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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

An important strand in the literature has stressed the analytical Received 3 August 2015
distinction between the Muslim Brotherhood’s brand of Islamism and Accepted T November 2015
the Salafist movement. This article examines the shifts that have

occurred within these two movements in Egypt since the Arab Spring.

It specifically asks whether approximations between them in terms

of strategies of actions have been paralleled by ideological

approximations. The article argues that both movements have seen

increased diversification which has—especially at the fringes—

involved a reshaping of identities and ideological approximations that

may facilitate cooperation between segments of these movements in

the future.

The rapid changes in the Islamist spectrum since the 2011 Arab uprising pose significant
challenges to the study of political Islam and prompt scholars to rethink prevailing analytical
categories and concepts." An important strand in the literature on Islamist movements has
stressed the distinction between the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) brand of Islamism and the
Salafist movement in terms of ideology and action strategy.” In Egypt prior to 2011, the divi-
sion between these two strands seemed especially clear: The fact that the Egyptian MB had
renounced the use of violence and had entered electoral politics in the early 1980s set it apart
from the Salafists, who largely rejected participation in formal politics and adopted an either
apolitical or militant position. However, after the Arab uprising two major shifts occurred
within the Islamist spectrum. First, the ousting of Mubarak in 2011 was followed by the sud-
den formation of a number of Salafist political parties that have stripped the Muslim Broth-
erhood of its monopoly as the sole Islamist actor in formal politics.” Second, the ousting of
Mursi in 2013 and the subsequent repression of the MB sent shockwaves through the group.
As the organization restructures it has seen the empowerment of a youth that has openly
called into question the organization’s principle of nonviolence.*

While moderate segments within the leadership remain unwilling to curb the group’s
commitment to a peaceful strategy, the group’s official discourse increasingly yields to the
youth’s pressure:” In an official MB declaration from May 2015, the group’s leadership now
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casts the organization no longer as an evolutionary movement committed to long-term
change from below, but as a revolutionary movement.® While its position toward violence is
not yet set in stone, the MB leadership has become increasingly ambivalent as it—for the first
time in several decades—has invoked, in its declaration from May 2015, a fatwa that pro-
vides Sharia-based legitimation for the potential use of violence against the incumbent
regime.7

Moments of major change or crisis as in 2011 and 2013 have thus led to an approxima-
tion concerning the strategies of action that the Salafists and at least segments of the MB
deem appropriate to further their goals. This article asks whether this trend is paralleled by a
substantial approximation in each movement’s thought and ideology,® thus blurring the ana-
lytical divide between these two large Islamist trends. If this is indeed the case, does the Sala-
fist-MB distinction still offer leverage for the understanding of the dynamics within the
Islamist spectrum in the post-Arab Spring era?’

In light of these questions, this article (1) analyzes the political programs and program-
matic writings of four Egyptian Salafist parties and parses how their political thought over-
laps with or diverges from that of the MB and its party. While the authors primarily
examined official party lines, they are aware of internal debates within the parties and have
therefore also included unofficial media statements of the respective parties’ members into
the analysis. This article (2) surveys calls for militant action made by five Egyptian militant
Salafist groups as well as statements by the MB concerning its position on violence, and dis-
cusses how each group’s goals and legitimation of militant action differ and where they con-
verge. In the case of the militant Salafist groups, the authors analyzed each one’s founding
statements, claims of responsibility, and member statements published on Facebook and
Twitter. With regard to the MB, the authors studied statements on the group’s official Arabic
and English websites, ikhwanonline and ikhwanweb, and supplemented these with member
statements published on Facebook and Twitter as well as statements and contributions on
MB-affiliated TV channels. The authors also conducted interviews in Egypt and Turkey.

The article argues that while the MB and Salafist identities clearly continue to gain trac-
tion in the post-Arab Spring era—and thus make sense as analytical categories—an impor-
tant diversification of positions within these two camps has occurred. Especially at the
fringes of these movements, identities are reshaping in a way that potentially facilitates fur-
ther cooperation between segments of these movements in the future.

Approximation of political thought? Salafist political parties and the Muslim
Brotherhood

In order to analyze in how far there is ideological overlap between the political thought of
Salafist parties and the MB in Egypt, the authors have studied the thought of the MB and its
political party, the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP), and have selected four Salafist parties
founded after the ousting of Mubarak in 2011:'° (1) Hizb al-Nur, by far the largest Salafist
party, that was founded in May 2011 by the informal religious organization al-Dawa al-Sala-
fiyya, which is considered the major Salafist network in Egypt. While al-Dawa’s stronghold
is Alexandria, it has expanded to almost all governorates in Egypt”; (2) al-Watan, which
was founded in January 2013 by the popular ex-president of the al-Nur party, ‘Abd al-Gha-
fur, after he split off from al-Nur party'?; (3) al-Fadila, which was the first Salafist party in
Egypt and was founded in March 2011. It is one of the small Cairo-based Salafist parties,



Downloaded by [University of Newcastlg] at 09:24 03 March 2016

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM (&) 3

which were born out of previous informal Salafist networks in the Cairene district of Shu-
bra'?; (4) al-Raya, which was founded by the popular Salafist Hazim Salah Abu Ismail who
sought to run as the Salafist presidential candidate in 2012 before being disqualified. He is
particularly popular among the revolutionary youth within Salafist circles."*

The political thought of the MB and its political party

The MB was founded in 1928 as an anti-colonial movement that set up a network of social
service institutions and missionary activities. Its structural participation in formal politics,
that is, in parliamentary elections and professional syndicates, began with Mubarak’s presi-
dency in the early 1980s." In the early 1990s and 2000s the MB advanced to become a sig-
nificant opposition force in Egypt, and in the 2005 parliamentary elections the group won
the by far largest share of opposition seats.'® As the MB grew into a strong political force it
increasingly lined out its political thought and published political programs. While the
group’s thought had been relatively sceptical of democracy during the early and mid-1980s,
this changed from the 1990s onward, when the group increasingly sought to reconcile its
Islamist agenda with several democratic elements such as party pluralism, separation of
powers or the rotation of power through regular elections. However, many contradictions or
“grey areas” remained regarding the MB’s position toward several democratic concepts.'”
From roughly 2007 onward the group’s leadership, however, had formulated its political
thought to such an extent that the group presented its own vision of a state, which it termed
a “democratic, civil state with an Islamic frame of reference.”

The MB’s ideal state consists of a “democratic” and an “Islamic” component. In the for-
mer, several democratic mechanisms are adopted: Popular sovereignty is established and
realized through power rotation resulting from regular free and fair elections, the separation
of powers, and the granting of political rights, such as the right to form parties or to demon-
strate. However, the “Islamic” component of the MB’s ideal state, the “Islamic frame of refer-
ence,” has two important implications and functions within the state: (1) The MB presents it
as integral and necessary to achieve true popular sovereignty and (2) the Islamic frame of
reference curtails some of the political—as well as the personal and civil—rights granted to
individuals in Western, liberal democracies by making these rights contingent on the Sharia,
which is to function as the main source of legislation.

Thus the MB’s specific understanding of the Sharia becomes the linchpin for which rights
are granted and which are curtailed. The organization distinguishes between three groups of
Sharia regulations:

1. The first group are prescriptions (ahkam) to be followed literally. This refers to those
prescriptions related to dogma and ritus."®

2. The second group of Sharia regulations consists merely of general and guiding princi-
ples (mabadi’)—rather than strict prescriptions. They relate to the realm of relations
between individuals in the political and social sphere. Here the MB believes that God
has granted men the freedom to regulate their own affairs and that God has only
offered the Sharia’s ethical principles (justice, equality, and freedom) and the Sharia’s
general goals (magqasid) (e.g., to protect a person’s life, property or dignity)'® as guide-
lines for men. As the Sharia is understood as being rather flexible in this regard, the
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MB argues that several Western, democratic mechanisms or freedoms can be adopted
as long as they are in general accordance with these broad principles of the Sharia.*

3. The third group of Sharia regulations, however, exempts certain democratic freedoms
from that. As the MB perceives the Sharia regulations that relate specifically to (public)
morality and culture as almost unflexible prescriptions to be applied literally in almost
all cases, it seeks to apply conservative Islamic norms in the public sphere. This partic-
uarly affects gender relations in the public sphere and potentially curtails the rights of
women.”!

As the MB views the realm of morality and culture as the core of Egyptian society’s iden-
tity, the group believes that it is the state’s obligation—and the marker for true popular sov-
ereignty—to keep this realm regulated by conservative Islamic norms.”* Thus the MB
attaches major religious duties to the state, which potentially affect the political rights of
non-Muslim citizens. Although the MB uses the formula “same rights and duties” for Chris-
tians and for Muslims, stressing that it would grant the Christian minority full equality
before the law, this de facto refers only to those political rights that have no religious conno-
tation attached to them, such as active and passive voting rights for parliament.** For exam-
ple, however, the position of head of state might not be open to Christians if the state is
deemed to have central religious duties.**

Yet although the MB produces one political thought in its official political programs, the
group is clearly not a homogenous bloc. Instead, the organization consists of different gener-
ations,” or of more religiously modernist and more religiously conservative strands.”® While
the more modernist segments in the group have spearheaded the MB’s adoption of several
democratic principles since the 1990s,”” (ex)members of the group and authors have stressed
that deeply conservative forces in the group that are influenced by Salafist thought have
grown more influential within approximately the past decade.”® In 2010 these conservative
forces even assumed key positions in a reshuftle of the MB’s Guidance Council (maktab al-
irshad) and in the election of the Supreme Guide (murshid). One of this conservative
strand’s major areas of influence has been to designate the realm of public morality as one
that must be regulated by strict Islamic norms.*

Prior to Mubarak’s fall, the MB had thus been influenced by the growing weight of the
politically quietist Salafists that grew increasingly popular in society and were bolstered by
the Mubarak regime as a counterweight to the politicized MB. However, these Salafists
quickly formed several parties after Mubarak’s fall in 2011 and have thus shifted from politi-
cal quietism to a political outlook. The newly founded Salafist parties found themselves
under strong pressure to produce political programs and a political vision because they had
to compete first with the MB and later also with the militant Salafist Islamic State of Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) that surfaced in Syria and Iraq and began to administer a state-like entity.
To garner and convince supporters, the new Salafist parties would also have to present a
political vision.

The political thought of Salafist political parties

Salafist parties have not yet presented coherent visions of a state; however, they are only in
the initial stages of laying out a political vision.”® Quite some variation exists in the political
thought of Salafist parties—and certainly there are different strands and important internal
debates within these parties.”’ However, one can discern commonalities. All of the Salafist
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parties studied here seek to protect Egypt’s “Islamic identity” from influences of Westerniza-
tion and secularization by calling for an application of the Sharia. Yet at the same time all
Salafist parties also address the major social realities in Egypt: They emphasize their support
of the “Revolution of the 25th of January,” or they reject corruption, dictatorship, and social
inequality that have led to the popular uprising. All parties also engage with the widespread
popular demand following the “Arab Spring” for popular sovereignty, at least in the sense of
a rotation of power via regular elections and a separation of powers to forestall autocracy.*
Salafists, like the MB, have thus started to engage with some democratic principles.

In doing so, Salafist parties have set themselves apart from conventional notions of politi-
cally quietsist and militant Salafists known for their anti-democratic outlook. Anani has thus
talked of a “paradigm shift” within segments of the Salafist spectrum.>® Militant Salafists in
particular call for a state in which the power of the ruler (vis-a-vis the people) is emphasized
and in which modern and democratic state institutions are deemed un-Islamic and are thus
rejected. They predominantly reject parliaments and call instead for non-binding and only
temporary shura councils that are not to be elected but designated by the ruler.>*

While the Salafist political parties studied here now seek to reconcile some democratic
principles with their religious thought, they might to a certain extent draw on the example
of the MB and follow similar logics of argumentations, and develop similar political visions.
Indeed, authors have stressed that Salafist parties draw on some of the formulas and vocabu-
lary that the MB has used in the past, calling not for a theocratic state but for a “modern”
state with an “Islamic frame of reference.”” In addition, Salafist parties have argued that
adopting some mechanisms of democracy would be permissible while the spirit of the state
would be Islamist.>® However, this article’s analysis will show that beyond this use of MB
catchwords, important Salafist parties have been eager to set their political thought clearly
apart from that of the MB. This is evident in both the al-Nur and al-Raya parties.

Al-Nur and al-Raya: Setting political thought apart from Muslim Brotherhood thought

In their quest to set themselves apart from the MB, the al-Nur and al-Raya parties have
sought to present a genuinely Salafist vision of a state. It is important to note that al-Nur has
undergone significant transformation since its formation in 2011.

At the outset of the party’s foundation, party leadership under ‘Abd al-Ghafur was rather
pragmatic and sought to be relatively independent in its actions and outlook from the reli-
gious leaderhsip of al-Nur’s mother organization, the religious group al-Dawa al-Salafiyya.
This, however, led to tensions with leading sheikhs of al-Dawa and ultimately to al-Ghafur’s
exit from al-Nur and to his formation of the al-Watan party in 2013. While al-Ghafur had
sought to appeal to a broader Salafist clientel, the new leadership of al-Nur now considers
the party to be the political arm of al-Dawa and is, thus, more closely tied to the outlook of
al-Dawa’s religious leadership and in this sense to its Salafist theological-legal concepts and
discourse.””

Most starkly, al-Nur and its mother organization differ from the MB as they attach an escha-
tological function to its envisioned state. This state is understood as a vehicle to practice tawhid
(meaning “the oneness” of God or the concept of monotheism)—a central theological concept
Salafists often refer to—and to thus safeguard an individual’s salvation in the afterlife.”® This has
two important implications: First, citizenship in this state is set sharply apart from Western
notions of citizenship and is instead linked to a person’s quality and quantity of creed (various
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Salafis argue that a Muslim’s faith decreases or increases according to his deeds). Accordingly,
there is no equality before the law for all individuals, especially not for non-Muslims, despite al-
Nur’s use of the formula that non-Muslims would be granted the “same rights and same duties”
as Muslims.” Thus in contrast to the MB, al-Nur and al-Dawa not only limit the rights of Chris-
tians but also of Muslims, should their creed be deemed insufficient.

The second important implication that the designation of the state as a vehicle to practice
and realise fawhid is that this requires the implementation of the Sharia’s prescriptions, which
are to be understood (to the greatest extent possible) literally.*” Thus parliament is mainly an
organ that deducts laws from these prescriptions. While al-Nur describes the people as sover-
eign in the sense that they select their rulers and representatives within parliament, as a sepa-
ration of power is to be guaranteed,”’ the people are to be empowered vis-a-vis the ruler but
not necessarily vis-a-vis God.*> This differs from the MB, which understands the Sharia—in
some important areas, as outlined above—as more flexible, leaving parliament quite some free-
dom to formulate the laws that regulate daily life and empower the people to an extent even
vis-a-vis God. This should not imply that the MB follows a somewhat lax understanding of
the Sharia. The difference of the MB and the Salafist approach is instead based on their differ-
ent hermeneutics.*> Nonetheless, broader discussions have also taken place within al-Nur and
its base, for example regarding the scope of human reasoning in legislation.**

Finally al-Nur, in contrast to the MB, remains more sceptical and hesitant in its use of the
concept of “democracy.” While the MB promotes its envisioned state as a form of “Islamic
democracy,” al-Nur emphasizes that it adopts only a few democratic mechanisms, while it
rejects certain elements of democracy that it describes as unbelief (kufr).*

The al-Raya party also sets itself clearly apart from the MB and is distinctly grounded
within a Salafist discourse. Al-Raya’s notion of the application of the Sharia is unequivocally
clear: Al-Raya stresses men’s servitude to God.*® No laws are to be passed that contradict
God’s will as expressed in the Sharia. According to al-Raya’s understanding, the Sharia is an
all encompassing law and Sharia prescriptions are to be (merely) deducted by parliament.*”
All rights and freedoms are thus defined by a strict and literal understanding of the Sharia.
Al-Raya even avoids the word democracy more than al-Nur. And the party’s call for empow-
erment of the people (by making the people the source of authority)*® is quickly unmasked
as mere lip service, as the freedom and rights of men are clearly subjected to men’s servitude
to God. Al-Raya is also clear about the fact that, in contrast to the MB,* it does not regard
the nation-state as the primary framework for politics but seeks to establish a political and
economic union of Arab-Islamic states. Al-Raya argues that establishing such a union is a
necessity (darura) of God’s will that can even supersede other prescriptions of the Sharia.”
Here al-Raya is even more hard-line than al-Nur, which is more pragmatic in that it accepts
the Egyptian nation-state as the legitimate political framework. Yet al-Nur still seeks to
strenghten the Islamist outlook of the country’s foreign policy by for example attributing the
religious institution al-Azhar to play a prominent role in foreign policy.

Al-Watan and al-Fadila: Moving closer to Muslim Brotherhood thought

Still, differences exist within the Salafist party spectrum regarding the extent to which they
differ or converge with the MB: These differences become particularly clear between al-Nur
and al-Raya on the one hand and al-Watan and al-Fadila on the other hand.
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Al-Watan is a splinter party from al-Nur, but is keen to emphasize that it views all Salafist
parties as the legitimate parts of one Salafist trend.”" However, it has sought to clearly set
itself apart from al-Nur in three ways, in the process moving—voluntarily or involuntarily—
closer to the MB. First, al-Watan portrays itself as more inclusive and open towards Christi-
ans as well as other (non-Salafist) strands of Muslims.>* This was also one of the MB’s strate-
gies at its inception, when it sought to “stress what unites us rather than on what we differ”
in the quest to garner broad societal support.”> Second, al-Watan seeks to set itself apart
from al-Nur by presenting itself as a pragmatic political party of the political center.”* The
party’s leaders, for example, have voiced their desire to relegate religious scholars out of poli-
tics®—a position close to that of the MB, which has almost no religious scholars among its
rank and file (Azhar scholar al-Birr being one of the rare exceptions) and explicitly argues
that everything related to ritus and dogma should not pertain to politics or the political
order.”® This has an important programmatic implication: It implies that al-Watan—in con-
trast to other Salafist parties—has moved away from attaching an eschatological function to
the state. Such a shift further strenghtens the group’s move towards the political center.
Third, al-Watan uses the term “democracy” more frequently than al-Nur and al-Raya, and
officially embraces the call for a “constitutional, democratic state” with an Islamic refer-
ence.”” While this certainly does not imply that the party automatically allows more demo-
cratic rights and freedoms for individuals, it underlines al-Watan’s at least symbolic move
closer to the political center, opening up opportunities for cooperation with other political
parties beyond the Salafist spectrum.

While al-Watan especially seems to follow a tactic similar to that which the MB has pur-
sued since the 1980s (i.e., seeking cooperation with other political forces by moving closer to
the political center), al-Fadila is closer to the MB in its understanding of the Sharia. Like the
MB, it clearly—and in distinction from other Salafist parties—does not call for the imple-
mentation of the (literal) prescriptions (ahkam) of the Sharia but of its more flexible princi-
ples (mabadi’). Al-Fadila has been keen to move the discussion away from the application of
hudud, which Salafists view as a marker of Sharia prescriptions (ahkam) and which they
thus call to be applied, and has instead taken strong recourse to the concept of magqasid al-
shari’a as an important constituent of what the party considers the principles of the Sharia.”®
Thus in contrast to the other Salafist parties studied here, al-Fadila’s understanding of Sharia
has become more flexible and has in this way moved closer to the relatively more modernist
MB. This is important because a more flexible view of the Sharia allows a party to adopt
more democratic mechanisms and rights into its political thought. However, it remains to be
seen whether this will be the case with al-Fadila, especially as the party is said to have
recruited ex-militants into its rank and file.>

An approximation concerning the legitimation of violence? Militant Salafists
and the Muslim Brotherhood

It is clear that a significant amount of ideological development and diversification has
occurred within the Salafist spectrum since the Arab Spring, especially with regard to politi-
cal thought. However, ideological development and diversification within the MB has also
taken place, not necessarily concerning political thought, but concerning violence. While the
MB had adopted a nonviolent position for 30 years, a shift occurred in the group’s outlook
toward violence, triggered by the ousting of Mursi in 2013 and the repression that followed.
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However, there have also been important ideological changes concerning violence within the
militant Salafist spectrum. In order to analyze the extent to which these shifts might repre-
sent an ideological approximation of the MB with militant Salafists, the authors have com-
pared in how far their discourses on militant action overlap and where they differ.*

Concerning the militant Salafists this article focuses on five groups: (1) Ansar Bayt al-
Magqdis, which was formed in 2011. The group operates primarily in North Sinai and swore
allegiance to ISIS in November 2014. It is now called Wilayat Sina’i. It has so far committed
the by far largest-scale attacks, using advanced weaponry and has claimed the life of over
200 persons.®' In addition, the following four smaller groups have been studied: (2) Sinai-
based Jund al-Khilafa fi 1-Ard al-Kinana, which originally derives its name from Algeria’s
Jund al-Khilafa organization and in September 2014 swore allegiance to ISIS;*? (3) Ansar al-
Jihad, founded in 2011 by Ramzi Mahmud al-Muwafi, the former personal physician of
Osama bin Ladin (also known as the “Chemist”). The group considers itself the military
wing of Al Qaeda in the Sinai Peninsula;®® (4) Ansar al-Shari’a, formed in November 2012
by a supporter of Al Qaeda;** and (5) Ajnad Misr, a Cairo-based group that was formed in
January 2014 and that has so far carried out its attacks—mainly with improvised explosive
devices—in Greater Cairo.®”

Militant Salafist thought

Egypt has a long history of organized militant Salafist groups that have targeted state institu-
tions and representatives, religious minorities, and tourists alike. Militant Salafist thought—
within and outside Egypt—can be considered an amalgamate of several ideological and theo-
logical influences.

A central thinker was Sayyid Qutb (executed in 1966), whose writings have served as an
inspiration for militant Salafists.°° Inspired by the writings of the Indo-Muslim thinker Abu
1-A’la Mawdudi (d. 1979), Qutb described Muslim rulers as infidel (kafir) and the state of
Muslim societies as one of religious ignorance (jahiliyya). He based this verdict on the fact
that the rulers did not rule according to the Sharia and therefore denied God’s attribute as
sole legislator (hakimiyya). By referring to the Muslims rulers as apostates, Qutb—practicing
takfir—legitimized their ousting, described as jihad. After Qutb’s execution in 1966, his ide-
ology was adopted by militant groups both within and outside Egypt, which used it as legiti-
mation for militant action in their fight against incumbent regimes.®”

In the subsequent decades, militant Salafists merged Qutb’s thought with ideas formu-
lated by Wahhabite scholars such as Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792) and medieval Hanbalite
scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350) in particu-
lar.%® In the process, takfir was not only legitimized with the alleged un-Islamic rule of a
political authority—as Qutb had argued—but also with the violation of the Wahhabite prin-
ciple of al-wala’ wa-I-bara’ (loyality and dissociation). This concept prescribes that to be
considered a true believer, a Muslim must be loyal to fellow Muslims and dissociate from
non-Muslims. The alleged loyality of a Muslim ruler to a non-Muslim (e.g., Jewish Israel)
was considered a violation of the principle of al-wala’ wa-I-bara’ and an act of apostasy by
militant Salafists, thus necessitating violent action against such a ruler, which they labeled
jihad.*®

In the 1980s, militant Salafism as a distinct ideology was also refined in the numerous
training camps at the Pakistan-Afghanistan border—in which militant Salafists from all
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over the Arab world, including Egypt, participated and fought against the Soviets (from these
camps Al Qaeda later emerged). Here the concept of jihad saw an important transformation
as an explicitly global strategy was added to the militant Salafist outlook.”’ By the end of the
1990s, groups such as Al Qaeda had shifted their focus from the near to the far enemy: Mus-
lim regimes, with their alleged lapse in faith, were no longer considered as the main threat
for the Muslim community. Instead, the United States and Israel as non-Muslim countries
were considered illegitimate military aggressors against Muslims and occupiers of Muslim
territory.71

In Egypt, militant Islamism has a long history. Violent groups had been especially active
in the 1980s and 1990s. However, after the state’s security forces proved superior in the fight
against Islamists, Islamist violence had begun to ebb away after the late 1990s.”> However,
this changed after the overthow of Mubarak in 2011, when the ensuing decrease of state con-
trol (especially over the Sinai) and the releasing of prominent Islamist figures such as Tariq
and ‘Abbud al-Zumar from prison gave a new impetus for Egyptian militants.”> Various
new militant Salafist groups emerged. This trend further increased after the military coup in
2013, the state-repression of Islamists that followed, and with the rise of ISIS in Syria and
Iraq.

Militant Salafist groups since the Arab Spring

Militant Salafist groups in the Sinai (founded in 2011 after Mubarak’s ousting) have focused
on the far enemy and since the 2013 military coup these groups have developed an increased
interest in the near enemy (i.e., the Egyptian state) as a target. Militant Salafists have cited
Israel as the epitome of the far enemy and have thus attacked, for example, border posts and
gas pipelines.”* They also name the United States as a far enemy and thus target facilities
representing U.S. interests within Egypt. In so doing they frame their call for violence as a
defensive jihad against non-Islamic aggressions. Ahmad ‘Ashush, founder of Ansar al-Sha-
ri’a, for instance calls for jihad against the United States and Israel, describing it as a fight
against colonialism and Christianization, and for the liberation of Muslim states from for-
eign influence.”> Ansar al-Jihad uses a similar rethoric, referring to the United States as a
central enemy of Islam.”® Yet one should keep in mind that although these groups may “talk
globally,” they often “act locally” and target the near enemy.”” In so doing these groups also
frame their fight against the near enemy as a defensive jihad against an infidel power. They
claim that the Egyptian regime has lapsed from faith, thus they are praticing takfir and call
for jihad as an individual duty for every Muslim (al-fard al-’ayn). Their target is thus the
Egyptian army and police, which are said to violate the legal principle of “loyality with fellow
Muslims and dissociation from the infidels” (al-wala’ wa-I-bara’), as the army and police
side with the allegedly infidel ruler against fellow Muslims.”® The ultimate objective of these
groups is to topple the current state and to ultimately establish a global Islamic state, or a
caliphate. Whereas ISIS-affiliated groups such as Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis and Jund al-Khilafa
acknowledge the existence of a present caliphate and al-Baghadadi as its legitimate caliph
striving for the territorial extension of his caliphate, Al Qaeda-affiliated groups such as
Ansar al-Shari’a and Ansar al-Jihad have not pledged allegiance to al-Baghdadi but claim
that a caliphate still needs to be established, starting from the Sinai as an Islamic Emirate.”’
Finally, some militant Salafist groups target not only Israeli border guards and infrastruc-
ture or the Egyptian army or police, but also religious minorities. Formed in 2014, the group
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Jund al-Khilafa fi 1-Ard al-Kinana calls explicitly for jihad against all “cross-worshippers.”®’
By targeting religious minorities, Salafists also target civilians. Ansar al-Shari’a and Ansar
al-Jihad, for example, explicitly consider civil targets legitimate.*’ According to ‘Ashush,
Islamic law does not distinguish between civil and military, only between combatant and
non-combatant, while he has a very wide definition of whom is classified as combatant.®?
However, the targeting of civilians is not limited to non-Muslims. In a statement issued in
January 2015, the Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis/Wilayat Sina’i warned Muslim civilians in Sinai of
collaborating with the Egyptian or Israeli armies, an act deemed in breach of the principle of
al-wala’ wa-I-bara’ and therefore an act of apostasy.83 In this context, the method of behead-
>, 84

ing—particularly preferred by ISIS—is now in use by Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis/Wilayat Sina’i.

The Muslim Brotherhood and its “traditional” rejection of violence

For the past three to four decades, the MB’s official position has been marked by the rejec-
tion of the use of violence. Although Sayyid Qutb was originally an MB member, since the
1970s the group has officially distanced itself from the radicalized elements of his thought
and especially from his use of takfir. Hasan al-Hudaybi, the then Supreme Guide of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, was a central figure in this development. In his famous work, Preachers not
Judges,® Hasan al-Hudaybi responded to the ideas of Sayyid Qutb by addressing them indi-
rectly through a critique of Mawdudi’s ideology. Apart from rejecting the practice of jihad
against a Muslim state, Hudaybi focused on the legitimation for jihad in militant thought,
namely l‘akﬁr.86 He redefined the concept of unbeliever (kafir) and apostate (murtadd) by
disconnecting human deeds from inner belief. The deeds that Sayyid Qutb considered to be
apostasy (i.e., the rule according to manmade and not Sharia law) Hudaybi interpreted as
acts of minor unbelief (kufr asghar) and therefore merely a sin.*”

After Hudaybi’s rejection of jihad and takfir not as legitimate legal concepts but as appli-
cable mechanisms for the present circumstances, the MB advocated only nonviolent strate-
gies of political and social change. From the 1980s onward the MB chose—next to its
traditional social and proselytizing activities—to also enter formal electoral politics as a way
to further its goals. This strategy thrust the MB to the top of Egypt’s opposition under
Mubarak.®® After Mubarak’s fall in 2011, the MB even briefly came to power via elections,
winning the biggest share of seats in the 2011/2012 parliamentary elections and with its can-
didate Muhammad Mursi winning the 2012 presidential elections.*”

Changes within the Muslim Brotherhood since Mursi’s ousting

Since Mursi’s ousting in 2013, a shift has occurred in the MB’s discourse on violence. The
wave of repression and the mass arrests of the group’s leadership that followed the ousting
of Mursi, Egypt’s first democratically elected president, has sent the group into an ideological
and identity crisis” and has prompted a process of organizational restructuring within the
MB.”! This restructuring process has largely brought with it an increase of the power of the
MB’s youth, which has lost faith in the MB’s former strategy of peaceful political participa-
tion and is intent on escalating the conflict with al-Sisi, and is even prone to consider using
violence as legitimate.”” The empowerment of the youth has brought with it tensions within
the organization: between the youth and the more moderate, older segments within MB
leadership. These older segments adhere instead to the group’s traditional evolutionary
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approach: To achieve gradual social and political change via nonviolent means from below.”
Nevertheless, since 2015 MB leadership has increasingly tilted toward the youth’s outlook.”*

The most outspoken statement of the younger generation that no longer categorically
rejects violence in its struggle against the al-Sisi regime has been a call published by the
MB’s “Committee to Manage Crisis and Mobilisation”®” on the MB’s official Arabic website,
ikhwanonline, in January 2015.°° This statement, entitled “Prepare,” drew on the example of
MB founder Hasan al-Banna. Over the past 30 years, MB leadership had drawn on al-Banna
to legitimize the group’s peaceful participation in formal politics.”” However, the January
2015 statement drew a different picture of al-Banna’s legacy: It hailed al-Banna’s establish-
ment of the Jihad Brigades and the Secret Apparatus, both founded in the 1940s to fight
against the Jewish settlers in Palestine and against the British in Egypt. It also hailed al-Ban-
na’s foundation of the MB rovers in which individuals were trained not only to acquire the
ideal mindset to become a “better Muslim” but also to acquire the physical discipline and
strength necessary to obtain that goal. The statement called on the MB to prepare—with
mind and body—to fight a new enemy [the al-Sisi-regime].”® The extent to which this state-
ment represents an explicit call for militant action has been discussed in the literature.”” The
text is indeed explicit in some instances. For example, it closes with “We must prepare our-
selves ... for a lengthy, uncompromising jihad, in which we seek to become martyrs.”**
Although this could be interpreted as referring not to a jihad through violence but to a
peaceful form of jihad instead,'”" MB approval of al-Banna’s founding of the Secret Appara-
tus is a clear reference toward violence. Youth leaders have stressed that they indeed have an
understanding of al-Banna’s legacy that differs from the understanding of the MB’s old
guard. According to them, al-Banna had not presented only one method (i.e., one of peaceful
work and of gradual change via missionary work or work in formal politics). Instead they
argue that al-Banna’s method had been dynamic and contingent on the political context and
that it had involved militancy as an instrument for practicing resistance (mugawama) in
times of oppression.'**

As moderate segments within MB leadership were reluctant to curb the organization’s
avowal to nonviolence, the controversial statement “Prepare” was immediately followed by a
declaration of the group’s continued adherence to a strategy of nonviolence on the group’s
English website ikhwanweb.'”> However, in the following months, the leadership began to
increasingly tilt toward the youth’s outlook. This shift in attitude can be attributed to an
important change within the group’s executive office (the guidance council). In February
2015, elections were held to fill in those leadership positions that had become vacant as a
result of the state’s crackdown on the organization. Especially these newly elected mem-
bers—and importantly the group’s new official spokesperson, known under the pseudonym
Muhammad Muntassir'**—are open to the youth’s outlook, whereas several old guard lead-
ers reject that perspective and instead hold on to the Brotherhood’s traditional commitment
to nonviolence. While this has created considerable tension within the leadership, the
group’s official media outlets—and with it the Brotherhood’s “official discourse”—has since
been under the control of the new leaderhsip segments.'*

As a consequence, the group’s “official discourse” began to sharpen considerably toward
the Sisi-regime in the following months. In his statements, Muntassir has repeatedly called
for vengeance for those Muslims killed during and after the raid of the protesters’ camp in
Rabi’a al-’Adawiyya Square by Egyptian security forces in August 2013, and has decried al-
Sisi and members of the security apparatus as “butchers.”’°® But while MB leadership
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originally refrained from using religious terminology, for example, by calling for jihad, and
refrained from explicitly calling for violence,'”’ this recently seems to have changed, espe-
cially after an Egyptian court sentenced ex-president Mursi to death in May 2015.

In an official statement published on 28 May in Arabic and on 29 May on the English
website, MB leadership affirmed that it had “reached a final decision, after consulting [with]
its popular base”'® and declared that effective immediately, “the revolutionary option with
all its means and mechanisms is [the group’s] strategy from which there will be no
retreat.”'% To further elaborate on the means and mechanisms deemed legitimate, the MB
in its statement invokes a fatwa, issued by 150 Islamic scholars from 20 countries.'' In the
fatwa “The call of Egypt,” the resistance to injustice (zulm) and the overthrow of al-Sisi’s
regime is described as a legal duty. According to the fatwa: “Rulers, judges, officers, soldiers,
mulftis, media representatives, politicians and any other party proven beyond any doubt to
be involved in the crimes of violating honor, bloodshed and illegal killing, even if through
inciting such acts, are considered, from Islamic perspective, murderers to whom all rulings
related to the crime of murder are applicable.”''" Redress for murder according to Islamic
law can be financial compensation in form of blood money (diya)."'* But if the killing was
intentional and the status—and therefore monetary value—of the person killed is the same
as or higher than that of the perpetrator, retaliation (i.e., the death sentence is permitted).'"?
While in earlier official statements the MB called al-Sisi and other members of the regime
“murderers” or “butchers,” it now explicitly refered to a fatwa that offers a Sharia-based jus-
tification for violent acts and potentially even the killing of al-Sisi and members of his
regime, including personnel of the security apparatus. However, this legitimation is not
derived from the principle of takfir, which militant Salafists use to legitimate their violent
actions and that Sayyid Qutb had introduced to fight regimes.'"*

By eclipsing the notion of takfir from its discourse and by instead framing members of the
al-Sisi-regime as murderers, the MB aligns its discourse with that of those militant groups
that do not use a religious rhetoric, such as Popular Resistance and Revolutionary Punish-
ment.''> While these groups’ exact compositions are not known they are said to be co-
founded by ex-MB youth''® but to also include non-Islamist members.''” These groups also
use vengeance and retaliation for murder as a legitimation for violence—albeit in contrast to
the MB without religious legitimation or referring to fatawa, thus allowing them to attract
members outside of the Islamist camp.''®

However, the MB seems to follow a double strategy. Although it integrates into its dis-
course elements that reverberate with groups such as Revolutionary Punishment and Popu-
lar Resistance, it also integrates Salafist arguments—especially in the MB-affiliated media,
such as Misr al-An and Rabi’a TV channels.!'® Here, air time is given to Muslim scholars
who have argued along Salafist lines—and even against the MB’s traditional rejection of con-
cepts such as practicing takfir—that the killing of Egyptian soldiers and al-Sisi is a legal
necessity (darura) that justifies reciprocity (mu’amalat bi-l-mithl) for violations perpetrated
by the regime.'** Air time has also been given to preachers who have declared al-Sisi, his
security apparatus and those who support him an apostate.'*" In addition, the fatwa invoked
by the MB in its statement from May 2015, which legitimates potential violence, is signed by
several Salafist scholars from within and outside Egypt.'*

Thus in a time of crisis (since Mursi’s ousting and the severe repression that followed), the
MB demonstrates more sympathy in its affiliated media toward Salafist positions and grants
them air time. This seems not so much an approximation to Salafist thought as it is part of a
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wider MB strategy to build broad alliances in its struggle against the al-Sisi-regime and in its
quest to reinstall the democratically legitimate rule of the MB.'**

Interestingly, segments within the militant Salafist spectrum in particular show ideologi-
cal shifts that can be considered to be an ideological approximation to the MB, as they have
started to eclipse those Salafist ideological elements that fundamentally clash with traditional
MB thought. The group Ajnad Misr is a case in point.

Ajnad Misr: A militant Salafist group moving toward the Muslim Brotherhood

Ajnad Misr was formed on 23 January 2014."** Its relationship to Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in
particular is ambiguous: Although the group was considered to be the Cairo-based wing of
Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis after it described the latter as brothers,'* it has not pledged allegiance
to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and differs greatly from the arguments made by Ansar Bayt al-
Maqdis and other militant Salafist groups. Ajnad Misr does not insist on the establishment
of a global caliphate that reflects the global umma but rather it recognizes Egypt as a distinct
nation-state that should be converted into an Islamic State.'® Thus Ajnad Misr focuses on
the current Egyptian regime as the primary enemy and has coordinated attacks in Greater
Cairo targeting police officers, stations, and vehicles.'*” The group has labeled its perpetrated
attacks as “Retribution is life” (gisas hayat)."*® This points to another important characteris-
tic of Ajnad Misr that sets it apart from other militant Salafist groups. While Ajnad Misr’s
line of argumentation clearly exhibits militant Salafist ideology—the group for example
refers to scholars such as Ibn Taymiyya and to sira-literature in order to justify its militant
action against the Egyptian state'*>—the group refrains from practicing takfir.">° Although
Ajnad Misr refers to al-Sisi as taghut, a term that means “tyrant” but also implies the
Quranic meaning of “false god” or “idol”, it refrains from calling anyone an unbeliever
(kafir) or an apostate (murtadd). Even the police, army, and security apparatus are labeled
as “criminal agencies”"*' (al-ajhiza al-ijramiyya) in Ajnad Misr’s regularly published claims
of responsibility. As a consequence, instead of justifying its jihad, which the group declares
the individual duty of every Muslim, with takfir, it calls for vengeance and retribution. In so
doing it aligns itself with the line of argument advocated by the MB.

Ajnad Misr thus functions as an ideological hinge: As representatives of the militant Sala-
fist strand, it potentially opens up for non-Salafists by tying its call for jihad to retribution.
Indeed, authors have reported that also some ex-MB members have joined the ranks of
Ajnad Misr.'*?

Conclusion

This article has asked whether the post-Arab Spring era has witnessed an ideological
approximation between the two large Islamist strands—the Salafist and the MB move-
ment—in Egypt, concerning their notion of the state and of violence. To this end, this article
has analyzed the ideological dynamics within the MB and among a variety of Salafist parties
and militant groups.

Concerning the issue of political thought, this article has argued that all Salafist parties
studied here have—like the MB—adopted some democratic elements, such as the rotation of
power through regular elections or separation of powers. However, especially al-Nur (and its
mother organization al-Dawa) as well as al-Raya have set their political visions apart from
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that of the MB and have grounded these visions within Salafist legal-theological concepts
and discourse. The most striking marker of their political thought is the linking of citizen-
ship to a Muslim’s quality or quantity of creed, and the attaching of an eschatological func-
tion to the envisioned state. But as the Salafist spectrum diversifies, some Salafist parties not
only choose their points of reference from within Salafist circles but also use arguments that
reverberate MB discourse. These ideological moves towards the MB of certain segments of
the Salafist movement are matched by a “Salafization” of parts of the MB.'** Ideological
dynamics within the Islamist spectrum are thus cutting across the Salafist~-MB division.
They have also been paralleled by cooperation between some Salafist parties and the MB
since Mubarak’s ousting.

With regard to the question of violence, this article has argued that not only the MB but
also the militant Salafists have seen important changes since Mursi’s ousting in 2013. New
militant Salafist groups have emerged. While some are oriented toward ISIS and have
increased their ideological distance to MB thought, other new militant Salafist groups have
instead eclipsed those elements of the traditional militant Salafist doctrine that fundamen-
tally clash with MB doctrine. This potentially allows more MB members to identify with
these groups. On the other hand, although the MB displays more sympathy toward militant
Salafist argumentation in its affiliated media (such as Misr al-An or Rabi’a TV), it does not
seem to have adopted Salafist positions toward violence into the group’s official discourse.
Instead, the MB in an important official statement from May 2015 refers to a fatwa that
legitimizes potential violence as Sharia-prescribed redress for murder.

Struggles to redefine the MB’s identity and especially the legacy of its founding father Hasan
al-Banna are especially prominent among the violence-prone segments within the MB youth.
Should these MB segments in the process start to rely more strongly on the teachings of Sayyid
Qutb (the other influential historical MB thinker after al-Banna) and on his conception of takfir,
the greater the common ground between them and the militant Salafists might become. The MB
and Salafist identities clearly still gain traction in the post—Arab Spring era and thus make sense
as analytical categories, but scholars should take note of how these identities are currently being
redefined, especially at the fringes of the movements. Without buying into the “ISIS-ification”
of the MB brand of Islamism'**—a policy and discourse that authoritarian regimes are currently
perpetuating in the region, especially in Egypt and the Gulf, largely in an effort to reverse the
Arab Spring—a further ideological approximation between the two large Islamist trends could
facilitate cooperation in the future.
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See for example the analysis of Lacroix, “Sheikhs and Politicians,” and al-Anani/Malik, “Pious
Way”; see also Utvik, “The Ikhwanization of the Salafis,” pp. 5-27. While most Salafist parties
remain hesitant to use the term democracy, one Salafist party, however, openly calls for a “con-
stitutional and democratic state” with an Islamic or Salafist frame of reference, the al-Watan
party. See ‘Abd al-Ghafur, Ru’ya Hizb al-Watan (1). Finally, like the MB, several Salafist parties
also use the formula that the Christian minority would enjoy “same rights and duties” as Mus-
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2015), n.p. Available at www.facebook.com/watanpartyeg/timeline?ref=page_internal (accessed
6 May 2015).
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