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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has called 
on al-Azhar — the high-
est seat of Sunni Islamic 
learning — to lead the 

change in Islamic discourse to bet-
ter support the tolerant and moder-
ate nature of Islam.

Sisi, a pronounced enemy of radi-
cal Islamist movements, made the 
plea amid an unprecedented rise 
in extremism both inside his coun-
try, where the military is fighting a 
home-grown branch of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), and outside it, espe-
cially in Iraq, Syria and neighbour-
ing Libya.

Soon after Sisi made the request, 
Egyptian religious authorities act-
ed.

Authorities moved to take what 
they described as “radical books” 
out of mosque libraries across 
Egypt.

The Ministry of Religious Endow-
ments, which controls the nation’s 
mosques, restricted the delivery 
of sermons inside the mosques to 
preachers licenced by al-Azhar. The 
ministry also dictates topics of the 
sermons, especially before Friday 
prayers, making tolerance, peace 
and love central themes of the 
preaching.

The Education Ministry, which 
oversees the educational process in 
thousands of state-run schools, has 
started a process of massive cur-
ricular change at all pre-university 
educational levels.

The changes aim to stress impor-

tant values in Islam, such as toler-
ance and love. It also underlines 
the importance of hard work and 
respect for time.

“Changing school curricula is a 
very important step if we want to 
address extremism as a problem,” 
Nadia Gamal Eddin, a professor of 
education at the state-run Educa-
tional Research Institute, said. “But 
we need to know that this step is 
only the first in a long road.”

New lessons are included in pre-
university curricula and others 
were eliminated. One of the new 
lessons included in a textbook for 
high school students stresses the 
importance of respecting time and 
the effects an ideal use of time can 
have on a person’s success, accord-
ing to local media.

Another lesson dwells on Prophet 
Mohammad’s last sermon. The les-
son focuses on important meanings 
in the sermon, such as brotherhood 
and equality among people, regard-
less of their language and race.

A third lesson, dwells on a ser-
mon delivered by the well-known 
preacher and theologian Hasan al-
Basri, who died in the eighth centu-
ry. The sermon talks about the need 
for Muslims to have tolerance and a 
sense of justice for everyone, even 
for non-Muslims.

Terrorism expert Khaled Okasha 
said changing school curricula can 
contribute to equipping Egyptians 
against radical ideologies and usher 
in a new generation of citizens who 
better understand their religion.

“We will feel the effect of this 
change years from now,” Okasha 
said.

A local newspaper two years ago 
wrote about a primary school les-

son that called for burning enemies 
alive. The report alarmed Egyp-
tians, most of whom were shocked 
when ISIS killed a Jordanian pilot 
by burning, accusing him of killing 
group members in US-led air strikes 
in Iraq and Syria.

In 2014, an al-Azhar-affiliated 
book said it was permissible for the 
faithful to kill “infidels” and eat 
their flesh. The book called for kill-
ing adulterers and Muslims who do 
not pray, even without getting per-
mission from authorities.

This is what ISIS has done to 
those it captures. The group deals 
mercilessly with opponents, espe-
cially if they are non-Muslims.

In Sinai, the Egyptian Army is 

battling the ISIS-linked Sinai Prov-
ince group that demonises troops 
and police to justify killing. Sinai 
Province beheads opponents, in-
cluding suspected informers.

The Muslim Brotherhood also 
uses religion to justify the destruc-
tion of electrical lines, the killing 
of police and attacks against police 
facilities. These misinterpreted re-
ligion-backed actions are what Sisi 
wants to eliminate. The Egyptian 
president has often warned against 
the effects of twisted religious in-
terpretations.

Once he addressed the Sheikh of 
al-Azhar, the highest religious au-
thority in Egypt, saying he would 
hold the sheikh accountable if 

religious discourse was not mod-
ernised to keep people from ex-
tremism. Another time, Sisi said 
that youths had opted for atheism 
because of their desperation with 
Egypt’s religious leaders.

Okasha said the government 
needs to strictly supervise what is 
taught in schools.

“Some teachers use lectures 
specified for theology to fill the 
pupils with radical ideas,” Okasha 
said. “The government must be 
on alert because these teachers are 
present everywhere in this coun-
try.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a reporter 
based in Cairo.
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Long road. Students in one of the al-Azhar institutes in Cairo, last May.
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gypt’s Dar Al-Ifta, the 
country’s most prominent 
religious authority, has 
agreed to “cooperation” 
agreements with other 

Sunni fatwa-issuing bodies in the 
wake of a conference of Muslim 
clerics from across the region as 
part of efforts to counter jihadist 
and takfiri ideology.

The conference — The Fatwa: 
Current Realities and Future Pros-
pects — convened August 17th and 
18th in Cairo and concluded with 
a number of initiatives to secure 
greater “coordination and consul-
tation” between national religious 
bodies.

Initiatives include the establish-
ment of a “general secretariat” for 
global fatwa issuance, as well as 
centres tasked with monitoring 
and rebutting extremist edicts, and 
particularly so-called ex-commu-
nication fatwas, as well as training 
aspiring muftis based on a “moder-
ate” interpretation of Islam.

“The conference is a good step 
forward in a very long road. We 
needed to do this a long time ago 
because we have to unify the efforts 
in confronting the excommunica-
tion orientated fatwas, which bring 
a grave danger to the Arab region, 
particularly as the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is making use of these kinds 
of fatwas,” said al-Azhar Professor 
of Political Science Hassan Wagieh.

ISIS is known for its practice of 
takfir — declaring other Muslims 
to be infidels — through which it 
justifies killing and enslavement of 
those, including followers of other 
Islamic sects such as Shias, it per-
ceives to be non-Muslims.

“These fatwas are like an atomic 
bomb and it needs to be dismantled 
before it explodes for real. We have 
already seen a taste of this… but it 
could get much worse,” he told The 
Arab Weekly.

The establishment of a General 
Secretariat incorporating different 
official fatwa-issuing bodies would 
represent an unprecedented move 
towards the unification of Islamic 
jurisprudence, with national fatwa-
issuing bodies coordinating with 
one another to, at the very least, 

agree on fatwas not accepted by 
regional states. This could even see 
the codification of a body of fatwas 
formally accepted and endorsed 
across the region, although ques-
tions remain as to what extent re-
gional countries — which follow dif-
ferent schools of Sunni Islam — can 
work together.

“This could be managed. Manag-
ing differences is a problem in the 
Arab world, not just in this affair 
but all affairs. 

But if we understand pluralism 
and understand that this is a ne-
cessity to handle diversification 
of opinion and forge the common 
ground with negotiation and crisis 
management efforts,” said Wagieh, 
who has written a number of books 
on conflict resolution.

“This needs a lot of work, with 
experts [in negotiations] and the 
clergy working together but if the 
clergy try to do the whole thing by 
themselves, without referring to 
experts, I think they will have prob-
lems,” he added.

The majority of Arab states en-
dorse an official body to issue fat-
was, with all other fatwas issued by 
clerics considered illegitimate. In 
the case of Egypt, it is Dar Al-Ifta, 
under al-Azhar University, that is 
responsible for fatwa issuance.

After the Cairo conference, Dar 
Al-Ifta announced a number of “co-
operation” agreements with other 
religious bodies, including Paki-
stan’s official fatwa-issuing body, 
as well as Algeria’s Ministry of Reli-
gious Affairs.

“What is required from the offi-
cial institutions like al-Azhar and 
Dar Al-Ifta is to work hard and con-
tinuously and never stop because 
the other side will not stop,” Wag-
ieh said. “The task is enormous.”

While in the run up to the con-
ference, Egypt’s Ministry of Awqaf 
(Religious Endowments) an-
nounced that clerics would receive 
“deterrent penalties” for issuing 
“abnormal” fatwas that “stir up se-
dition and disorder.”

“We have to go for a long-term 
solution and we have to have the 
ability of enforcement. It is not only 
how to theorise or how to get peo-
ple gathering here and there and 
when you finish the conference you 
hold another conference one year 
later. This is not enough for the cri-
sis we are facing,” Wagieh added.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi backed the move towards the 
unification of regional fatwa bod-
ies, warning against the threat of 
extremist ideology.

 “President Sisi confirmed the im-
portance of early action to ward off 
the dangers of extremist ideology 
and terrorism from Islamic society 
before this ideology can spread,” 
said Egyptian presidential spokes-
man Alaa Yousef.

The move towards greater uni-
fication in religious discourse has 
been long coming, with Sisi fa-
mously calling for a “religious revo-
lution” to confront extremist ideol-
ogy in January 2015.

Speaking before a gathering of 
clerics, Sisi said: “We are in need of 
a religious revolution. 

“You imams are responsible be-
fore God. The entire world is wait-
ing on you. The entire world is wait-
ing for your word… because the 
Islamic world is being torn. It is be-
ing destroyed. It is being lost. And it 
is being lost by our own hands.”

Egypt leads new fatwa policy to fight ISIS ideology

Good step. Egyptian Grand Imam of al-Azhar Sheikh Ahmed al-Tayeb (C), Egypt’s Grand Mufti Shawki 
Ibrahim Abdel-Karim Allam, (L) and Egyptian Justice Minister Ahmed el-Zend (R) attend the Fatwa 
international conference in Cairo, on August 17, 2015.
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