
Variations within the Salafi Movement: 
Three Main Themes in Salafism 

To understand Salifism, you can focus on three main themes that define the Salafi approach to 
religion: purity in the sources of the religion, purity in practice, and purity in theology. Salafis 
believe that Muslims should only follow the scriptural sources of the religion. They should only 
follow the Qur'an and the original teachings of the Prophet. And Salafis tend to reject later 
institutional creations, or later developments in Islam. For example, they would reject 
nationalism. They reject a lot of the centers of authority that had developed in the Islamic world 
over the past 1,400 years, because these were not originally part of the religion of Islam. These 
were not originally included in the Prophet's teachings.  
 
In terms of purity in practice, Salafis are very critical, and often reject many popular religious 
practices in the Muslim world. But popular in the sense that they don't come directly from the 
original scriptures of Islam. They don't come directly from the Qur'an or the original teachings of 
Islam, of the Prophet. So you might see in many Muslim cities or Muslim communities, Muslims 
going to the graves of holy men or holy women, and visiting their shrines for blessings or to ask 
their favor.  
 
This is unacceptable in Salafi Islam because it's seen as a rejection of the original call found in 
the Koran and the Prophet's teachings to cut out all intercession, and to never seek the help of 
anybody except God, of any force except God. Now, what this means in practice is that, 
sometimes Salafi groups actually call for the destruction of the shrines of saints. And one good 
example of this was in 2012. Salafi groups in Libya destroyed tombs of some very famous 
Muslim saints in the cities of Misurata, and other cities in Libya, after the fall of Muammar 
Qaddafi.  
 
Finally, Salafism calls for purity in belief. Oftentimes, it seems like an obsession with very 
obscure theological issues. What is the exact nature of God? How should we think about God's 
power? How should we think about free will versus predestination? This is unusual to talk about 
in a lecture about terrorism. But, oftentimes, this has political implications.  
 
For example, the insurgency led by Abu Masab al-Zarqawi in Iraq in the early 2000s, was 
heavily influenced by Salafi ideas about the proper nature of God and the proper character of 
Islamic theology. So Abu Masab al-Zarqawi rejected any non Islamic government, or 
government that he did not think was appropriately Islamic, because he saw these governments 
as actual idols that were being worshipped by people, instead of those people worshipping God 
and God's religion alone. Similarly, Abu Masab al-Zarqawi's extreme anti-Shi'ism, his extreme 
contempt for, and hostility towards, Shiite Muslims, comes from the strict theological teachings 
of Salafism.  
 



We can also see an excellent example of this today, in 2013, in some of the Salafi militias that 
are fighting in Syria as part of the opposition against the government of Bashar al-Assad. 
Namely, Salafi groups like Jabhat al-Nusra, whose opposition to Bashar al-Assad's regime is 
really theological. It's not a political opposition.  
 
They reject Bashar al-Assad's regime. And they're fighting it because they see it as heretical, 
that their Shi'ite beliefs are actually unacceptable in Islam, that they need to be combated. 
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