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Syria’s Sufis persecuted by ISIS, al-Nusra Front

Damascus

F
ollowers of Sufi orders, 
labelled “heretics and 
apostates”, have been sys-
tematically targeted by 
extremists advocating a 

hard-line interpretation of Islam. 
In Syria, al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra 
Front and the Islamic State (ISIS) 
have killed and imprisoned de-
scendants of Sufi leaders and their 
followers, wrecked their shrines 
and accused them, among other 
things, of being supporters of the 
Syrian regime.

However, jurists and religious 
scholars in Syria agree that the Sufis 
of Syria and Iraq have “pure hearts 
true to the teachings of Prophet 
Mohammad, are firm believers in 
the one and only Allah (God) and 
follow orders and schools that pu-
rify the heart.”

Sheikh Abdulhamid al-Kandah, 
mufti of northern Syria’s Hasakah 
province, stressed that the two 
well-known Sufi orders in Syria and 
Iraq — the Qadiriya Order founded 
by Sheikh Abdul-Qadir Gilani and 
the Rifa’iya Order founded by 
Sheikh Ahmad Al-Rifa’i, as well as 
their offshoots, such as the Naqsh-
bandi Order — are schools of faith 
whose aims are to find grace with 
Allah and pledge total allegiance to 
the Prophet and his descendants.

Kandah argued that Sufism prin-
ciples defied ISIS authoritarian ide-
ology. “ISIS ideology refuses such 
(Sufi) views and considers ISIS’s 
leader as the only and true caliph 

who must be obeyed and acknowl-
edged by all Muslims. Because of 
this ideological conflict, the Sufi 
orders and their shrines have be-
come the target of ISIS’s ire and re-
taliation.”

Ammar Kaddour, of the Sufi or-
der of Sheikh Muhyiddin ibn Arabi, 
maintains that “Sufi philosophy is 
founded on complete obedience to 
Allah while ISIS ideology is found-
ed on auto-deification”.

“They (ISIS) have usurped God’s 
role in judging and punishing peo-
ple. They have also accused people 
of blasphemy while such judg-
ments do not belong to human 

prerogatives but are Allah’s pre-
rogatives,” Kaddour told The Arab 
Weekly.

ISIS’s campaign against the Su-
fis in the governorates of Raqqa 
and Hasakah in northern Syria be-
gan with inviting followers of Sufi 
orders to “go back to true Islamic 
teachings”, as outlined under ISIS 
ideology, and renege traditions and 
beliefs in place for centuries.

Sheikh Fayez Sheikh Namis, de-
scendant of Sufi leader Sheikh Na-
mis in Hasakah, recalled how ISIS 
tried to intimidate him. “In mid-
2014, I was contacted by some ISIS 
emirs. They wanted me to pledge 

allegiance to their caliph, [Abu 
Bakr] al-Baghdadi. When I refused, 
they threatened me with the de-
struction of my ancestors’ and my 
father’s shrine,” he said.

ISIS pulverised Sheikh Namis’s 
shrine using 100 kg of explosives. 
They also destroyed five other 
tombs belonging to his descend-
ants, Namis said, speaking by 
phone with The Arab Weekly.

“It wasn’t enough for ISIS people 
to destroy the shrines. They also 
executed two of Sheikh Namis’s 
great-grandchildren. They were 
less than 18 and committed no 
crime except being the descend-
ants of Sheikh Namis. Moreover, 
scores of young people who de-
fended the shrines before their de-
struction were arrested,” he added.

The anti-Sufi campaign was ini-
tiated by al-Nusra Front, which 
razed the first shrine in Ayn Al-
Arus, north of Raqqa in 2013.

“Al-Nusra Emir Faysal al-Balu or-
dered a bulldozer to be brought in 
to Ayn Al-Arus to raze the shrine 
but the machine broke down at the 
wall of the shrine,” recalls Moham-
ed al-Jasem, a resident of the town. 
“So two members of al-Nusra 
brought in explosives and blew up 
the shrine. Less than 24 hours later, 
they were killed in a road accident.

“The destruction of the shrine 
sparked anger against al-Nusra 
from the local population, both 
Muslim and Christian.”

Sheikh Ahmed al-Ali, a follower 
of al-Qadiriya Order, said Sufis 
were targeted “because they did 
not declare jihad against the Syr-
ian government”. “The Sufi orders 
were declared as forms of heresy 

and their followers accused of be-
ing shabiha (pro-regime militia-
men),” he said.

Even the shrines of the compan-
ions of the Prophet, including the 
shrines of Ammar ibn Yaser, Abou 
Ibn Ka’b and Uways Al-Qarny, were 
not spared by ISIS, under the ex-
cuse that they were built by Iran 
and were used to spread Shia ideol-
ogy, Ali said.

More than 80 Sufi shrines and 
sites were levelled in Hasakah, 
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor provinc-
es and Aleppo countryside, all 
ISIS hotbeds. These included the 
1,000-year-old shrine of Ezzud-
dine Abu Hamza, a descendant of 
al-Hussain, son of Ali ibn Abi Ta-
leb, and the 300-year-old shrine of 
Sheikh Issa Rifa’i.

In addition to the shrines, ISIS 
followers systematically razed 
tombs and tombstones, which they 
regard as forms of heresy and reli-
gious perversion.

“In the ISIS ideology, there is no 
room for moderate Islam. Only the 
Wahabi version of Islam (followed 
in Saudi Arabia) is recognised and 
it will destroy any form of religious 
moderation that stands in its path,” 
according to Sheikh Mohamad Ha-
bib, a follower of the Rifa’iya Order.

Destruction of Sufi tomb headstones in the province of Raqqa 
in 2015.
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T
he man preaching in a 
northern Cairo mosque 
during a recent Friday 
prayer did not launch 
into the usual diatribe 

against the West, Jews or “unfair” 
Arab rulers. He only advised the 
people in front of him to be hon-
est, sincere and true descendants 
of the Prophet Mohammad.

“Life is so fleeting and if we 
spend it lying to and harming each 
other, there will be no good in it,” 
the preacher said. “You are, God 
says in the Quran, the best nation 
to have been raised up for human-
kind. So let us be so.”

In this, the sheikh was break-
ing away from the usual discourse 
of the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafist preachers who controlled 
Egypt’s mosques in recent years.

Almost everyone sitting before 
the preacher knew he had Sufi 
leanings, even if he did not explic-
itly state them. He is one of thou-
sands of preachers taking the place 
of the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Salafists in Egypt’s mosques.

Egypt’s government, observers 
say, is playing the Sufis against the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the ultra-
orthodox Salafists to get rid of the 
last two groups.

In addition to a presence in the 
pulpit, Sufis have established po-
litical parties for the first time. 
They have representatives in par-
liament and are entering decision-
making circles after years of mar-
ginalisation.

A Sufi figure had been appointed 
adviser to the imam of al-Azhar, 
Sunni Islam’s highest seat of learn-
ing. Sufis were on the panel that 

drafted Egypt’s constitution in 
2014.

“Sufis just fit into the current 
authorities’ vision of how moder-
ate Islam should be,” said Ashraf 
Abul Saud, a researcher into the 
political evolution of Egypt’s Sufis. 
“This is why they have support at 
the highest level.”

Some estimates put the number 
of Egyptian Sufis at more than 20 
million. They are a strong part of 
popular and religious culture with 
their colourful religious celebra-
tions.

Sufis, though, have abstained 
from politics. Their recent turn, 
observers say, stemmed from 
when their very existence was 
threatened by the Muslim Brother-
hood and the Salafists.

The Sufis, Ali Abul-Kheir, an-
other expert said, are viewed by 
the Brotherhood and the Salafists 
as heretics who have nothing to 

do with Islam. “This is why they 
came under perpetual attack when 
the Brotherhood was in power,” he 
said.

Sufi concentrations were attacked, 
mosque mausoleums — cherished 
by the Sufis — were destroyed and 
Sufi practices came under fire from 
both the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Salafists.

The Religious Endowments Min-
istry, which controls the nation’s 
more than 110,000 mosques, says 
it does not give special favour to 
the Sufis. “We keep mosques away 
from politics,” Mohamed Abdel 
Razik, a senior ministry official, 
said.

There still seems, however, to 
be more to the ongoing empower-
ment of the Sufis than the mere 
desire of the authorities to use 
them against the Brotherhood and 
Salafists.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-

tah al-Sisi, who enjoyed strong Sufi 
support during the June 2014 elec-
tion, is said to be a Sufi.

The president’s support to the 
peace-loving and moderate Sufis 
comes at a time when Egypt faces 
a stubborn Islamist-led militancy 
in the Sinai peninsula.

Abul Saud said, apart from their 
peace-loving nature, the Sufis fit 
into Sisi’s vision for what Islamist 
groups should be.

“First, they do not have the 
dream of ruling,” Abul Saud said. 
“In this, they differ from the Broth-
erhood and the Salafists, which 
want to rule and impose Islamic 
law.”

Alaa Abul Azayem, the chief of 
al-Tahrir, one of three Sufi parties 
on Egypt’s political stage, agreed, 
saying: “Ruling a country like 
Egypt is a very heavy burden, in 
fact. We only ask God to help Presi-
dent Sisi.”

Nevertheless, as much as they 
were motivated by threats to their 
presence, the Sufis’ turn to politics 
also threatens their presence. The 
God-fearing and peace-loving Sufis 
were primarily admired for their 
asceticism and devotion to God.

“This means that, by being po-
litically involved, the Sufis will 
change their very ascetic nature,” 
Abul Saud said. “This can in the 
future make their followers stay 
away from them, which threat-
ens to bring the whole Sufi house 
down at the end.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.
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Sufi procession on al-Azhar street during the Prophet’s Birthday.
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