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Muslims of different nationalities attend a lecture at the al-Azhar mosque in Cairo, on April 19, 2016.

Debate Political Islam

Al-Azhar failing to confront Muslim Brotherhood

The secret history of Yemeni Salafism

T
he relationship 
between Egypt’s 
Muslim Brother-
hood and 
al-Azhar is 
littered with 
hostility. 
Al-Azhar, Egypt’s 
oldest religious 

body, and the Muslim Brother-
hood, historically the most 
powerful Islamist group in the 
country, have vied over who 
represents Islam in Egypt, 
contributing to the difficult 
situation that the country finds 
itself in.

During the era of President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi, al-Azhar has been 
tasked with “renewing” religious 
discourse and clamping down on 
Islamic extremism. As for the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, after an ill-fated 
year in power, the group has been 
outlawed once again and designat-
ed a terrorist organisation.

In a speech before al-Azhar schol-
ars in January 2015, Sisi called for 
new religious discourse to fight ris-
ing Islamic extremism. “We are in 
need of a religious revolution. You 
imams are responsible before God. 
The entire world is waiting for your 
word… because the Islamic world 
is being torn, it is being destroyed, 
it is being lost… by our own hands,” 
he said.

But al-Azhar’s previous position 
towards the Muslim Brotherhood, 
compared to its position today, 
was much stronger. In the past, 
al-Azhar was known for its fierce 
ideological and jurisprudential 
battles against the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s interpretation of Islam, 

Egyptian researcher 
into Islamist groups 
Hussein al-Qadi said.

“After the presi-
dent called for a 
renewal of religious 
discourse, al-Azhar 
has failed to chal-
lenge extremist 
ideology. Earlier 
generations of al-
Azhar scholars, 
particularly during 
the 1940s, responded 

much more strongly to the Muslim 
Brotherhood attempts to monopo-
lise religious discourse for political 
gain, publishing a number of books 
and opinions about this,” Qadi said.

“They were involved in defend-
ing moderation… but they have 
practically vacated this role now,” 
he said. Al-Azhar’s senior officials 
are suffering from “weakness and 
inability to challenge extremism, 
and provide an attractive and mod-
erate vision of Islam to the youth in 
an appropriate way”, he added.

Author of Al-Azhar’s Position 
Towards Muslim Brotherhood, 
Qadi said that al-Azhar historically 
played an important role in check-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood, a role 
that appears to have been aban-
doned at a time when it is needed 
more than ever.

“They used to fight ideology 
with ideology, with their books and 
opinions being published across 
the country for access to all. These 
publications demonstrated clearly 

how the Muslim Brotherhood devi-
ated from the principles of Islamic 
Dawah  (proselytisation)… leading 
the way to the path of violence and 
terrorism,” Qadi said.

More than a year after he called 
on al-Azhar scholars to renew and 
reform religious discourse, Sisi 
hinted that Egypt’s oldest religious 
institute had failed to carry out this 
mission.

“You are the one responsible for 
religious discourse and God will 
ask me whether I am satisfied [with 
your performance] or not,” he told 
al-Azhar Grand Sheikh Ahmed al-
Tayeb in June.

“The role of clerics is not to give 
speeches in mosques but to spread 
peace among humanity… We must 
stop and change our religious 
rhetoric from mistaken ideas that 
lead to terrorism,” he added.

Criticisms of al-Azhar and its fail-
ure to tackle Islamic extremism are 
on the rise domestically. Al-Azhar 
has particularly faced strong criti-

cism for refusing to follow direc-
tions issued by Egypt’s Ministry of 
Religious Endowments, which has 
been seeking to clamp down on 
extremist preachers.

After shutting down a number of 
unregulated zawya or neighbour-
hood mosques, the ministry an-
nounced that Muslim clerics would 
be required to read from a single 
script, prepared by the ministry, 
during weekly Friday sermons. Al-
Azhar rejected the move, with the 
Council of Senior Scholars, which is 
headed by Tayeb, saying this would 
“freeze” religious discourse in the 
country.

Al-Azhar has since announced 
the establishment of a new educa-
tion body from which future imams 
must graduate. In the meantime, 
many analysts wonder whether 
al-Azhar is doing enough to fight 
extremism.

Mohsen Awad is an Egyptian 
writer.

A s 2015 drew to a 
close, many 
said al-Qaeda’s 
most active 
franchise, 
al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian 
Peninsula 
(AQAP), had all 

but been extinguished but as a new 
conflict between Iran-backed 
Houthis and an Arab Gulf military 
coalition makes headlines, AQAP 
has been able to re-expand amid the 
chaos.

AQAP’s fighters, centred around 
the strategic southern port city of 
Mukalla, number in the thousands 
and they have taken control of five 
cities and two provincial capitals 
since the start of 2016. Why has 
AQAP’s dangerous Salafist jihadist 
ideology found such fertile ground 
in Yemen?

According to Ahmed Mohamed 
al-Dagshe, a researcher into Islamic 
groups, the roots of modern Salafism 
in Yemen can be traced to Yemeni 
scholar Sheikh Muqbil bin Hadi al-
Wadi’i, who founded a well-known 
Salafist school in Dammaj in the 
country’s northern Saada governo-
rate.

Wadi’i studied in Saudi Arabia 
under a succession of 
Salafi scholars, includ-
ing former Grand Mufti 
Abd al-Aziz ibn Baz and 
was arrested over sus-
picions of involvement 
in the Grand Mosque 
seizure in 1979. After 
a few months in jail, 
Wadi’i was released and 
returned to Yemen.

“Following his return 

to Yemen, Wadi’i began by establish-
ing a madrassa in Dammaj, known 
as the Dar al-Hadith institute. He ini-
tially received support and assistance 
from the biggest Islamist group in the 
country, the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Divisions quickly erupted between 
Wadi’i and the Brotherhood after he 
criticised some of their views, which 
led to him producing a school of 
thought that differed from the vision 
of the Brotherhood and which spread 
across Yemen,” Dagshe said.

Dagshe, author of Salafism in Yem-
en, said Yemen’s Salafists had been 
monolithic under Wadi’i, focusing on 
scholarship within Yemen’s Salafist 
schools and charity work. After his 
death in 2001, Yemen’s Salafism frag-
mented between those who wanted 
to continue along the course charted 
by Wadi’i and those who craved 

greater political participation.
“Salafism began to be divided 

between those who accepted po-
litical participation and those who 
rejected it in around 1991 after some 
students and supporters of Sheikh 
Muqbil bin Hadi al-Wadi’i began to 
express concerns about the difficult 
situation people in Yemen were fac-
ing and how the politics of the time 
were affecting this. This led to the 
establishment of a number of Salafist 
charities to provide assistance to the 
people… but the real division came 
after Wadi’i’s death in 2001 when 
many Salafists decided to enter poli-
tics directly,” Dagshe said.

Salafism in Yemen can be di-
vided into three forms, according 
to Dagshe. First, a continuation of 
Wadi’i’s traditional form of Salafism, 
which is taught at Dar Al-Hadith, led 

by Sheikh Mohammed al-Imam, and 
other institutes formed by Wadi’i’s 
students. Then there is so-called 
new Salafism, which embraces 
political participation and is epito-
mised by Yemen’s largest Salafist 
political party, Al-Rashad Union. The 
party, which in 2012 became the first 
Salafist party established in Yemen, 
was established at Al-Ahsan Charity, 
a Salafist organisation with links to 
Wadi’i.

While these two schools of 
thought have a clear and direct 
link to Wadi’i, the third form of 
Salafism practiced in Yemen does 
not, although Wadi’i’s teachings did 
pave the way for its proliferation. 
“The third and final form of Salafism 
to have emerged in Yemen is that 
which can be described as violent 
jihadist Salafism, as represented by 
al-Qaeda and other groups like it,” 
Dagshe said.

Wadi’i famously criticised al-Qae-
da and founder Osama bin Laden, 
asserting that orthodox Salafism 
eschews political participation and 
especially political violence. In a 
1998 interview, Wadi’i said: “I sent 
a warning to [bin Laden] and made 
it clear to his followers that what 
we do [as Salafists] is proselytising, 
nothing more.”

Wadi’i’s death in 2001 coincided 
with al-Qaeda’s global rise. The 
group has expanded in Yemen from 
a few soldiers carrying out hit-and-
run attacks into a de facto mini-state 
in southern Yemen, with an army 
of thousands and control of the 
country’s third-largest port. So what 
is next for Salafism in Yemen?
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contributor based in Sana’a.
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A general view of the streets with banners establishing rules of 
conduct by al-Qaeda militants in the Yemeni port of Mukalla, in 
the Hadramawt province, 480km east of Aden, before al-Qaeda 
was chased out of the location.


