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THE LESSER OF TWO EVILS:
THE SALAFI TURN TO PARTY POLITICS IN EGYPT
William McCants

INTRODUCTION
In Egypt’s November 2011–January 2012 balloting, political parties belonging to the ultraconservative Salafi
movement captured 25 percent of the vote in the country’s first free parliamentary elections in decades. For
many observers, the only thing more surprising than the
size of the Salafis’ victory was the Salafis’ decision to
establish political parties to contest the elections in the
first place. Salafis typically condemn parliaments as
usurping God’s role as lawmaker and decry party politics
as violating the Qur’anic command not to split into factions.1
The fact that some Salafis have embraced parliamentary
politics in Egypt is neither new nor unprecedented in the
region. However, their support for political participation
has waxed and waned with their changing perceptions of
the fairness of elections and the risks of sitting on the
sidelines. In examining these shifting views, one can see
that many of Egypt’s Salafis, especially in the wake of
Hosni Mubarak’s fall, have accepted parliamentary party
politics for a specific reason: they believe the benefit of
shaping the nature and activity of Egypt’s new government would outweigh the cost of compromising their
principles and leaving the work to their competitors,
which include secularists and less conservative Islamists.
Similar calculations will likely be made when there are
open and fair elections in other Muslim-majority countries that have large Salafi populations with institutional
clout they wish to protect. Such political participation
has reduced, and may continue to reduce, the appeal of
jihadi Salafis and their message of violent government

overthrow. In this way, the United States’ interests may
be best served when the electoral tent is as wide as possible in these countries.

DEFINING SALAFISM
Salafism is not new to Egypt. Some of the first avowedly “Salafi” bookstores and magazines in the Middle East
were established in Egypt in the early twentieth century,
when the movement began. Indeed, the powerful
Egyptian Salafi institution, Ansar al-Sunna, was established in 1926, two years before the founding of the
Muslim Brotherhood, considered the archetypal Islamist group.2 (A fraternal order, the Brotherhood is relatively inclusive on questions of law and dogma, so its
ranks include Salafis as well as less conservative Islamists.3)
Salafism is notoriously difficult to define because its
practitioners prefer to say what it is not rather than
what it is. Broadly speaking, Salafism is the method of
modeling one’s thought and behavior on Muhammad
and the first three generations of Muslims, called the
“forefathers” (salaf).4 Consequently, Salafis refuse to
exclusively follow the legal rulings of one of the four
Sunni schools of law, although they revere the ninthcentury founder of the Hanbali school of law, Ahmad
bin Hanbal, and adhere to his theological teachings.
(Ibn Hanbal opposed rationalist speculation on the nature of God.) Ibn Hanbal’s legacy received a strong
ideological boost from the Damascene scholar Ibn
Taymiyya in the fourteenth century, who skillfully elaborated the school’s doctrines and refuted its critics.
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Four hundred years later, in the eighteenth century, Ibn
Taymiyya’s elaboration of Hanbali theology was operationalized politically by Muhammad bin Abd al-Wahhab
when he excommunicated the tribes in Arabia that refused his religious message. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s political partners, the Saudi family, used the tribes’ rejection as
justification to conquer the Arabian Peninsula and establish the first Saudi state. Since that time, outsiders have
employed Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s name to label the current Saudi state’s conservative form of Islam as “Wahhabi,” though adherents of the religious vision refer to
themselves as “monotheists” or, increasingly, “Salafis.”
Given that there is so much affinity between Salafism
and Wahhabism, it is little wonder that the two have become virtually synonymous, particularly since Saudi
money and institutions have promoted Salafi scholarship
throughout the world.

necessary one if Salafis can elect God-fearing candidates who will prevent a greater harm of a secular state
and will push for the establishment of an Islamic one.6
Shakir and al-Albani each reached their conclusions in
the context of relatively free parliamentary contests in
1940s Egypt and 1990s Algeria, respectively.

TO RUN OR NOT TO RUN:
SALAFIS, PARTY POLITICS, AND
PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS

Even before the Egyptian revolution, though, some
prominent Egyptian Salafis had either dabbled in politics or were reconsidering their decision to stay out of
parliamentary elections. The popular Salafi Hazim Salah
Abu Isma`il successfully ran for parliament in 2005,
with the support of the Muslim Brotherhood, but the
Egyptian government overturned the results of the
election (the Egyptian election commission also recently blocked his candidacy for president). In 2010, there
were reports that Yasir Burhami, a leader of the powerful Salafi Call Society headquartered in Alexandria, and
some of his followers had considered putting forward
Salafi candidates for the parliamentary elections of that

For many Salafis, therefore, the less of a sham parliamentary democracy is the more necessary it becomes to
take part in the electoral process. Thus, when Kuwait
held parliamentary elections in the 1980s, some Salafis
abandoned their opposition to parliamentary politics in
a bid to shape the way in which the state would be governed and offset the influence of the secularists and
modernist Islamists like the Muslim Brotherhood.7 At
their head was Abd al-Rahman Abd al-Khaliq, an Egyptian who resettled in Kuwait and established the Revival
of Islamic Heritage Society. The society supports the
most powerful Salafi political association in Kuwait
There was a time in the early twentieth century when
(political parties are not allowed) and regularly helps
Salafism engaged with modernity and sought to
elect candidates to office. In several
Islamicize it in the same way that the
influential books, Abd al-Khaliq has
Muslim Brotherhood has done. But
urged his fellow Salafis in Kuwait
after World War I, the urgency to do
and across the Muslim world to
so faded, with the end of European
Many Egyptian Salafis could not
embrace parliamentary politics as a
colonialism, the rising cultural conficountenance leaving the task of
necessary evil to ensure that they
dence of Muslim conservatives fueled
remaking the state to the secularhave a voice in government.8
by Gulf money, and the success of
ists or the Muslim Brotherhood.
the conservative Saudi state. All this
The same rationale that has led
invigorated the purist genes embedsome Salafis to engage in politics in
ded in Salafism’s Hanbali DNA.5 (Ibn
Kuwait exists in Egypt, but even
Hanbal and his successors routinely
more so. Whereas Kuwaiti Salafis can only seek control
denounced the introduction of “foreign” elements into
of the legislature and cannot form the executive branch
Islam, such as Greek learning and folk traditions, and
or end Kuwait’s monarchy, Egyptian Salafis can comdrew sharp lines between those who adhered to their
pete within all branches of government and be in a pocreed and those who did not.) Today, Salafis take particsition to help write a new constitution. Many Egyptian
ular pride in doggedly denouncing any ideology that
Salafis could not countenance leaving the task of remight be a Western import, though they embrace many
making the state to the secularists or the Muslim BrothWestern technological innovations, like the Internet, and
erhood.
organizational advancements, such as universities.

One element of modernity has faced particular criticism
from Salafis: parliamentary democracy. Most Salafis either view it as a sham (which is not far from the truth,
historically, in the Arab world) or antithetical to Islam
because it allows humans to usurp God’s role as lawmaker. Yet some revered Salafis like Ahmad Shakir and
Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani have had a differing
opinion, arguing that while it is an evil, it is sometimes a
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year. This was consistent with the position of the Salafi
Call just before the revolution, which softened its stance
on participating in elections over the last decade after
having forbidden it in 1987, on the grounds that parliaments are contrary to Islam.9

between the Brotherhood and the three Salafi political
parties—Nur, Asala, and Building and Development—
and, specifically, the Brotherhood’s attempt to dominate the candidate lists ultimately led to the collapse of
an electoral alliance they had formed with each other.13
The Salafi parties subsequently joined forces in their
own “Alliance for Egypt.”14

Still, many in the Salafi Call’s leadership were ambivalent
or hostile to participating in elections in the years leading
up to the revolution. In 2009, one of the Salafi Call’s
The Salafi parties are formidable, drawing their support
founding members, Muhammad Isma`il al-Muqaddam,
from charitable institutions with broad geographical
voiced the concern of many senior Egyptian Salafi leadreach, popular satellite channels, and deep pockets that
ers that participating in parliament is harmful because, by
are allegedly filled with Gulf petrodollars (estimated by
its nature, it requires compromising one’s beliefs: “Polione analyst at $1 billion).15 One particularly influential
source of largesse is the Revival of Islamic Heritage
tics is based on interests and does not know principles.
Society, the Kuwaiti organization that spurred Kuwait’s
It knows the Machiavelli principle: the end justifies the
Salafis to embrace parliamentary politics. The society
means.” Muqaddam argued that having to adjust their
was the subject of some controversy recently when
values and take part in political horse-trading would
news reports revealed that it had donated $19 million to
damage the Salafis’ integrity, which is the source of their
Ansar al-Sunna, the Egyptian Salafi institution menpower in society. (Non-involvement in politics also had
tioned above that has strong ties to the Salafi Call.16
the benefit of earning Salafis the benign neglect of the
(Critics charged that foreigners were influencing the
Mubarak regime.) Muqaddam further argued that parEgyptian elections.) Abd al-Khaliq,
liamentary politics since independthe founder of the Revival of Islamence have been a sham. Nevertheless,
ic Heritage Society, has also claimed
he refused to condemn Salafis who
Jihadi-Salafi ideologues have been
to have been instrumental in pushadvocated for participating in parliaat pains recently to explain to their
ing Salafis in Egypt after the revolumentary elections, arguing that they
followers why Salafis should not
tion to form political parties.17 At
have arrived at a different opinion
get
involved
in
politics
when
the
the very least, he is highly esteemed
based on their careful reading of the
stakes are so high and the elections
by many influential Egyptian Salafi
texts and their consideration of the
clerics, some of whom sit on Ansar
public good. Muqaddam also enviare so free.
al-Sunna’s Shura Council. In March
sioned changing his mind if circum10
2011, the council endorsed Salafi
stances were to change in Egypt.
And change they have.
participation in the country’s parliamentary elections, a
pivotal moment in mass Salafi politics in Egypt.18 The
In recent years, Salafis in Egypt have shown themselves
Salafi parties won 123 of the 498 seats contested (alto be politically savvy. Most Egyptian Salafi leaders remost 25 percent), with Nur taking the largest share at
fused to call for Mubarak’s ouster, either voicing their
107.
strong support of him, remaining silent on the issue, or,
in the case of the Salafi Call, issuing cautious proAbd al-Khaliq and the Salafis who agree with him have
nouncements that the popular uprising that began on
been criticized by the numerically-superior but politicalJanuary 25, 2011 undermined the security of the counly-quietist Salafis in the region, as well by the small mitry.11 Having benefited from Mubarak’s benign neglect,
nority of so-called jihadi Salafis—Salafis who believe
the Salafis had a lot to lose if they turned against him
that violence is the best way to establish an Islamic
and he managed to remain in power. After the fall of
state. Like their quietest Salafi counterparts, jihadis beMubarak, though, many of these same leaders began
lieve Muslims should not be involved in parliaments
organizing political parties. At their head was the Salafi
and party politics. But this does not mean they all comCall, which, despite the hesitation of some of its leading
pletely reject democracy; many believe in electing rulers
lights like Muqaddam, founded the Nur Party. The puband representatives to make sure those rulers implelicly articulated rationale for doing so was so that secument Islamic law properly.19 Nevertheless, jihadi-Salafi
ideologues have been at pains recently to explain to
larists would not dominate the political field. The more
their followers why Salafis should not get involved in
private but no less urgent rationale was so that their Ispolitics when the stakes are so high and the elections
lamist competitors, the Muslim Brotherhood, would not
are so free, at least in Egypt. Many of the most pointed
dictate terms in the post-Mubarak era.12 The competition
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questions are posted online by Egyptian jihadi Salafis,
who now find their loyalties divided between their nolonger quietist shaykhs and their jihadi shaykhs.20 To
assuage these concerns, jihadi-Salafi scholars like Abu alMundhir al-Shinqiti have gone so far as to sanction participation in the Nur Party as long as participation is
confined to missionary activities, and does not entail
voting or standing for office.21 (He has even conceded
that secularists do not want to create totalitarian governments under the guise of democracy and that true
parliamentary governments are better than those that are
authoritarian.22)

separate judicial, executive, and legislative branches;
freedom to form political parties and elect rulers and
representatives; free speech and association;24 and economic privatization.25 As for non-Muslims, Nur says
they should be governed by their own religious doctrines and strictures when it comes to “personal status
laws” (family matters like marriage and divorce).26 But
perhaps most surprising, in his interview with Al
Jazeera, the party’s head, Imad Abd al-Ghafur, said that
women should not be forced to wear a veil.27 Abd alGhafur has also stated that Copts and women should
be allowed to run for any political office, even the presidency, because the Egyptian Constitution treats them
as equals of Muslim men.28

The Salafi approval of parliamentary democracy in the
wake of the Arab uprisings is not without its own comThe smaller Salafi parties—the Asala Party and the Isplications when it comes to violence. Abd al-Khaliq’s
lamic Group’s Building and Development Party—make
role in the Salafi turn to parliamentary politics in Egypt
clear in their platforms that they share Nur’s desire for
has been hailed by many (including this author) as a posa parliamentary system, a separation of powers, free
itive step toward discrediting the methods of violent
speech, and economic privatization.
Salafi groups like al-Qa’ida. Yet his
Like Nur, Asala characterizes ShaRevival of Islamic Heritage Society
ri’a as the “primary source” for
was designated a terrorist-funding
Just as the parties can sometimes
legislation and allows for nonorganization in 2008 by the United
be at odds with the politics of their
Muslims to be governed by their
States for bankrolling al-Qa’ida and
base, they can also be at odds with
own personal status laws.29 But it
other Sunni Islamist terrorist groups.23
In a similar vein, onetime al-Qa’ida
goes beyond Nur by proclaiming
the religious sensibilities of their
associates now play a prominent role
“the right of the people to delimit
members, even the most prominent.
in Libyan politics after Muammar
the laws and principles by which
Qadhafi’s fall. Furthermore, the Islamthey are governed so long as they
ic Group, some of whose members in
do not contradict the Islamic Sha1981 were responsible for assassinatri’a.”30 The Building and Developing former President Anwar Sadat and which terrorized
ment Party goes even further in its platform, accusing
Egypt in the 1990s and mercilessly criticized the Egypthe Mubarak regime of having fostered secularism by
tian Muslim Brotherhood for participating in elections
making Shari’a merely the primary source of law rather
that were obviously rigged against them, founded a politthan the law itself. It therefore calls on the new parliaical party, Building and Development. The party, part of
ment to codify the laws of Shari’a so that they can be
the Salafi Alliance for Egypt, won thirteen seats in the
implemented. The party assures non-Muslims and
lower house of parliament in the recent elections. Such
women that this will not violate their rights but does
contradictions will no doubt multiply as the fight against
not offer specifics how those rights will be protected.31
authoritarian Arab governments shifts from the battlefield to the ballot box.
On foreign policy issues, all three parties want closer
ties with African nations, particularly their neighbors.
Nur’s platform wants Egypt’s overall foreign policy to
POSITIONS OF SALAFI PARTIES
be peaceful and based on “mutual respect and equal
relationships.”32 As for Israel, the Asala Party, the
Complications abound, too, when it comes to Salafis’
smallest of the three Salafi parties, is the most emphatic
political positions, which do not necessarily reflect the
in its desire to repeal Egypt’s peace treaty with it.33
desires of their supporters or walk in lockstep with one
(Some Asala’s founders were the most active Salafis in
another. Although Nur holds that the “principles of the
the protests against the Mubarak regime34 and its base is
Islamic Shari’a are the primary source of legislation” (this
among the most radical.35) Conversely, the Nur Party’s
was the standard formulation in Article 2 of Egypt’s
official
spokesman has stated that the party will respect
constitution under Mubarak) and wants “democracy in
Egypt’s
treaty with Israel, even though such a stance is
the framework of the Islamic Shari’a,” many of its posilikely
unpopular
with its base.36 None of the parties’
tions align with some universal democratic principles:
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platforms express overt hostility to the United States but
opinions in the parties vary according to who is asked
and what issue is at stake. The head of the Nur Party
has stated that it would honor Egypt’s security agreements with the United States and other countries.37
Just as the parties can sometimes be at odds with the
politics of their base, they can also be at odds with the
religious sensibilities of their members, even the most
prominent. For example, the Nur Party’s previous
spokesman, Yusri Hammad, has said the Copts cannot
be given any ministerial position that gives them authority over Muslims, and women can only have portfolios
that have to do with other women.38 Yasir Burhami, one
of the Nur Party’s founders, wants to see the implementation of criminal punishments mentioned in the Qur’an,
such as severing a thief’s hand in some instances39
(though he does not want replicate Saudi Arabia’s virtue
police).40 The fact that the Nur Party is willing to ally
itself with secular parties over the objections of people
like Burhami41 indicates the party’s real intentions are
neither uniform nor immune to compromise. In other
words, Salafi parliamentarians and party members are
engaging in normal politics, competing with one another
and with Egypt’s other political parties.

CONCLUSION
Pragmatic political maneuverings do not sit well with
Salafi quietists, who argue that Salafism’s social capital
derives from its words and deeds being consistent with
its ultraconservative principles.42 Politics is anathema to
jihadi Salafis, who believe “polytheistic” systems of government should be overthrown, not ignored or validated
through political participation. But for politicallyengaged Salafis in Arab countries like Egypt, where a
corrupt government has fallen and the country has not
descended into civil war, the jihadi approach is irrelevant
and the quietist approach is irresponsible. The hated
regime is gone and sitting out elections means leaving
the political field to the Salafis’ competitors. This calculation may change as circumstances change, which would
be unfortunate since Salafis in parliament will help diversify the politics of the movement. Political participation
would be a further reminder that one of the world’s
supposedly most-inflexible religious ideologies is subject
to emendation and accommodation when its adherents
have an opportunity to govern.

This is why the argument by some analysts, like
Georgetown University’s Jonathan Brown, that Egypt’s
Salafis will substantially moderate their positions on
social issues if elected may not come to fruition.43 It is
true that the main Salafi party, Nur, has adjusted some
important aspects of its vision to attract votes, such as
forswearing the use of state power to force women to
wear headscarves. But if Salafis go too far down this
path—a prerequisite for achieving an electoral majority
in Egypt—they will alienate their base. The fact that
there is already a big tent Islamist party in Egypt, the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party,
makes it even less likely that they will try. Instead, it is
more likely that they will agitate in parliament for curtailing the rights of women, religious minorities, and the
irreligious (in all senses of the word). As for national
security and economic issues, Egyptian Salafis have not
shown themselves to be much different than Egyptian
politicians of other stripes, despite their ultraconservative social views. Those views, therefore, should not
discourage other countries from finding common cause
with Egypt’s Salafis in these areas.
Of greatest concern to the United States and other
countries targeted by al-Qa’ida is the fact that the political success of Salafis in Egypt has empowered people
who share al-Qa’ida’s worldview and support its methods of political change. But the flip side to this is that
the more Salafis feel that parliamentary politics are an
effective way to achieve their goals the less attractive
violent alternatives will be. Indeed, groups like al-Qa’ida
have counted on U.S. hostility to Islamist groups to
bolster their cause. That al-Qa’ida’s head, Ayman alZawahiri, recently worried aloud that the United States
was no longer driven by such fears is a testament to the
threat to al-Qa’ida’s agenda such a shift in U.S. policy
would represent,44 at least in stable Muslim countries.
The United States can diminish the appeal of violence
for Salafis in those countries by encouraging their rulers
to create more democratic venues of governance and to
curtail illicit means of political change.45 These two objectives—promoting democracy and weakening militant
Islamists—are not always easy to reconcile, as witnessed after Hamas’s electoral success in 2006. Nevertheless, the pragmatism demonstrated by Egypt’s Salafis
should help restore balance to the scales of democratic
reform and national security in policymakers’ minds—
scales that fear has tipped toward national security since
the late 1970s.

This is not to say that Salafis will become socially liberal;
their political power rests on their social conservatism.
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