusantara leaders of argue against including LGBTQ and
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Ahmadiyya members in the fold of Islam, others argue that they should also be
considered Muslims.

In Chapter 6, Faried Saenong reviews the origin and history of the
Indonesia-based Sunni movement Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) which, with its esti-
mated 30—90 million members, claims to be one of the largest Muslim organi-
zations in the world. Like many movements across the Muslim world, NU was
launched during the Dutch colonial period in 1926 by a group of ulama’ who
wanted to voice their concerns to the new Saudi king following the Wahhabist
revolution in Saudi Arabia and the launch of Wahhabist Muhammadiyah
movement in Indonesia in 1912. Unlike similar movements that arose in other
parts of the Muslim world (such as Ahmad Rida Khan's Barelwil Movement in
South Asia) to defend traditional Sufi practices, NU is unique in revering all
four Sunni madhhab founders equally. Saenong discusses how NU balances its
insistence on a strict adherence to traditional Sunni worldview with its pro-
gressivism on the issue of allowing local cultural practices. This focus on indi-
genization of Islam led to the launch of the Islam Nusantara movement, the
subject of the previous chapter, in 2015.

In Chapter 7, Eva F. Nisa brings Section I to a conclusion with a review of
the role of women in Islam. She commences with the origin of Islam focus-
ing on the role of Prophet Muhammad'’s wives who (known as ‘mothers of the
believers’) are considered the epitome of Muslim women’s piety (Nisa 2020).
She progresses through history to a discussion of the role of women in a range
of modern movements including the Muslim Brotherhood, Tablighi Jama‘at,
Nahdlatul Ulama, Muhammadiyah, Jamaat-e-Islami, and Hizb ut-Tahrir.
She cautions against making assumptions about Muslim women’s roles and
emphasizes the dizzying diversity in Muslim women’s voices. This is not new;
Nisa presents the contrasting the roles played by the Prophet’s wives ‘Aisha,
Khadija and Umm Salama. While ‘Aisha led one of the first inter-Islamic
battles and narrated over 1,500 ahadith, the Prophet’s other wives seemed to
have played little to no public role in the formation of the new faith. Modern
Muslims women'’s voices range from Islamic feminists such as Fatima Mernissi,
to ultra conservative Muslim Brotherhood leader Zaynab al-Ghazali, and
everything in between. She concludes that “anyone who wants to understand
Muslim women and their activism within diverse Islamic and Islamist move-
ments must avoid the inclination to make broad and unqualified generalisa-
tions. The wide geographical scope covered in this chapter also reminds us of
the diversity within Muslim-majority countries.”

Part 2 of the book covers Shi‘a movements beginning with an overview chap-
ter (Chapter 8) by Mohammad Fazlhashemi. He argues that the Shi‘a-Sunni
conflict began as a contest over secular state power soon after the death of the
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Prophet but, over time, has “widened to include theological, legal, philosophi-
cal, cultural, social, and not least political controversies.” He stresses, however,
that the Shi‘ite are far from forming a homogeneous group; the Twelvers are
the majority, but there are Zaydis, Isma‘ilites, and a number of other branches.
Fazlhashemi notes that “during a short period in the early history of Shi‘,
between 660—870, a dozen conflicting factions were formed, all of which laid
claim to the correct interpretation within Shi‘a” (Fazlhashemi 2020). Even in
modern-day Iran, which is under Shi‘a theocratic rule, not everyone agrees with
Ayatollah Khomeni's notion of vilayat-e-figah (the ‘guardianship of legal schol-
ars’); in fact, as Fazlhashemi explains, even “[o]ne of the foremost defenders of
the doctrine, the Grand Ayatollah Montazeri (1922—2009), turned his back on
it in the mid 1980s.” The chapter indicates that such opposition to Shi‘a power
has led to demands for a democratic electoral system and the separation of
religion and government.

Chapter g by Najam Haider tells the fascinating story of Zaydism or Fiver
Shi‘ism from being a proto-Sunni group to a Shi‘a denomination in its first two
centuries. He starts with the traditional narrative of the formation of Zaydis as
a merger of two sects: namely the proto-Sunni Batris and proto-Shi‘a Jarudis.
However, he quickly disposes it as a representation of two “theological orien-
tations as opposed to specific discernible groups” (Haider 2020). He argues
that Zaydis in the middle of the eighth century were predominantly Batri and
anti-Mu'‘tazilite while Zaydis in the ninth century were increasingly Jarudi and
pro Mu‘tazilite. He devotes the first part of his two-part chapter to studying the
sociocultural and political factors that caused this change prominent among
them the leadership of Yahya bin ‘Abd Allah and the move of the Zaydi center
of gravity from Iraq to Yemen. It was in Yemen in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries when the reverse trend towards Sunni traditionalism among
Zaydis started under the leadership of Muhammad al-Shawkani, chief judge
appointed by a Zaydi Imam. This Sunnification process was only accelerated
by the overthrow of the imamate and its replacement by secular government
which has oppressed traditional Zaydism for the fear that it would cause Zaydis
to seek revival of a Zaydi imamate. This environment has sparked both a back-
lash and a reinterpretation of Zaydi traditions resulting in a broad diversity of
voices ranging from Houthi rebels to interpretive efforts that seek legitimacy of
modern Yemeni state through traditional Zaydism.

Farhad Daftary reviews the history of the Isma‘ili (Sevener Shi‘a) movement
starting from the split of the Islam into Sunni and Shi‘a camps after the death
of the Prophet Muhammad, with a particular focus on the history of the Nizari
Isma‘lis in Chapter 10. It was not, however, till the sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq,
argues Daftary that Shi‘as became a “major religious community with a distinct
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identity” (Daftary 2020). The unity among the Shi‘ite community did not last
long. The issue of Sadiq’s succession led to one of many splits in the com-
munity. The pure Ismafliyya believed that Sadiq’s older son Isma‘l had gone
into hiding but was still the imam, while the Mubarakiyya took Sadiq’s grand-
son to be their imam. After the death of the grandson, Mubarakiyya further
split into two more groups. The history of Isma‘ili movement is replete with
dynamism in which da% from various factions compete with each other, with
Imami Shi‘as, and with Sunnis of various factions to convince people of their
truths. As Isma‘ilis are getting pushed out of one region (e.g., North Africa),
they establish themselves in another part of the world (Yemen and Central and
Southern Asia).

Chapter 11 of this section reviews the history of Da’udi the Bohra com-
munity of Isma‘li Shi‘a Muslims. Being a minority, even among Indian Shia
Muslims, Jonah Blank describes the considerable efforts that the Bohras have
engaged in to maintain their distinctiveness, and to ensure that they are not
absorbed into the much large Hindu or Sunni populations. These include the
efforts by the clerical establishment to maintain their control over the laity,
adoption of Western technologies especially telecommunication technologies,
and Western education. While having a strong leader in the almost infallible
da‘imutlag ensures remarkable amount of uniformity in beliefs and practices,
it has not kept the community from splintering into subgroups of including
Sulaymani and ‘Alawl Bohras. The most recent split over the succession of
Syedna Burhanuddin has not resulted in the formation of a new Bohra sub-
group, it has raised “the prospect of another community schism” (Blank 2020).

Yvette Talhamy in Chapter 12 describes the origins of two offshoots of Shi‘a
Islam: the Alevis and the ‘Alawis (Dressler 2013; Faksh 1984). She explains that,
while both groups revere ‘Ali and are concentrated in neighboring regions
of Syria and Anatolia, there are a number of important differences between
them: “While the ‘Alawi/Nusayri creed developed in Iraq in the ninth century
and is of Arab origin, the Alevi creed was born several centuries later, stem-
ming mainly of Turkoman tribes that settled in Anatolia during the thirteenth
century” (Talhamy 2020). She elaborates on the ways in which the two groups’
views of ‘Ali and Muhammad diverge, as well as pinpointing differences in
their festivals, prayers, and practices. The matter of how ‘Alawis and Alevis are
able to shift their identities from Nusayri to Shia Islam (and, in the case of
the Dede Commission of the Federation of Alevi Communities in Germany, to
non-Islamic identities, too) is deftly handled in this informative chapter.

Chapter 13 is David Thurfjell’s study of the heyati movement in Iran. This
chapter is focused on charismatic eulogists or maddahan and the youth move-
ment that has gathered around them in the past two decades. Thurfjell’s
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fieldwork in Qom resulted in a multi-faceted characterisation of a move-
ment that has broad popular appeal, draws on Iranian folk religiosity, and
has developed into a distinctive subculture expressed through lifestyle, ritual
and aesthetics. The heyati movement is not explicitly political, but Thurfjell
argues that “eulogists played a pivotal role in the mobilisation of popular sup-
port for former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad” (Thurfjell 2020). In pre-
Revolutionary Iran a major activity of eulogists was the offering of prayers for
the king, a practice that was discontinued after the downfall of the Shah, Reza
Pahlavi. In contemporary Iran, eulogists are interesting as non-clerical sources
of religious authority, and as supporters of conservative Islamic jurisprudence
and opponents of reformist clergy.

Part 3, “Fundamentalisms and Extremists,” opens with Chapter 14, in which
Joas Wagemakers defines Salafis as Muslims “who claim to have made being
‘salaf-like’ the be-all and end-all of their ideology.” Salaf here refers to the first
three generations of Muslims (the so-called “pious predecessors”). Wagemakers
divides Salafis into three groups: quietists, political Salafis, and jihadist Salafis.
While these groups are similar and share a belief in the ideological purity of
the citadel of Islam, Wagemakers cautions against the tendency to generalize
about them, pointing out that each group does not consider the others “true
Salafis” or, indeed, even Muslims. Moreover, as he elucidates, the various Salafi
factions are prone to attacking one another verbally. The quietists, who shun
modern political discourse (not unlike the Tablighis), brand political Salafis
Ikhwanis, borrowing the name of the highly political Muslim Brotherhood
(Al-Tkhwan al-Muslimin); they also label jihadist Salafis takfiris or khawarij
because of their views on takfir. On the other hand, jihadist Salafis (and, to
a lesser extent, political Salafis) accuse the quietists of being like the Murji’a
because of their alleged tendency to exclude acts from their definition of faith,
thereby overlooking the ‘sinful’ acts of supposedly apostate rulers (Lav 2012;
Wagemakers 2012a). In this way, Salafis often deny each other the very label of
‘Salafi, indicating that, despite a common desire to emulate their predecessors,
those within the citadel of Salafism are “deeply divided” (Wagemakers 2020).

In Chapter 15, Jon Armajani starts with an overview of Pakistan’s role in
Afghanistan that intensified with Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 as mil-
lions of Afghan refugees poured across the border. Many of the refugee chil-
dren received education at Saudi funded madrasas. After the withdrawal of
Soviet troops in 1989, the Afghanistan erupted further into chaos with a seem-
ingly endless infighting among the Mujahideen. Warlords fought with each
other over all sort of issues including the fight over a boy. It was such a fight
among two war lords that so irritated Mulla Omar, an imam of a village mosque
in South Eastern Afghanistan, that he took thirty of his madrasa students to
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rescue the boy. Local people saw him as a hero and joined his cause swelling
his rag tag army. Aided by the governments of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, Omar
first took over Kandahar region in the South and eventually Kabul in 1996. His
Taliban followers elected his amir-al-muwminin, commander of the faithful. He
declared Afghanistan an Islamic Emirate and imposed a strict Islamic rule. The
Taliban rule came to an end in 2001 when US supported their opponents in the
aftermaths of g/n attacks. However, the Taliban, far from giving up the flight
have gone back to their guerilla warfare roots and continue their attempt to
restore their rule.

Chapter 16 by Shaul Bartal, expands on the links between the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Palestinian movement Hamas. Bartal connects Hamas
with the Palestinian national-resistance movement that began during the
period of the British mandate. Even though Hamas was officially founded in
1987, Bartal considers its foundation to have been the start of the organization’s
second phase. This view is similar to the phase-development notions related to
Hizb ut-Tahrir, but involves a shorter period for the preparation of society for
jthad because, in contrast with Hizb, Hamas does not believe in the necessity
of waiting for a khalifa to declare jihad. The remainder of the chapter sum-
marizes the political and military developments within the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict since 1987, concentrating especially on the role of Hamas.

Chapter 17 shows how Hizb ut-Tahrir, founded in 1953 by a Palestinian
scholar named Taqi al-Din al-Nabhani, holds a similar outlook to Tablighi
Jama‘at, focusing on preaching and outreach (Chapter 2). As Meerim Aitkulova
indicates, however, the movement also differs from the Tablighis, in that it has
an intensely political nature. Indeed, its political goal is the reestablishment of
the Islamic Caliphate system and the achievement of a wholly Muslim world.
Notably, though, the movement is depicted as a peaceful one that denounces
the use of violence as a means for achieving its goals. Despite this, Hizb ut-
Tahrir is banned in many countries around the world, perhaps because of its
political involvement. Aitkulova also examines the view expounded by a num-
ber of counter-terrorism experts that the movement can act as a first step on
the ladder toward violent extremism.

In Chapter 18, “Ungoverned or Alternatively Governed Spaces in North-
Eastern Nigeria: A Critical Exploration of Boko Haram’s Ideological Motif
Benson Igboin discusses sub-state organizations, such as Nigeria’s Boko Haram,
which move in to assume leadership of so-called “ungoverned spaces” that
lack strong government. Igboin takes to task Nigerian President Muhammadu
Bubhari, critiquing his inaugural speech delivered on 29 May, 2015, in which
he promised to wipe out Boko Haram and commission a sociological study to



INTRODUCTION: ISLAMIC SECTS AND MOVEMENTS 11

examine its origins and causes. Igboin argues that President Buhari’s approach
runs contrary to logic, stressing that a study of the causes of violence is needed
before the movement can be eradicated. The thrust of the chapter is that
some of the reasons behind Boko Haram’s violent tendencies are religious in
nature and that, instead of killing all the movement’s members, the Nigerian
Government should focus on using a narrative-based deradicalization strategy
to win the war of ideas.

Chapter 19 by Steven Childs is an exposition of the Lebanese Shi‘a political
movement, Hezbollah. The assertion of Shi‘aidentity has perennial importance
within Islam, where Sunnis are in the majority. This identity was mobilized in
Lebanon during the 1970s by the Lebanese-Iranian philosopher Musa al-Sadr
(b.1928, disappeared 1978), who acquired a following among the working class.
Hezbollah came into existence in 1985, with three aims: to destroy Israel; to
end Israel’s presence in South Lebanon; and to establish an Islamic regime in
Lebanon (Childs 2o11). Hezbollah’s eclipsing of the secular Amal party indi-
cated support for the Islamist position that religion and government should be
united. Childs also discusses the combat style and militarization of Hezbollah
and its implications for the region.

In Chapter 20, Kaarina Aitamurto examines the construction of the con-
cept of the “sect” by the Russian media, looking specifically at the depiction
of the Muslim “sect” (Baran 2006). She argues that, “in contemporary Russia,
the word ‘sect’ has even more negative connotations than it does in Western
Europe or North America.” In this context, sects are often contrasted with tra-
ditional Russian Islam, which, in Soviet times, was under the control of the
Orenburg Muslim Spiritual Assembly. Movements such as Wahhabism, Hizb
ut-Tahrir, Nurdzhular, the National Organization of Russian Muslims (NORM),
and Faizrakhmanisty, which are seen either as non-traditional or as having orig-
inated outside Russia, are labeled sects by the Russia-centric press (Aitamurto
2018). This label, Aitamurto suggests, has real consequences for these move-
ments, in terms of societal opinion turning against them and legislative mea-
sures being adopted to hinder their activity, as the rubric of ‘security’ comes to
dominate what were previously regarded as religious phenomena and issues.

The first part of Emin Poljarevic’s contribution (Chapter 21) traverses the
same ground as Chapter 14, discussing the roots of takfirism in Islam, start-
ing with the Khawarij. He explains the similarities between the positions held
by the Khawarij and 1515 that (as Wagemakers described) allow non-Jihadis
to accuse I1s1S of being like Khawarij. Poljarevic also provides far greater
detail concerning the development of the Jihadi Salafi doctrine of takfir and
subtle variations of the belief held by various Jihadist Salafis such as ‘Azzam,
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al-Maqdisi, bin Ladin, Al- Zawahiri, and Al-Zarqawi. He describes the socio-
cultural and political developments that led to the development of 1515 includ-
ing the formation of al-Qa‘ida in Iraq and its metamorphosis into 151 under
Al-Zarqawi’s leadership.

The fourth part of the Handbook of Islamic Sects and Movements concerns
Sufism and its offshoots. Chapter 22, Marta Dominguez Diaz’s “Safism,” is a
historical sketch tracing Stfism’s emergence and routinization into established
orders, and which culminates in a discuss of contemporary transnational
Sufism. Diaz discusses whether Safism belongs in the Islamic mainstream or
at its periphery—or even completely outside of traditional Islam. She argues
that for much of Islamic history, Sufism was, indeed, part of the mainstream
(Knysh 2010). This is despite the fact that modern reformist movements such
as Wahhabism insist that many (if not most) Stfi elements are bida (‘inno-
vations’) imported from other religions (Weismann 2011; Ridgeon 2015).
Dominguez Diaz contends that much of the original criticism of extrava-
gant Sufi practices came from other Sufis themselves, who were not against
Sufism per se but, rather, sought to reform Sufism and curb what they saw as
its excesses.

Chapter 23 by Milad Milani is a study of the charismatic leader Javad
Nurbakhsh (1926—2008) and the Ni‘matullahi ‘Khaniqahi’ Order which held
from 1956 to his death. Milani notes that the Ni‘matullahi Order was estab-
lished in the fourteenth century (Algar 2012) and “is by far the most wide-
spread and significant Stfi Order in Iran, since the time of its inception in
the fourteenth century” The Order took on more sectarian lineaments when
Nurbakhsh established Khanigahi “Houses of Sufism” in the West in the years
prior to the Islamic Revolution of 1979, the year in which he himself relocated
to the United States. The type of Sufism developed in the West by Narbakhsh,
Milani avers, was significantly distanced from Islam, though in a less radical
and overt way to that of Hazrat Inayat Khan (founder of Universal Stufism) and
Meher Baba (Milani 2012: 670). Thus, Ni‘matullahi Safism is not Islamic mysti-
cism but rather a mystical system with historical links to Persian culture.

The next contribution to the volume is Antoon Geels’ study of the Indonesian
new religion, Subud (Chapter 24). Geels looks at the life and beliefs of
Muhammad Subuh Sumohadiwidjojo (1901-1987), the founder of Subud,
a mystical movement that, like so many of the other faith traditions exam-
ined in this book, inhabits the border region between Islam and other reli-
gions (Geels 1997). In the case of Subud, these include Sufism, Javanese
religions, and Hinduism. After identifying the key tenets of the Subud faith
through a thorough examination of the original sources, Geels concludes that
Sumohadiwidjojo’s ideas are similar to the “general consensus” about Islam
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put forth by Stfi Muslim scholars, even if they appear to be framed in terms of
Javanese spirituality.

Chapter 25 by W. Rory Dickson considers a type of Sufism that has moved
even further from ‘official’ Islamic Sufism, the Traditionalist Sufism of René
Guénon (1886-1951) and his followers. Dickson sketches Guénon’s interac-
tions with various esoteric movements, and how his spiritual quest was trans-
formed by his 1930 move to Cairo and 1934 marriage to Fatima Muhammad
Ibrahim, with whom he had four children. Guénon lived an observant Muslim
life but did not personally regard himself as a convert, as he believed that all
Traditional religions were equally valid; “the essential unity of all traditions”
rendered the possibility of conversion “meaningless and truly inconceivable”
(Guénon 2004 [1952]: 63). Frithjof Schuon (1907-1998) established braches of
the ‘Alawiyya Order in the West, which many Traditionalists joined. Schuon’s
Sufism was reformed in its ritual practices, and was informed by Vedanta,
indigenous traditions and Catholicism. By the 1980s, the ‘Alawiyya Order had
become the Maryamiyya, after the Virgin Mary (Fitzgerald 2010: 119).

Chapter 26 is an examination of the claim that the teaching lineage of
George Ivanovich Gurdieff (c. 1866-1949) called the ‘Work’ or the ‘Fourth Way’
has its origins in Central Asian Siifism. Carole M. Cusack considers the con-
tribution of Gurdjieff’s pupil John Godolphin Bennett (1897-1974) who zeal-
ously pursued this interpretation of his teacher’s ideas and practices, travelling
extensively in the Islamic world to seek “out the sources of Gurdjieff’s teach-
ings from the Muslims that he met” (Pittman 2012: 123). Cusack concludes
that the identification of Gurdjieff and his teachings as ‘Safi’ is erroneous, and
the Work should not be regarded as an Islam-derived esoteric system. Rather,
Gurdjieff’s personal creativity, eclectic borrowing from a range of traditions,
and Orthodox Christian upbringing are viewed as (probably) more important
in the development of the Fourth Way.

The fifth part of this volume groups together two different types of move-
ments. These are groups that have members who believe themselves to be
Muslims, despite the fact that ‘mainstream’ Muslims would deny them that
status, and entirely separate religions that have co-existed with Islam over the
centuries and have to some extent moulded their self-image and their pub-
lic presence in response to this. Chapter 27 sees Muhammad Afzal Upal trace
the origins of the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jama‘at, which was founded in 1889 in
Northwest India by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1839-1908). Ahmad’s enigmatic
beliefs have puzzled scholars of religion, who have explored the various influ-
ences upon Ahmad’s thoughts, from Sifi Islam to the reformist Ahl-e-Hadith.
In this chapter, Upal discusses the influences of rationalist South-Asian Muslim
thinkers, such as Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (Robinson 1988), upon the movement
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under scrutiny. Ahmadiyya members are persecuted in various Islamic coun-
tries, in particular Pakistan, where the movement was based until the adminis-
tration moved to London in 1984.

The next chapter is the first of three concerning African-American move-
ments of which members regard themselves as Muslims. Edward E. Curtis 1v
covers the founding of the Nation of Islam (No1) by W.D. Fard Muhammad in
1930 in Detroit (Chapter 28). Curtis credits Fard’s successor, Elijah Muhammad,
with introducing Nor’s distinctive doctrine, including the notions that “Fard
was God in the flesh,” Elijah was the “messenger of God,” and a “Mother Ship”
(uro) would play a role in Armageddon. These claims are unacceptable in the
context of the Sunni and Shi‘a traditions (Curtis 2006:10-14). He also describes
an attempt by Elijah’s son and successor, Wallace Muhammad, to move the NO1
flock closer to mainstream Islam by de-emphasizing these features. However,
as noted in M. Afzal Upal’s (2017) cognitive science of new religious move-
ments, these rollbacks have provided an opening for Louis Farrakhan (Wallace
Muhammad'’s competitor for NoI leadership) to capitalize on the very distinc-
tive features that Wallace sought to downplay, causing a split within the NoOI.
Thus, as Curtis shows, Wallace Muhammad’s faction has moved closer to main-
stream Sunni Islam, while Farrakhan’s version of the NoI has maintained its
more fringe qualities.

In Chapter 29, Fathie Ali Abdat examines the origins and history of the
Moorish Science Temple of America (AMSTA), starting from its foundation in
Chicago by the prophet Noble Drew Ali (1886-1929) on November 29, 1926 and
moving forward to present times (Bowen 2017). He finds similar trends to those
observed in relation to the Nation of Islam, with distinctive features typically
not found in Sunni Islam being prominent (such as the concept of divine status
for leaders like Allah El). These, Abdat explains, have been emphasized more
or less at different times in the group’s history, leading to the splintering of the
group into multiple branches. As the chapter demonstrates, the group has had
to negotiate the fine balance between being critical of the United States gov-
ernment (in order to connect with the Black community) and not being seen
as seditious (McGee-Bey 1968: 4) in an effort to avoid legal issues). Unlike NOI,
AMSTA has shied away, in the main, from the US Civil Rights struggle (and, in
recent decades, has become associated with the idea of “Moorish sovereignty,”
which, as Abdat notes, has led to the issuing of licenses and other documents
to members which make spurious claims to exempt holders from taxation and
to confer other benefits.

Chapter 30 is Susan J. Palmer’s “The Ansaaru Allah Community,” an analysis
of the group also known as the United Nuwaubian Nation of Moors among
other names, founded by Dwight D. York (b. 1945), known as Dr Malachi Z. York,
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in1967. Palmer focuses on the many transformations York’s sect has undergone,
and the influences that York drew upon in articulating its eclectic doctrines. In
addition to Islam, York was inspired by the ancient civilizations of Sumeria
and Egypt, and espoused the “ancient astronaut” theory of Zecharia Sitchin
(Sitchin 1976). With regard to Islam, York has also alleged that he was initiated
into the Order of Al Khidr, and also into a Sufi Order of Khalwatiyya (Gardell
1996: 226), and between 1973 and 1992 claimed to be the Mahdi. In 2004, York
was convicted of racketeering and criminal sexual activity, and received a sen-
tence with a release date of 2120.

In Chapter 31, Hussam Timani on the Druze begins with the efforts made by
Ismaili missionaries in the eleventh century preaching of a fresh call to mono-
theism or Unitarianism (al-da‘wa al-tawhidiyya) (Halabi 2015: 16). Timani con-
cludes with the recent death of the Druze sage Shaykh Abu Hasan Arif in 2004.
After reviewing various theories about the ethnic origins of the Druze (relating
them, for example, to French, Persian, and Jewish histories), Timani suggests
that they are, in fact, an Arabic group. He also dissects the specific beliefs of the
Druze, including the prominence of reincarnation, the use of wisdom books,
and the importance of ta‘arruf (“erudition”), which are all elements that set
the Druze apart from mainstream Shi‘a and Sunni Islam (Firro 1992). Finally,
he argues that, while the Druze are different from the aforementioned groups,
many members do consider themselves Muslims.

Victoria Arakelova’s study of the history and beliefs of the Yezidi commu-
nity of the Middle East concentrates in particular on persecution of the group
(Chapter 32). Named after Yazid bin Ummaya, a ‘villain’ in Shi‘a history who is
often held responsible for the killing of Imam Hussain, the group is known for
its deification of the traditional Islamic angel of death (Arakelova 2011: 35-36).
It is perhaps little wonder, then, that Yezidis are labeled ‘devil worshippers’ by
their Sunni and Shi‘a neighbors. As Arakelova delineates, members are also
known to pray to a pantheon of lesser beings, such as Sheikh Shams (the ‘Lord
of the Sun’), and are accused by mainstream Muslims, therefore, of engaging in
shirk (‘polytheism’). Arakelova also covers the persecution of Yezidis by various
governments and groups, the most recent example being by 1515 (Asatrian and
Arakelova 2014).

In Chapter 33 Lil Osborn considers the origins and belief system of the
Baha’1 community, beginning with its roots in the millennialism of nineteenth-
century Shia Islam. Similar to the Ahmadiyyas, the Bahals believe in a
prophet who came after Muhammad and are thus regarded as non-Muslims
by most Sunnis and Shi‘as (Warburg 2003). Interestingly, though, unlike the
Ahmadiyyas, the Baha’is do not claim to be Muslims. This positionality does
not enable them, however, to escape persecution in Muslim-majority countries,
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where, as Osborn discusses, they are discriminated against in private work-
places, at educational institutions, and in governmental offices (Cooper 1985).

2 A Note on Translation

For convenience and consistency, we have aimed to systematise the spell-
ing and formulation of non-English words, particularly Arabic, throughout
the chapters. Where and when appropriate, we have deferred to Brill's highly
regarded third edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam (EI3), edited by Kate
Fleet, Gudrun Krédmer, Denis Matringe, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson and
released progressively online from 2007, for the translation of Arabic to roman-
ised English. However, as this volume brings together discussions of examples
and case studies that range time periods, geographic regions, and cultural as
well as linguistic groups, and utilises a range of primary as well as scholarly
sources, there are some natural deviations in the spelling of some names and
terms notably in the chapters that reprint earlier works.

3 Conclusion

The recent history of violence on the part of Islamic organisations and vio-
lence experienced by Muslims across the globe is another powerful driver for
this volume. On 3 August 2014 Islamic State militants attacked the Kurdish area
of Northern Iraq around Mount Sinjar and killed a number of its inhabitants
as it had done elsewhere in Iraq (Chulov 2014). In a new low for Islamic State,
women were kidnapped and openly sold as slaves. Responding to the horri-
fied reaction of the rest of the world, the August edition of the Islamic State
mouthpiece Dabiq included a long article justifying the practice of slavery.
After summarizing a discussion among medieval scholars about whether the
inhabitants of the area, who referred to themselves as Yezidis, are better classi-
fied as mushrikeen (idolators), murtaddin (apostates) or ahl al-Kitab (people of
the Book), it concluded with a fatwa by 15’s pre-eminent scholars that Yezidis
were idolators. Thus, the enslavement and concubinage of Yezidi women was
not only allowed, but required, according to Islamic tradition:

One should remember that enslaving the families of the (non-believers)

and taking their women as concubines is a firmly established aspect of

the Shariah, that if one were to deny or mock, he would be denying or

mocking the verses of the Quran and the narrations of the Prophet.
Dabiq 2014
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This set up a flurry of activity among the Western decision makers and
Middle East analysts to find any scholars or published material that could
explain to them who Yezidis were and what their connections to Islam was.
This search was not made easier by the fact that most modern scholarship
on Islam limits itself to studying orthodox Sunni and Shi‘a traditions at the
expense of heterodox Islamic movements and religious traditions that origi-
nated in the Islamic world and the connections that these movements have
with Islam. In the same year Garnik S. Asatrian and Victoria Arakelova pub-
lished The Religion of the Peacock Angel: The Yezidis and Their Spirit World, one
of the first academic monographs on Yezidism and an important milestone
in documenting this small, vulnerable community (Asatrian and Arakelova
2014). To understand Islamic State’s actions in August 2014, we needed to
understand Yezidis and their connections their faith has with Islam. To under-
stand the blockade of Pakistani capital Islamabad by Sunni Tehrik-e-Labaik ya
Rasoolullah in first three weeks of November 2017 and the subsequent capit-
ulation of the Pakistani state to the protesters one needs to understand the
relationship between Ahmadiyya Muslim Jama‘at and its origin in Sunni Islam
(Daily Dawn 2017). To understand the attacks on Yemeni Baha'is that took place
following the capture of Sanaa by Houthi rebels in 2014, one needs to under-
stand the relationship between Shi‘ite Islam and Baha’ism (The National 2018).
If scholars want to better understand Islam as well as religious movements
originating in Islam (whether considered part of Islam by Muslims or not),
they cannot afford to continue the current practice of artificially separating
the two. Scholars of Islam need to pay more attention to religious movements
that originated in Islam and scholars of these movements need to know more
about Islam. Scholarships of both will improve from a continuous dialogue
between them. Thus, we hope that the dialogue that this this book has initi-
ated between scholars of Islam and scholars of religious movements originat-
ing in Islam not only continues but flourishes, enriching us all.
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PART 1

Sunni Traditions






Introduction to Part1

An overwhelming majority of today’s world’s 1.8 billion Muslims are Sunni
(Kettani 2019). A key doctrinal difference and cause for the divergence of the
Shi‘a Muslims from the Sunniis based on the contested leadership of the Islamic
community following the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Sunnis believe
that the four caliphs (Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, ‘Uthman ibn
‘Affan, and ‘Al1 ibn Abi Talib) who led the umma after the death of Muhammad
were legitimate leaders of the Islamic community and were ‘rightly guided’ by
Allah. This contrasts with the Shi‘ite view that only ‘Ali and his progeny were
the rightful successors of Prophet Muhammad and that the first three caliphs
were thus illegitimate (Louer and Rundell 2020). Since their initial split, Sunni
and Shi‘a communities around the world have formed distinctive cultures and
religious responses to their own changing circumstances.

While Sunnis today are a diverse group, they generally hold fast to a shared
set of tenets. According to the Sunnis, the Qur’an is the unchanged word of
God. As such it is considered to be the highest authority for providing guid-
ance to Muslims. The ‘sound six’ (al-Sihah al-Sitta) compilations of Prophet
Muhammad’s utterances (ahadith) and traditions (sunna) are the second
highest authority in Sunni Islam. Among these Bukhari is considered to be
the most authentic. The need for specialists to interpret Quran and hadith
to guide various life decision for individual believers as well as for communi-
ties of believers arose early in Islamic history. Sunnis accept rulings by one of
the four schools of jurisprudence: Hanafi, Hanbali, Maliki, and Shafi‘1 (Hallaq
1997). While Sunni mosques around the world usually do have a prayer leader,
any Sunni Muslim male can lead a ritual prayer, perform marriages, lead
funeral rites.

This section consists of seven chapters describing various Sunni sects,
movements, and themes, some of which are locational and specific to particu-
lar countries and communities, while others are widespread, and international
in scope. We open with a general overview of sectarianism within Sunni Islam,
before looking at Tablighi Jama‘at, the Muslim Brotherhood, Turkey’s Giilen
Movement, Nahdlatul Ulama and Islam Nusantara, both focused in Indonesia,
and finally a discussion of women in Islamic movements.
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CHAPTER 1
Sectarianism in Sunni Islam

Ronald Geaves

1 Introduction

Any attempt to understand sectarianism within the Sunni tradition of Islam
will require acknowledging the perceptions of those among the majority of
Muslims that have formed Islamic political and religious reality over the cen-
turies into the present time, recognising the tensions between the real and the
ideal, and the overriding conflict between the actual (schismatic division) and
the perception (an undivided umma). Some may feel that the term ‘sectar-
ian’ does not accurately reflect the reality of Sunni Islamic divisions.! Yet an
alternative term, such as the Arabic madhhab, poses similar problems as it is
generally used to describe the four orthodox schools of law or jurisprudence
(figh) in Sunni Islam. The four Sunni schools are Hanafl, Hanbali, Shafii, and
Maliki. They are joined by two Shi‘a schools, Ja‘fari and Zaydi. These schools
are predominantly regional and rule over questions of religious law and as
such they cannot be described as ‘sects’ The same reasoning applies to the
early historical theological schools (kalam). They were more a scholarly exer-
cise in theological questions, undertaken to correct or reassure those that
doubted. Majid Fakhry defines kalam as an attempt to grapple with complex
issues arising out of the Qur'an’s understanding of God and creation; for exam-
ple, free will, predestination, the eternal as opposed to the temporal reality
of the Qur’an as Word of God (Fakhry 1983: xvii—xviii). It is true that although
Ilm al-Kalam is not so much a sectarian activity, various divisions within both
Sunni and Shi‘a Islam may favour one interpretation over another.2 Most dif-
ficult perhaps is the notion that ‘sectarianness’ problematises the ideal of an
undivided umma which remains a key element in the Islamic imagined com-
munity (Anderson 1991). A vision of non-sectarianism has often been used as a

1 I was advised as such in 1990, when I began my doctoral thesis Sectarian Influences within
Islam in Britain (Geaves 1996).

2 Since Sunnis often define(d) themselves in opposition to the Shi‘a and emerged as a com-
peting theological and political grouping against the Shi‘a, arguably one cannot discuss sec-
tarianism within Sunni Islam without consideration of the role of the Shi‘a. However, this
volume locates Sunni movements and Shi‘a movements in different parts of the text, and
I have therefore omitted discussion of Shi‘a sectarianism in this chapter.

© RONALD GEAVES, 2021 | DOI:10.1163/9789004435544_004
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critique of Christianity, especially in Muslim apologetics and found frequently
amongst converts (Geaves 2010: 48—53; Gilham 2014: 130,154).

The issue is one of definition. Classical sociological theory defines a ‘sect’
as having various characteristics, mainly derived from early sociologists’
attempts to grapple with divisions in Christianity. It is precisely this aware-
ness of the multitude of various sects or denominations within Christianity
that may make Sunni Muslims wary of the term; yet an analysis of sociologi-
cal definitions does not, in my view, render such understandings of sectarian-
ism unfruitful in the context of the variety of Islamic movements that exist,
sometimes uncomfortably, alongside each other in the Sunni Muslim milieu.
Nonetheless, critical engagement with the traditional academic usage of ‘sect’
is a needed endeavour should we continue to use the term to discuss Islamic
movements in the twenty-first century.

2 Defining Sects

Early sociological attempts to analyse and define ‘sects’ began with Max Weber
(1864—1920) who posited that people are born into a church but elect to join
a sect (Weber 1973: 140-149). These ideas were developed by Ernst Troeltsch
(1865-1923) in 1912 (Troeltsch 1931). In essence both sociologists work with a
sect/church dichotomy in which sects branch away from a parent religion as
a protest movement against perceived watering down or liberalisation of the
initial charismatic moment that began a new ‘world religion’ In turn, founders
of sects will usually demand a return to the ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ religion as they
perceive it, whereas the parent religion will usually accuse the sect of aber-
ration, apostasy or heresy. Thus Fred Kniss and Paul Numrich can state that
sects are best described with regard to what they oppose or are in tension with
(Kniss and Numrich 2007). Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge agree
with the Weberian approach and add that “sects claim to be authentic, purged,
refurbished version of the faith from which they split” and often this expresses
itself with a high level of opposition or resistance to the surrounding society
(Stark and Bainbridge 1979: 117). Roy Wallis attributes to sects “epistemological
authoritarianism,” meaning that sects justify their particular ‘heresy’ by claim-
ing to “possess unique and privileged access to the truth” or salvation, and adds
that committed sectarians typically believe “that only error exists outside con-
fines of the collectivity” (Wallis 1975: 93). The awareness of elite access to truth,
and the corruption inherent in the wider society or weakening of the parent
faith, usually means that a sect is marked by a degree of boundary mainte-
nance tactics (McGuire 2002: 338).



SECTARIANISM IN SUNNT ISLAM 27

There are difficulties in applying the above Weberian-influenced analyses
in Islam, but there are Muslim correspondences that can help identify Sunni
sectarianism. As already stated, the ideal of the umma as a singular, divinely
revealed, and united Islamic community, tends to dominate in Sunni Islam,
with variations among different groups as to who should be included. Talal
Asad draws upon a notion of a “discursive tradition” in which knowledge is
historically and culturally constituted in the interactive space between people,
texts and practice to describe such divisions (Asad 1986). The Sunni ideal is
encapsulated in the phrase Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-Jamda‘at (the party of the sunna),
yet there have been, and continue to be, diverse interpretations of Sunni Islam
and each group is likely to lay claim to being the most ‘authentic’. The Muslim
community was already torn by dissent and split into factions within the life-
time of the first generation of believers, and even the Quran acknowledges the
existence of sects (t@’ifa), signifying a smaller group that has broken away from
a larger whole but which has also developed a discrete and coherent religious
worldview of its own. As stated by Fuad Khuri, ta’fa indicates a “split-off group
possessing a religiously autonomous character” (Khuri 1990: 28). Khuri also
cites terms like firga (team) and nihla (religious order) as specific instances of
such groups in Islamic discourse (Khuri 1990: 27—28). Firga can be understood
to mean a number of sub-divisions or groups within one ¢@’ifa; for example,
the various movements within Shi‘a. However, nihla or firga provide a different
understanding of sectarianism that is more pertinent to divisions within the
Sunni mainstream. For example, Khuri notes that the twelfth century Persian
scholar Muhammad al-Shahrastani uses nifla in opposition to milla (a nation
ruled over by a body of religious law). Thus, the nation of Israel, for example,
is ruled over by one law revealed by God but may contain many religions or
even different interpretations of the law within it (Khuri 1990: 28). These ter-
minologies have the benefit of utilising existing Arabic or Muslim understand-
ings of schism and will help to provide an analytical framework for the causes
of schism within Sunni Islam.

3 Sect and Community

Underlying this analysis of Sunni sectarian is an awareness of what Sunni
scholars and activists have considered to be authenticity and remaining true
to the primal message, or, on the other hand, what they considered to be devia-
tion (bid‘a) from an imagined ‘pristine’ message. If Shahrastani’s use of milla
corresponds in a Muslim framework to umma, an imagined unity of all believ-
ers, guided by the word of God and the actions of the Prophet Muhammad,



28 GEAVES

and believed to possess a moral mission to create a new social order based on
faith and obedience to the revelation, firga or nihla can be utilised to corre-
spond to various movements and divisions within the umma, without recourse
to the classic Western sociological understanding of sect. The umma is held
together not by any formal organisation but by a collective act of will, inspired
by personal conviction and embodied in the ritual duty of daily prayer, the
month long fast of Ramadan and the annual pilgrimage to Mecca (Moten 1996:
63—81). Five times a day, millions of Muslims face Mecca all at the same time to
observe the same ritual prayers. This core of shared ritual practices combined
with observances of shari‘a is integral to Muslim life and creates the bonds that
tie the umma together (Geaves 1996: 11).

These rifts are acknowledged in Islam’s sacred literature, for example, in the
hadith narrative credited to Muhammad by Abt Hurayra: “The Prophet (peace
be upon him) said: ‘The Jews were split up into seventy-one or seventy-two
sects; and the Christians were split up into seventy-one or seventy-two sects;
and my community will be split up into seventy-three sects”® Another ver-
sion of the same theme is where the Prophet says of the sects: ““Only one will
be saved. The others will perish. When asked which was the one that would
attain salvation, he replied: ‘Those who follow al-Sunnah wa-l-jama‘ah. He was
further asked: ‘What is al-Sunnah wa-l-jama‘ah? He replied: ‘That which I and
my companions practice’”* It is important to note that sadith are not historical
documents and like the Qur'an are employed in ahistorical and ideal-typical
fashion when discussed in relation to political and social issues.

The Qur’an can also be drawn on as a source in support of the saved elect.
Islam as a fully formed umma is a moral community which not only hears the
Law but upholds and enforces it (Qur’an 3:110). A Godly umma is obedient and
faithful, and according to the Quran it is bound to be successful (Qur’an 3:179).
The righteous umma is the saved umma. As far back as the early Meccan period,
however, the Qur’an warns that even within the umma of believers there will
be varying reactions to the message. There will be those who will fall away,
and there will be those who are half-hearted (Qur'an 35:32). One verse of the
Qur’an highlights this problem, and appears to offer the solution to it, when it
uses umma in a specialised sense. Although usually the term umma applies to
the totality of Muslims, it is also used to mean a righteous group of believers

3 S. Dawud (ND) Model Behaviour of the Prophet (Kitab al-Sunnah). At https://sunnah.com/
abudawud/42 accessed 27 October 2018.

4 Ssekamanya Siraje AbdAllah, “Ibn Taymiyyah on the Hadith of the 73 Sects.” Jurnal Akidah &
Pemikiran Islam 7:1 (2006), 35—62.
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who have been selected from the wider community and who are charged with
the duty of inviting other Muslims to obedience. The Qur’an states “And let
there be [arising] from you a nation inviting to [all that is] good, enjoining
what is right and forbidding what is wrong, and those will be the successful”
(3:104). This righteous and faithful umma within the wider umma functions as
a guide and arbiter. This particular passage could be used as a justification for
sectarianism in Islam. A self-defined righteous group within the wider com-
munity could draw upon this verse to make the claim that they were the true
umma and in recent times they have increasingly done so.

Clearly in any division within the Sunni ranks is going to consider itself to
be the ‘saved sect’ and all other groupings to be the seventy-two who perish.
This hadith has grown in prominence in the twentieth century, and the borders
between the groups have become more distinct and aggressive as both claims
of political leadership and religious legitimacy, have moved into one province
of representation, the right to claim authentic or ‘pure’ Islam, a claim based on
the belief that the Islam practised is sunna, the way followed by Muhammad
and his companions. Akl al-Sunna, ‘people of tradition, referring to Sunni
Muslims, is thus highly contested. A number of movements and strands of
Islam use the title to define themselves, not in the neutral sense of Sunni iden-
tity, but in a highly charged atmosphere of claiming legitimacy, authenticity
and a sense of specialness. The appropriation of the title as a religious identity
label also serves to fix rival movements as ‘other’: at best deviant or guilty of
innovation, at worst, to be branded by the tool of fatwa as non-Muslim or even
as idolators (Geaves 2009).

4 Routinisation

Major stress was placed on the umma by the spread of the Arab empire and its
attendant rapid incorporation of older, more sophisticated cultures brought
into the fold of Islam and the imperative to establish good and efficient gov-
ernance based upon God’s ordinances (Esposito 1988: 46). Any attempt to
formulate an overriding theory of Sunni schisms in Islam would need to take
account of these factors and also acknowledge both religious and political
tensions. Sunnis have tended to disagree on matters of interpretation of law
or to changes in a group’s doctrines and/or degree of strictness arising out of
such processes of legal/religious interpretation but most deeply felt differ-
ences tend to occur historically within the context of debates on governance,
especially the ‘true nature’ of the caliphate (Geaves 2009: 39). It is with these
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divisions that this article is primarily concerned yet caution needs to be taken
in these analyses as splits can also be driven by ethnic, tribal, racial, or national
fault lines.

The rise of the Arab empire after the death of Muhammad can be seen as
a classic example of ‘mixed motivation’ Although Weber’s classic church-sect
thesis is not very helpful in understanding divisions within Islam, his ideas on
routinisation as developed by Thomas O’Dea are more fruitful. O'Dea posited
five dilemmas that face new religions after the death of a founder: namely the
dilemma of mixed motivation; the symbolic dilemma; the dilemma of admin-
istrative order; the dilemma of delimitation; and the dilemma of power (O'Dea
1964: 71ff). The first dilemma identified is particularly useful for the arguments
presented here. In the dilemma of mixed motivation, O’'Dea argued that the
only motivation of the founder-innovator is communicating his or her mes-
sage, but that successors will have additional motivations, such as personal
power, prestige, status, and influence (Foy 1978: 300—301).

O’Dea’s notions of schism permit an historical analysis beginning with the
origins of Islam, through to the foundation of the Umayyad Empire, and even
have repercussions in the present day. The dominant group among the inhab-
itants of Mecca, were the Banii Umayya, a wealthy clan of the Quraysh tribe.
Amongst the Meccan merchants, it had been the Quraysh who had most to
lose from Muhammad’s preaching on social justice. In addition, they feared
the loss of income associated with the tribal pilgrimages into Mecca to worship
the gods and goddesses installed in the ancient Ka‘ba (Lapidus 1988: 25). Many
of the most aggressive opponents of the new religion and its leader were mem-
bers of the Quraysh and had fought against the Muslims in the battles that took
place before Muhammad’s victorious entry into Mecca. Muhammad'’s final vic-
tory brought many of his enemies into the fold of Islam where they quickly
established their position amongst the elite of Arab society (Lapidus 1988: 55).

By the time of the third caliph, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (576-656 CE) elected
in 644 CE, the Arabs had expanded their territory to include much of Persia,
Byzantine Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and Jerusalem. ‘Uthman belonged to the
Banii Umayya and favoured his relatives and supporters, appointing them to
positions of authority throughout the expanding empire (Lapidus 1988: 56).
In Damascus, Mu‘awiya ibn Abi Sufyan (d. 680) became the most powerful
of the Umayyad rulers, governing over Syria. Ironically much of the Muslim
world was now ruled over by representatives of the old ruling Meccan clans
that had for years opposed Muhammad and his message (Geaves 2009: 40).
After ‘Uthman’s assassination in 656 CE, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-
law, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (600-661 CE) of the Bani Hashim (the only one of the
first four caliphs recognised as legitimate by Shi‘a Muslims), succeeded to
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the caliphate.’ However, this was disputed by the supporters of the Umayya
clan who departed from Medina and took up residence in their power base of
Damascus (Geaves 2009: 41). After ‘Ali’s death at the hands of an assassin in
661 CE, Mu‘awiya took control of the caliphate, turning it into the first dynastic
Muslim empire, the Umayyad era (Lapidus 1988: 56).

The succession of Mu‘awiya was to have two repercussions. First, no lon-
ger could the caliphate be considered a religious institution, a fact recognised
by many later Sunni Muslims who would come to declare only the first four
caliphs to be divinely guided. The apparent loss of the Prophet’s and his com-
panions’ asceticism and religiosity amongst the new rulers led to many of the
devout separating themselves from the activities of the court and living in
semi-retreat in Medina where they attempted to recreate the lifestyles of the
first Muslims. To this development can be traced the first roots of Safism or
Islamic mysticism. But in addition, these issues of authority would dictate that
politics and religious leadership were to play a role from the very beginning.
Although the first armed struggles between Muslims to take place shortly after
the death of Muhammad were the so-called ridda wars (Wars of Apostasy)
during the first caliphate of Abu Bakr (574-634 CE), it is difficult to ascertain
whether these conflicts with Arab tribes were caused by a rejection of Islam
or a rejection of the office of the caliphate, although they were later seen as
religious (Afsaruddin 2015: 62—63). However, another factor may have been the
issue of nominal allegiance to Islam that arose through accepting the tempo-
ral power of Muhammad as a protector, a common practice among the tribes
of Arabia.

A number of elements can contrive to form separatist or rebellious move-
ments against the unity of state and religion within Sunni Islam. The degree
to which Islam is actually practised by Muslims can be controversial and even
a cause of political rebellion. The question of whether nominal Muslims were
within the fold of Islam arose early in Islam’s development and is a continua-
tion of the hypocrite (al-mundafigin) concerns that arose in Medina. The first
movements to declare war against the Umayyad state were the Kharijites,
who were unequivocal that the defining feature of Muslim identity was piety,
and who controversially claimed the right to declare jihad against nominal
Muslims, stating they were kufi or unbelievers. The state was quick to recog-
nise that such a position led to unrest, civil wars and anarchy, and adopted
the Ash‘arite position that only God could judge the condition of iman (faith).

5 Fred M. Donner has argued recently that the early leaders of the nascent Muslim community
did not refer to themselves as caliph at all, but as amir al-mu’'minin (Commander or Leader of
the Believers). See Donner (2010: 98—99).



32 GEAVES

Nevertheless, the Kharijite position has never disappeared and has re-emerged
dramatically in the twentieth century amongst various jihad or takfiri (declar-
ing other Muslims to be unbelievers) movements (Timani 2008).

The Kharijite rebellion against the Umayyad state reveals the tensions that
arose over leadership, resulting from concerns over the parameters between
religious and temporal leadership. As rulers the Umayyads were able to utilise
the state as the main means of organising religious life. Indeed, Khuri goes as
far to state that Sunnis feel “lost” when deprived of centralised power (Khuri
1990: 99). The caliph or sultan has ideally embodied both governance and piety
but ruling through the implementation and execution of shari‘a, the divine
law. Ideally, he is not there to create laws, as these have already been given
in entirety by Allah. Any difficulties of interpretation are resolved by bodies
of ‘ulama’ or religious scholars, experts in jurisprudence. Although the domi-
nant Sunnis are more likely to speak of consensus and unity, even arguing that
rebellion is not permitted against unjust rule, Khuri argues that sectarian divi-
sions can be a means to reject the centralised authority of the Muslim state
(Khuri 1990: 40—41). Such action is justifiable if the state rejects the correct
application of Islamic principles with regard to the role of religion in politics.

Similar to the Kharijite position on individual allegiance to Islam, rather
than nominal state or tribal loyalty, is the issue of state loyalty to the religion.
In practice the union of revelation and governance has not always been water-
tight. Many rulers have been at odds with the ulama’ with regard to author-
ity and not all have implemented the shar’ia. Most of today’s Muslim states
have either discarded sharia law or mixed it in varying degrees with legal
systems adapted from various European codes. It is only family law that has
remained sacrosanct (Geaves 2009: 50). The compromise with the political
union of din (religion) and dunya (world) has led to some movements and
organisations that condemn the state and seek to implement an Islamic revo-
lution, sometimes through violent overthrow (Geaves 2009: 50), amongst such
movements al-Qa‘ida, and Daesh (Islamic State or 1S1S) can be categorised.
As noted already, the justification for such movements in Sunni Islam is to
reform (slah) or revitalise Islam and they interpret the legitimacy to do so, as
did the Kharijites, on the Qur’anic passage al-Imran 104. Originally revealed in
Medina, probably as a reaction to the recruiting of various tribes whose reli-
gious motives were suspect, the political and religious significance of this verse
can be highly subversive for Muslim states who are seen by the devout to have
compromised God’s revelation (Geaves 2009: 50). In the twentieth century, a
number of revivalist movements have set themselves up as a righteous van-
guard to renew Islam and purge the community of anything that is perceived
to be a threat to the religion. Not all use violence, but such groups compete
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heavily with each other, as to which movement constitutes the righteous rem-
nant apparently spoken of in the Qur’an (Geaves 2009: 50).

As stated, arguably sectarianism began with the Umayyad dynasty. The suc-
cession of Mu‘awiya led to questions over the nature of his rule and the rela-
tionship between religion and politics, both clearly part of the legitimacy or, at
least, the methodology of Islamic power. The Ummayads were a fait accompli,
and under their leadership the Arabs became a new force in the world, extend-
ing an empire throughout Persian and Byzantine territory (Lapidus 1988: 58).
Theologically, such expansion could be justified as evidence of the doctrine of
“Manifest Success” (Qur'an 48), which asserts that divine favour is evidenced
by political success, expansion or prosperity, but by some the Ummayad rulers
were seen to be usurpers, in violation of the Sunni precedent, that began with
Abu Bakr, that is, the community chooses its rulers according to the principles
of Islam. Mu‘awiya was perceived by many of the devout to be a tyrant, a ruler
who transformed the Islamic caliphate into a “kingdom” (Qur’an 67). The event
would lead to considerable argument concerning the role of the caliph and
even the nature of prophethood, at least, as exemplified by Muhammad.

To some, the caliphate had to be governed by religious principles, in accor-
dance with Qur’an and sunna. To other scholars, a tyrant could be pragmati-
cally accepted in order to maintain civil order and avoid bloodshed, but only
as long as the people were permitted to practice Islam without hindrance. If
the caliphate was a political office, such pragmatism was justified, and indeed
became the normative mode of operation among Sunni Muslims, but if the
caliphate was perceived to be the Prophet’s deputyship, it then acquired reli-
gious authority, and disobedience to the caliph could be constituted to be dis-
obedience to God (Lapidus 1988: 228-289). Mustafa ‘Abd al-Raziq (1888-1966),
an Egyptian scholar considered by some to be Islam’s first secularist, would
embody the former position, arguing that the caliphate is strictly political, con-
cerned only with administration of empire. In Islam and the Foundations of
Political Power (Al-Islam Wa Usul Al-Hukm) first published in 1925, he stated
that new ways of governance were permitted, and that Islam has no role to
play in political life (al-Raziq 1966 [1925]). Bakhit al-Muti1 (d. 1935), the Grand
Mufti of Egypt, took the opposite position.

In 1926, al-Mutiq published his treatise in response, in which he argued
that religious and political authority is embodied in Islam, a position that
makes it unique from all other religions. The Prophet, he argued, combined
in his person delivery of the divine message (al-risala) and political office
(al-hukm). He argued that al-Raziq was wrong to argue that Muhammad was
only sent to establish religion and not a state. As the caliph acts as the deputy
of the Prophet, his authority to govern is from God. In such thinking, one of
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the fundamental objectives of Islam is the foundation of a state so that the
legal system of Islam can be implemented and to avoid the loss of Muslim
dignity implicit in being ruled by non-Muslims or, even tyrannical Muslims
(Afsaruddin 2015: 63—-66). These differences over the political and religious
functions of the caliphate were able to radically divide the Sunni community,
especially when Muslim power was threatened, the caliphate dissolved, or the
territory lost, all of which would take place after the advent of European power
in the contemporary period.

5 The Safi Reaction

According to some assessments, for example, Reynold A. Nicholson (1989
[1914]), Sufi origins lie in a non-political or quietist reaction to the worldli-
ness of the Umayyad caliphate, an attempt to preserve the piety of the original
community, through a retreat to Medina, and avoidance of Damascus and the
new urban centres of the caliphate and its expanding empire. Any analysis of
Stfism as a sectarian movement within Sunni Islam is complicated: first, by
the academic study of mysticism, which distorts Stfism through a lens focused
on mystical individuals, often antinomian in their relationship with orthodoxy
(Dressler et al 2009: 4); and second, as its critics within Sunni traditions per-
ceive its origins to be outside Islam and who accuse it of bid‘a (innovation)
and shirk (placing others before God). Both the orientalist approach and the
vociferous criticism from within certain modes of Sunni understanding would
tend to reinforce views of Sufism as a sect within the greater whole (Dressler
et al 2009:1). However, this focus loses sight of the reality that Sufism has his-
torically been part and parcel of the normative interpretation of Sunni under-
standings of Islam and remains so even today, especially outside of the Arab
hinterlands. As such it deserves to be treated as a unique formation of ta’ifa
consisting of many firga. It is also the main avenue through which charismatic
leadership continues to be part of Sunni tradition.

As mentioned above, Sufism, sometimes defined as Islamic mysticism, but
more likely to be known as dhikr (remembrance of God) by its Sunni practi-
tioners probably began as a ascetic reaction to Umayyad worldliness (Lapidus
1988: 99). From these early examples of asceticism and withdrawal appeared
a variety of movements composed of disciples to various spiritual guides who
taught paths to self-purification based on the remembrance of Allah’s names
(tasawwuf). As Sufism formalised itself under the guidance of a number of
skilled exponents of its disciplines, a variety of ‘maps’ appeared that are iden-
tified as ‘stages’ (magamat) and ‘states’ (afwal) on the progress within the
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path to self-annihilation in God. Each of these variations on a theme became
distinct orders (tariga) of Sufism, each with a founding master (shaykh) and
a lineage of masters that succeeded him (Haeri 1990: 19—20). Tariga are con-
sidered by most Sufis to complement the outer practices of Islam (sharia).
Discipleship is central to Sufism, to provide guidance to the murid (student)
along the way of transformation from a self-centred existence to one which is
God-centred (Geaves 2005: 124).

These mystical doctrines and practices developed into a cult of sainthood,
in which a hierarchy of deceased saints who are believed to maintain the spiri-
tual well-being of the world from outside time combined with popular belief
and dependence upon living shaykhs, to create the doctrine of karamat or spe-
cial favour that was bestowed upon the saint to perform miracles and even
intercede on behalf of those requiring Allah’s mercy and assistance (Geaves
2000: 17-18). This belief in miracles caught the imagination of the populace
and led to extravagant and fantastic stories of the deeds of Sufis. When the
shaykhs died the religious piety of their followers was directed to their graves
which would then develop as important shrine centres and the focus of the
continuing development of the tariga. It was believed that the power to inter-
cede and perform miracles was contained within the remains of the saint
who was in some way still alive awaiting Judgement Day (van der Veer 1992).
Similar to the Shi‘a belief concerning their Imams, it was also believed that the
Sufi's power was retained in his bloodline and it was usually his immediate
remaining family who would take over the religious functions and administra-
tion of the shrine. The proliferation of shrines of deceased saints brought a
new dynamic into Muslim belief and practices as millions of rural adherents
concentrated their devotional practices and petitions around the tombs (Ernst
1997: 73—74). The rapid expansion of Sufi teachings infiltrated the Islamic con-
sciousness as the tariga networks spread throughout the Muslim world in a
spider-web pattern. Although the silsila (lineage) chains functioned to ensure
the legitimacy of the individual shaykh and the teachings that he promoted,
time and distance enabled many teachers to attract followers with less cred-
ible claims of authority linking them back to the eminent awliya’ (lit. friends of
God) and eventually the Prophet.

The loosely organised localised structures of the tarigas around an individ-
ual shaykh and his followers allowed for no central control of either doctrine
or practices. Even reputable shaykhs had little control over belief and prac-
tice outside the inner circle of followers. The classic pattern of Sufi allegiance
which still exists to the present day, consisted of an inner circle of initiates who
resided with the shaykh and an outer circle who still maintained the shaykh’s
teachings but also had other more worldly priorities. The shaykh could exercise
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a considerable degree of control over these two groups of followers. However,
outside of these groups of loyal and committed disciples there was a wider
circle that took baiat (initiation) with the shaykh as a means of acquiring sta-
tus and prestige in their social milieu. Over this group the shaykh would have
little control, either over their behaviour or the way in which they promoted
his teachings and spiritual prowess (Geaves 2000: 76—77). The more they com-
municated stories of miraculous powers to the credulous, the more their own
reputations soared through vicarious holiness or sanctity. Outside these three
groups of followers would have been an even larger group of the general pop-
ulace who would have used the shaykh to resolve a whole range of medical,
social and psychological problems through access to his spiritual counsel or
belief in his miraculous powers based on his proximity to Allah. Finally, an
even more nebulous connection to the shaykh existed in the wider popula-
tion, based on pride or status in having such an elevated figure in their locality
(Geaves 2000:17-18).

The development of a fully-fledged theosophy of sainthood, both living and
in the tomb, troubled many orthodox Muslims, especially amongst the ranks
of the ‘ulama’. There was considerable criticism of the need to submit to the
authority of charismatic men who claimed a special relationship to Allah
through ecstasy (van der Veer 1992). Some believed that Islam was being sub-
verted through vicarious holiness arising out of dependence on saints, pilgrim-
age to their shrines, adoration of their relics and total commitment of physical
and mental resources to their service (Nicholson 1989 [1914]: 146). Others
argued that the emphasis on saints was foreign to Islam and offensive to teach-
ings of Muhammad (Knysh 2017: 21).

The other major criticism of Sufism appeared from both outside and within
its own ranks. As observed above, some Sufis began to assert that the intimate
relationship with Allah which is enjoyed by the wall (friend of God) negates
the requirement of obedience to the outer laws of Islam, that is shari'a. Some
suggested that obedience to the exoteric laws and requirements of Islam was
a duty required only during the early stages of spiritual development. It was
inevitable that a dichotomy should arise between the experience of those who
claimed direct inner access to the divine and therefore felt themselves to be
completely surrendered to the divine will and those who dutifully followed
the external requirements of the shari‘a. Although Ibn Arabi would argue that
there is no contradiction with conventional Islamic doctrine, as it would not
be possible for the man of self-knowledge to contradict the revelation brought
to the messenger of God, such a doctrine is open to abuse by charlatans and
religious impostors claiming to be such elevated beings. Although, for most,
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the inner path complemented the outer, for others the experience of God’s
presence within supplied an authority that overrode the historical revelation.

If such sentiments are followed through to their ultimate logical conclusion,
Sufism can be completely disconnected from its Islamic roots and perceived as
a form of universal mysticism. Haeri, along with many other Muslims includ-
ing those from within the tarigas, finds this view extremely problematic and
labels it as “pseudo-Sufism” (Haeri 1995: 41ff). It is important to acknowledge
that the emphasis on such extreme viewpoints by Siifis usually originates from
members of the nineteenth and twentieth century Sunni Muslim reform and
revivalist movements who often blame Sufism for the decline of the umma.
However, most Stfis have been equally critical of those who have departed
from obedience to the sharia. The vast majority of the tarigas teach that inner
development is not possible without the exoteric demands of Islam contained
in the final Revelation to humankind from Allah delivered to and fully mani-
fested in the behaviour of Muhammad, the final prophet of God.

Today Sufism remains strong in Egypt, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia,
Morocco, sub-Saharan Africa, and is most threatened where secularism and
modernity result in a reformed Islam where Sifism is perceived as a super-
stitious innovation or relic from a pre-modern past. However, there are signs
of a revival throughout the Muslim world, perhaps as a reaction to religious
violence as manifested in contemporary jihadism (Geaves 2006; Geaves 2013).
Although Sufism organises itself through countless tarigas owing loyalty to a
living or deceased shaykh, the tarigas tend to live in relative harmony with
each other, recognising that they are part of a greater whole. Although each
group of murids will proclaim the pre-eminence of their founding teacher and
his successors, there is a recognition of the affective bonds that lead to these
loyalties. Increasingly groups of Sufis are meeting together, either geographi-
cally or in the virtual to promote their version of Islam as normative and to
find strength in the battle against secularism and adversaries in the Sunni
Muslim world. It is only Wahhabi and Salafi inspired movements with a takfiri
mentality who are likely to brand Sufism as sectarian. However, sharia-based
Sufi movements are likely to be highly critical of Sufi movements that are
more antinomian.

6 Wahhabi and Salafi Reactions

As already indicated, within thirty years of the prophet’s death dynastic rule
had become reality and increasingly accepted as the status quo among Sunni
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Muslims. In spite