
Variations within the Salafi Movement: 
Salafism and the State 

The alliance between the Saudi state and Salafi scholars seems very convenient and cozy at 
first. But it's much more fragile than you might think. This is because of the particular way in 
which Salafi scholars understand the legitimacy of states and legitimacy of Muslim rulers. This 
legitimacy can change and disappear very quickly, based on circumstances. Overall, Salafi 
Muslims, and Sunni Muslims in general, believe that, as long as the ruler of a country is Muslim 
in any way, shape or form, no matter if he's the worst Muslim who drinks alcohol all the time and 
only prays once a year, as long as a ruler is technically Muslim, you cannot rebel against that 
ruler. You have to obey that ruler, no matter how unjust, no matter how bloodthirsty, no matter 
how corrupt that ruler is.  
 
What this means is that, oftentimes, Salafi movements and those Muslims who follow them are 
more politically quietist than other Islamist movements that seem less conservative, that might 
seem less extreme in their religious observances. For example, when Egyptians rose up against 
President Mubarak in 2011, the vast majority of Salafis in Egypt did not attend the protest. In 
fact, most Salafi scholars in Egypt condemned the protest against Mubarak because they were 
protests against a Muslim ruler who was legitimate because he was Muslim, even though he 
was corrupt, tyrannical, despotic and a lousy Muslim to boot.  
 
We also see this very clearly in cases where Salafi scholars condemn acts of violence against 
Muslim governments, and condemn acts of violence against their allies, even if those allies are 
Western powers, like the United States. In the year 2000, a group of Islamic militants in Yemen 
bombed an American naval vessel, the USS Cole, while it was in harbor in a Yemeni port. The 
leading Salafi scholar in Yemen condemned the attack, not because he had any love for 
Americans, or any love for the American military, but because the vessel was there by 
permission of the Yemeni government, which was a legitimate Muslim government in this 
scholar's eyes. And, therefore, its agreements with the United States, its treaties with the United 
States had to be respected.  
 
People learning about Islamic extremism and the use of violence by Islamic extremists might be 
surprised by this fact. They might be surprised by the general extreme political quietism of Salafi 
Muslims. Their surprise comes from the fact that that political quietism can turn into activism, 
and can turn to violence very easily, if an important tipping point is reached.  
 
I said before that if a ruler is Muslim, if the government is led by a Muslim ruler, that government 
is legitimate in the eyes of Salafi scholars. However, the moment that ruler ceases to be Muslim, 
then rebellion against that ruler and against his government is allowed, and violence is allowed 
against that state. One of the things that can take someone who claims to be Muslim, and turn 
them into a non-Muslim, if they're a ruler, is that they fail to rule according to Sharia law.  



 
For the vast majority of mainstream Muslim scholars, states like Egypt, Pakistan, Morocco, even 
Turkey, are legitimate Islamic states. Namely, their legal systems incorporate enough Sharia 
law for Muslim scholars you can think of as rabbis, basically Muslim rabbis. They consider these 
governments to be Islamically legitimate. Therefore, the rulers are Muslim because they are 
ruling according to, in some form, even if it's watered down, God's law. However, because of 
their extreme strictness, because of their attachment to the original pure teachings of Sunni 
Islam, many Salafi scholars do not consider states like Egypt, or Pakistan, or Morocco, or Saudi 
Arabia even, to actually be ruling by Sharia law. Therefore, those states are illegitimate. 
Muslims can rebel against them. And their rulers cease to be Muslim and they become 
legitimate targets for violence.  
 
You may already be aware of a very famous example. Namely, the Egyptian president, Anwar 
Sadat, who was assassinated by a Salafi organization named al-Gamaa al-Islamiya, or the 
Islamic Association, in 1981, because they believed that his oppression of Muslims, and 
especially his peace treaty with Israel, made him non-Muslim. It removed him from the pale of 
Islam. Therefore, he became an illegitimate ruler. Muslims were not allowed to obey him and 
were entitled, they were, in fact, justified in assassinating him. 
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