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on the doctrine of the Salaf;53 Muhammad al-Shin qi ti and his affirmation of 
the doctrine of the Salaf;54 Abu Bakr Khuqir and his defense of the doctrine 
of the Salaf;55 and 'Abd al- 'Aziz ibn Baz, heir of the Salaf.56 

The modernist legacy of Muhammad 'Abduh and Rashid Rida is notably 
absent in the Saudi roster of Salafi revivers. In fact, according to a recent 
narrative, they fall outside the Salafi pale altogether. Instead, they belong to 
the ranks of Muslim thinkers who came under the spell of European thought, 
along with Rifaa Rafi' al-Tahtawi, Khair al-Din al-Tunisi, and Jamal al-Din 
al-Afghani. These thinkers assumed that social justice and democratic rights 
were valid ideas, and they mined the Qur'an and the Surma for texts to support 
that assumption. By contrast, the method of the true Salafis, like Ibn Taymiyya 
and Muhammad ibn 'Abel al-Wahhab, was to base their views on the Qur'an 
and the Sunna. The adoption of European ideas infected Muslim political 
thought.57 To make matters worse, Afghani and 'Abduh joined the Freemasons 
and disguised their rationalist and modernist convictions in Salafi garb. It 
was therefore inevitable when Rida fell under 'Abduh's influence that he 
would pass along his master's misguided views. They all promoted rationalism 
under the banner of Salafism, and Western writers gullibly credited them 
with reviving Salafism when in fact they exploited the call for returning to the 
Pious Fathers as a slogan for their purely political anticolonial agenda.58 Thus 
today's Wahhabi-Salafis have turned against Rida, a spokesman for legitimizing 
Wahhabism as a Salafi revival. 

This reconstruction of Salafism's patrimony is driven by rivalry with the 
Muslim Brothers and kindred activist organizations. For decades the Saudi 
government welcomed them as partners in the struggle against Arab nation­ 
alist and leftist currents. But since the early 1990s, Saudi religious dissidents, 
known as sahwa sheikhs, inspired by the Muslim Brothers' political analysis 
and activism, clashed with the government. The Wahhabi religious estate's 
tradition of polemic found a new target that it construed as a sort of innovation 
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(bid'a) stemming from European influence on nineteenth-century Muslims, 
an influence that ran straight from Afghani, 'Abduh, and Rida to Hasan al­ 
Banna to sahwi shaykhs Salman al-'Awda and Safar al-Hawaii. 
The embrace of the S~lafi mantle was both tactically convenient in the 

contest against the Muslim Brothers and their offshoots, and substantially 
easy, given the Wahhabi ularna's conviction that their theology faithfully 
reproduced the doctrine of the Pious Fathers. They did not ascribe to Salafi 
the set of modernist, nationalist, and state-building meanings that prevailed 
earlier. Instead, Salafism was reworked once again to suit circumstances of 
time and place. In the Saudi context, it was natural that Wahhabi ularna 
redefined Salafism to legitimate the official creed through the construction 
of a narrative that emphasized their unique connection to the Pious Fathers' 
careers and creeds. 

CONCLUSION 

One hundred years ago, Ottoman religious reformers did not want to be 
called Wahhabis. Najdi Sunnis did not want to be called Wahhabis. One or 
two early twentieth-century exceptions apart, nobody wanted to be called a 
Wahhabi.t? The connotations of fanaticism and heresy associated with that 
name had staying power. By contrast, Salafi became associated with purity 
and authenticity, giving it a positive connotation in modernist, nationalist, 
and contemporary religious discourses. But if Salafi can refer to a flexible 
conception of religion as a set of general principles that allow for adaptation 
according to time and place, or to a firmly fixed creed that allows for no 
tampering and regards change with suspicion, is it possible to define the 
term and classify Muslims who claim it? Without suggesting that Salafi is an 
infinitely elastic term, we might interpret its permutations as an instance of 
the ways political context shapes arguments over religious rectitude. 

As notions of civilizations' progress and backwardness took root in the Mus­ 
lim world, religious scholars looked to the Pious Fathers for principles that 
harmonized with the impulse to adapt to new conditions. Salafi shifted from a 
term in theological debates to a modernist temperament seeking a foundation 
for remaking education, law, and politics. In the emergent culture of nation­ 
alism, the call to return to the way of the Pious Fathers filled two purposes. 
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It anchored a narrative of the community's rebirth through rediscovering the 
values and virtues of the Pious Fathers, and it affirmed the community's spe­ 
cial place in the world, in this instance, as bearer of a universal divine mission. 
The latest twist in the meaning of Salafi, its association with armed struggle 
(jihad) against the Muslim world's enemies, resulting in the "Salafi-Iihadi" 
neologism, also reflects the impact of political context on religious discourse. 

Wahhabism's rebranding as Salafi accompanied Saudi Arabia's integration 
with the Muslim world. From its rise until the late Ottoman era, Wahhabism 
was a purely regional phenomenon, quarantined from the outside by the 
stigma of sedition and heresy, and from the inside by a strict view of other 
Muslims as idolaters. The fall of the Ottoman Empire removed the political 
structure sustaining the quarantine on Wahhabism. Ibn Saud's pragmatic 
outlook opened Saudi Arabia to other Muslims, taking clown the internal 
quarantine and turning a new page in interactions between his domain and 
the Muslim world. Furthermore, during the interwar period, Saudi Arabia's 
independence was a rare quality that made it appealing to nationalists in the 
Arab world. 

The charge that Wahhabisrn's claim to be Salafi is illegitimate is part of a 
struggle over who speaks for Islam. The urgency of the controversy owes some­ 
thing to the reversal in power relations between Saudi Arabia's Wahhabis and 
their Muslim critics. If we think of Muslim religious discourse operating in 
a political space, we could say that from the rnid-rrcos until the rnid-iocos, 
Saudi Arabia was in a weak position, possessing sufficient resources to defend 
its native religious discourse but definitely in a defensive posture, deflecting a 
steady stream of polemical aggression from surrounding Muslim lands. Saudi 
Arabia's accumulation of wealth in the second half of the twentieth century 
altered the balance of power, making it possible to project its native religious 
discourse to other Muslim countries through proselytizing and hosting stu­ 
dents from other countries at its universities.6o The critics are correct that 
Saudi religious scholars have constructed an intellectual pedigree that runs 
from the early Islamic period to Muhammad ibn 'Abel al-Wahhab to them­ 
selves, excluding modernists like 'Abel uh and Rida. But such rhetorical sleight 
of hand is not exceptional; it runs through the entire story of Wahhabism's 
Salafi turn. 

00 An overview of Saudi proselytizing is in Saeed Shehabi, "The Role of Religious Ideology in 
the Expansionist Policies of Saudi Arabia," in Kingdom without Borders, 183-97. 


