
Variations within the Salafi Movement: 
Salafism and Violence 

The question of the legitimacy of states, the legitimacy of a Muslim state, what makes a ruler an 
acceptable Muslim, is important because it leads us directly into the issue of Salafism and 
violence. If you've come across the word Salafi, either watching the news or reading the 
newspaper, you've probably come across it as part of the phrase "Salafi jihadi." "Salafi jihadi" 
refers to militias or jihad organizations that are Salafi in their outlook, Salafi in there school of 
thought. These two terms are associated, or we associate Salafism with violence today. Not 
because there's anything particularly violent about Salafi Islam. Salafi Muslims and Salafi 
scholars don't believe anything different than mainstream Sunni Muslims, mainstream Sunni 
scholars, or even Shiite scholars, when it comes to the doctrine of jihad, or holy war.  
 
The difference is, not in their beliefs about violence, but in their world view overall. I mentioned 
before that Salafism is tightly bound in the world view of seventh century Arabia, of the early 
Muslim world. What that means is that if you are stuck in that time period, mentally, you're not 
looking at the world through the lens of modern geopolitics, through the lens of American 
military superiority, or of new world order governed by international organizations like the United 
Nations, where certain powers generally have their way. You're looking at the world through the 
lens of a seventh or eighth century Arabia.  
 
What that means is they see the world today as the same kind of battlefield that those Muslims 
faced in the early Islamic period. Despite this fact, overall, the vast majority of Salafi scholars do 
not view violence or jihad any differently than mainstream Sunni Muslim scholars. They consider 
jihad to only be allowed if it's declared by a legitimate Muslim ruler. And jihad has to be 
undertaken by a Muslim state, with its army. It's not a banner taken up by a vigilante, or by a 
non-state actor, or an organization that has an axe to grind. That's why the vast majority of 
Salafi scholars condemn terrorist organizations and terrorist acts.  
 
For example, all the leading Salafi scholars inside Arabia condemned the 9/11 attacks on the 
United States. As I mentioned before, the leading Salafi scholar in Yemen condemned the 
attack on USS Cole. And that same scholar wrote extensively about how jihad was a cruel 
creature that was eating up young Muslims and chewing them up, that jihad was being 
misunderstood and misconstrued by these terrorist organizations, and it was luring young 
Muslims into this trap. However, there's also instances, and these are probably ones that are 
best known to people, of Salafi organizations that take up arms because they consider the 
Muslim states in the world to be illegitimate. In light of this absence of legitimate Muslim rulers, 
they see it as completely legitimate to act as non-state actors, as vigilantes, if you will, who take 
up the call to jihad because no one else well.  
 
An excellent example of this is the Lashkar-e-Taiba in Pakistan, who view the state of Pakistan 



as generally acceptable, even though it's not an ideal Islamic state. But they see this state of 
Pakistan as unwilling to actually confront the real enemies of Islam in places like India. And so 
Lashkar-e-Taiba takes it upon itself to carry out acts of violence against Indian interests 
because it sees Indians as not only unbelievers, but also enemies of a Muslim state.  
 
We're not interested simply in violence. We're interested in a specific type of violence, namely 
violence against civilians for political ends, which is generally how we understand terrorism. 
When it comes to violence against civilians for political ends, groups that follow Salafi ideologies 
carry this out, there's nothing actually specifically Salafi about what they're doing at all. In fact, 
there's nothing really Islamic about what they're doing. The strict understanding of the Sunni 
Islam that Salafi groups supposedly follow does not allow the targeting of civilians. Islamic law 
on jihad does not allow the intentional targeting of civilians. At most, it allows civilians to be 
harmed if they are collateral damage. You've heard this term used by the American military.  
 
If civilians are harmed as a byproduct of attacks against a military force, that's acceptable. 
However, Islamic law forbids the specific targeting of civilians, whether they're Muslim or non 
Muslim. So in this case, attacks like 9/11, that targeted the World Trade Center, or attacks on 
civilians in Iraq or Syria, or any other country, for example, the Mumbai attacks in India, which 
were carried out, allegedly, by Lashkar-e-Taiba. These acts are not only not a product of Salafi 
ideology. They are not legitimate product of Islamic ideology at all.  
 
The arguments that the groups carrying out these attacks use are actually based in democratic 
ideology. When Osama bin Laden justified attacking American civilians, he said American 
civilians were fair targets because they had voted for the American government. And, therefore, 
they approved of its policies, therefore they were to blame for the actions of the American 
government. Other organizations, like Lashkar-e-Taiba I mentioned which is based in Pakistan, 
excuse their attacks on Indian civilians who are majority Hindus, because these are unbelievers 
who are enemies of Islam.  
 
However, if they were to follow the actual strict teachings, not only of Salafi Islam, but of Islam 
as a whole, they would actually go and try and teach these Indians about Islam to give them a 
chance to become Muslims themselves. They would not simply kill them. And this is why all the 
Salafi scholars, all the Salafi scholars of note, and the vast majority of Salafi scholars, period, in 
Pakistan condemn the violent actions of Lashkar-e-Taiba and their attacks on civilians in India. 
 


	Variations within the Salafi Movement: Salafism and Violence

