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Abstract
This article traces the long-term historical development of Islamic doctrine
on takfir (excommunication, declaring a self-professed Muslim to be a dis-
believer). 1 focus on a line of influential scholars associated with the ahl
al-hadith and the Hanbali school—Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), Ibn Taymiyya
(d. 728/1328), and Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1206/1792)—and ex-
amine how these scholars view takfir in relation to three key topics: non-ap-
plication of the shar1'a, denial of Allah’s attributes (sifat), and shirk (taking a
being other than Allah as a god). In addition, I document the scholars’vary-
ing approach to the “excuse for ignorance” (al-“udhr bi’l jahl) that prevents
takfir for individuals who lack knowledge of relevant Islamic teachings and
examine the role of historical events and politics in shaping the development
of the takfir doctrine, with the focus of scholars’ attention shifting according

to the circumstances confronting them.

Keywords: criminal law, disbelief (shirk), excommunication (takfir), “ex-

cuse for ignorance,” jihad, mitigation, punishment, Salafis, shari‘a
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INTRODUCTION*

akfir is one of the most important concepts in the Islamic tra-

dition. It means “excommunication,” or declaring a self-pro-
fessed Muslim to be a kafir (non-Muslim).! Those declared ka-
firs are to be punished with death and fought through religious
warfare (jihad).” The earliest Muslim sects were intensely con-
cerned with the topic of fakfir and frequently excommunicat-
ed one another (e.g., the Kharijis, Murji’is, Shi‘ls, Mu 'tazilis).?
Around the eleventh century CE, Muslims (arguably) adopted
a more restrained attitude towards takfir.* Nevertheless, move-
ments that favored less restraint arose periodically.’

The present article examines the long-term development
of takfir doctrine among the ah/ al-hadith/Hanbalis. The ahl al-
hadith emerged between the late eighth and early ninth centuries
CE and were the dominant theological school in the early Sunnt
sect.® All early Muslim sects acknowledged the Qur’an’s author-
ity. They also granted some authority to hadith reports while
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recognizing that many reports were untrustworthy or fabricated.
The ahl al-hadith differed from other sects in three basic ways.
First, they granted maximal authority to hadith reports. Second,
they systematically compiled these reports in large collections
(e.g., Malik’s Muwatta’, Tbn Hanbal’s Musnad, al-Bukhari’s
Sahih). Third, they favored a strongly literalistic approach to the
interpretation of scriptural texts (nusiis), that is, the Qur’an and
hadith reports. Other sects were less trusting of hadith reports
and more open to non-literal forms of scriptural interpretation.
Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) was the most important authority among
the ahl al-hadith. Over the ninth and tenth centuries, the majority
of the ahl al-hadith evolved into the Hanbal1 theological and le-
gal school. Nevertheless, around the eleventh century, the akl al-
hadith/Hanbalis would lose their position as the dominant Sunni
theological school to the Asharm and Maturidi schools. (These
two theological schools were adopted by the Shafi ‘1, Hanafi, and
Maliki legal schools). Three figures played a leading role in shap-
ing ahl al-hadith/Hanbali doctrine on takfir: Ibn Hanbal and the
later Hanbalt scholars Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) and Muham-
mad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1206/1792).

Existing studies of takfir focus heavily on individuals,
sects, and movements that many Muslims and non-Muslims
perceive as endorsing sweeping forms of excommunication.’
Nevertheless, such studies generally do not examine the long-
term development of fakfir doctrine over time. Thus, many re-
gard Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab as two of Islam’s
most influential advocates for wide-ranging excommunication.
Consequently, studies have given significant attention to these
figures, as have the Wahhabi and Salafi movements that their
ideas inspired.® However, such studies do not provide a broader
history of Hanbali takfir doctrine. The present article takes up

7 JACKSON,supranote 2; ADANG ET AL., supranote 2; TIMANI, supranote 2.

8 Ahmad Dallal, The Origins and Objectives of Islamic Revivalist
Thought, 1750-1850, 113 J. AM. ORIENTAL Soc’y 341-59 (1993); Davip ComMINS,
THE WAHHABI MISsION AND SAUDI ARABIA (2006); Denise Aigle, The Mongol Inva-
sions of Bilad al-Sham by Ghazan Khan and Ibn Taymiyah's Three “Anti-Mongol”
Fatwas, 11 MamLOK Stup. REV. 89-120 (2007); Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya between
Moderation and Radicalism, in RECLAIMING IsLamic TrabpiTiON 177-203 (Elisabeth
Kendall & Ahmad Khan eds., 2016); CoLe BunziL, WaHHABIsSM (2023); Mehdi Berri-
ah, Ibn Taymiyya as a Hermeneutical Paradigm: Reception and Reactivation of Medi-
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this task by addressing several interrelated topics which have
not been covered in earlier research. It examines the takfir doc-
trine of Ibn Hanbal and the “early” ahl al-hadith (i.e., those who
lived between the eighth and tenth centuries). It also explains
how their ideas relate to the takfir doctrine of Ibn Taymiyya and
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. To do this, the article examines three key
topics related to fakfir. Though linked to one another, these top-
ics have not been analyzed together in previous studies.

The first topic concerns non-application of the shari‘a
(i.e., failing to implement shari ‘a rulings in judgement and gov-
ernance). | argue that Ibn Hanbal and the early ahl al-hadith
strongly opposed excommunicating governments or rebelling
against them for non-application of the shari‘a. They asso-
ciate such behavior with heretical Kharij1 beliefs. Ibn Taymi-
yya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab take a more complicated stance.
Although they caution against illicit rebellion, they also argue
for excommunicating governments that severely fail in applying
the shari‘a. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
put their ideas into practice. Ibn Taymiyya excommunicated the
Mongol government and mobilized a jihdd campaign against
them. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab did likewise with the Ottoman gov-
ernment and their allies.

The second topic concerns denial of Allah’s attributes
(sifat) (i.e., denying that scriptural descriptions of Allah are
true in any literal or semi-literal sense). I argue that Ibn Han-
bal strongly promotes excommunicating individuals for denying
Allah’s attributes. On the other hand, Ibn Hanbal also endors-
es an “excuse for ignorance” (al- udhr bi’l-jahl). This means
that a person can be pardoned for egregious beliefs and actions
if he or she lacks knowledge of relevant Islamic teachings. An
ignorant person of this type is not to be excommunicated. Like
Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya holds that denial of Allah’s attributes
merits takfir. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya also tightly restrains
such takfir by maximally expanding the notion of an excuse for
ignorance. He asserts that even highly educated religious schol-
ars deserve to be excused. Furthermore, he holds that, in later

eval Islamic Thought in the Jihadist Discourse of Ayman al-Zawahiri, 4 TIHAD J. FOR
IsLamic & AraBic Stub. 21 (2025); DaNIEL Lav, SALAFI PoLiTicAL THEOLOGY (2025).
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Islamic times, ignorance has spread so widely that entire societ-
ies deserve to be excused. While Allah’s attributes are a central
concern of Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
shows little interest in this matter.

The third topic pertains to shirk (i.e., taking a being oth-
er than Allah as a god). I argue that Ibn Hanbal and the early
ahl al-hadith do not believe that there is a great risk of Muslims
falling into shirk. They exhibit a comparatively tolerant attitude
towards practices like seeking blessings from graves and relics,
as well as making requests from dead persons, jinn, and angels.
On the other hand, for Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab,
such practices raise deep concerns over shirk, and in many
cases can justify takfir. Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya tightly re-
strains takfir by granting an expansive excuse for ignorance to
Muslims guilty of shirk. By contrast, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab min-
imizes the excuse for ignorance. Furthermore, he advocates for
excommunicating those guilty of shirk, and for waging jihad
campaigns against them.

Besides providing a general history of Hanbali takfir
doctrine, the article makes three additional contributions. First,
unlike previous studies, it explains the origins and develop-
ment of the “excuse for ignorance” as a crucial component of
takfir doctrine. Second, by taking a long-term view, the article
is able to explain the role of historical contingency in shap-
ing takfir doctrine. 1 argue that takfir doctrine moved along
an unpredictable trajectory and was reoriented multiple times
by particular events. During the seventh and eighth centuries,
Muslim thinking on takfir focused on non-application of the
shart‘a and whether this justified political rebellion. However,
debates on these matters subsided as the emerging ahl al-hadith
took strong stances against Kharijism and rebellion. During
the ninth century, Muslim thinking on fakfir came to focus on
the denial of Allah’s attributes. This was largely due to ‘Ab-
basid state policies that sought to impose a particular Mu 'tazili
understanding of Allah’s attributes. Following the ninth cen-
tury, Muslim societies gradually ascribed increasing power to
dead prophets and saints while introducing elaborate rituals for
interacting with them. By the twelfth century some Muslims
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began strongly criticizing these developments as shirk, while
reorienting takfir doctrine towards a greater focus on shirk.
Third, the article explains the role of politics in shaping fak-
fir doctrine. Existing studies recognize that particular political
commitments underlie the views of Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya,
and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab.” However, the present article goes a
step further by highlighting shared features of their thinking on
takfir. Hence, all three figures strongly advocate loyalty to the
governments under which they lived. They put forth an under-
standing of fakfir that rejects excommunicating these govern-
ments or rebelling against them. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya and
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab advocate excommunicating and fighting
enemy foreign governments. While the takfir doctrine of such
figures cannot be reduced to politics, it is partly influenced by
political loyalties.

Although texts written by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab are readily available, matters are more problematic
when it comes to Ibn Hanbal. Numerous texts and opinions are
attributed to him, but such attributions are often contentious.' In
some cases, material attributed to Ibn Hanbal was generated (at
least in part) by early Hanbali scholars living within a century
or two of his life. For the sake of simplicity, the present article
will concentrate on early and widely accepted reports about Ibn
Hanbal’s opinions, with the understanding that some of these
opinions may in fact originate with early Hanbali scholars.

I structure the article as follows. I begin by introducing
classic Sunni takfir doctrine. Next, I discuss the takfir doctrine
of Ibn Hanbal and the early ahl al-hadith with respect to non-ap-
plication of shari‘a, denial of Allah’s attributes, and shirk. 1
treat these topics in order of their historical emergence, which
I argue must be kept in mind to understand the development of
early ahl al-hadith takfir doctrine. In the next sections, I discuss
Ibn Taymiyya’s fakfir doctrine with respect to denial of Allah’s

9  Hoover, supra note 8; KHAN, supra note 6, at 184-205; BUNZEL, supra
note &, at 27.

10 AspurL Hakim AL-Matroupi, THE HanBALT ScHooL Or Law Anp IBN
Taymiyya 10-13 (2006);

Andrew McLaren, Ibn Hanbals Refutation of the Jahmiyya, 140 J. Awm.
ORIENTAL Soc’y 901 (2022).
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attributes, then shirk, and then non-application of shari ‘a. Here,
I address non-application of shari'a last because it occupies a
less important place in Ibn Taymiyya’s thought. Finally, I dis-
cuss Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s takfir doctrine with respect to shirk
and non-application of shari ‘a. This reflects the fact that shirk
dominates Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s thought, and he does not en-
gage with the subject of Allah’s attributes.

SEcTION I: CLASSIC SUNNT TAKFIR DOCTRINE

Classic Sunni takfir doctrine crystallized around the eleventh cen-
tury and received its most systematic and authoritative expres-
sion in the work of the Ash‘ar1 theologian Abt Hamid al-Ghazalt
(d. 505/1111)." Classic doctrine is a useful point of departure in
thinking about the long-term development of Sunni thinking on
takfir. Although classic doctrine is complex and multifaceted,
it is shaped by four key ideas. First, generally speaking, people
can be excommunicated for incorrect beliefs but not incorrect
actions. However, as we will see, many early Muslims, includ-
ing the ahl al-hadith, were more open to excommunicating peo-
ple for incorrect actions. Second, people merit takfir when they
reject the teachings of Prophet Muhammad (i.e., they disbelieve
in them)."? Third, takfir should be avoided to the greatest ex-
tent possible."* One oft-cited hadith report quotes the Prophet as
warning: “If a man says to his brother ‘O kafir,” then it is true of
one of them.”!* To restrain takfir, classic doctrine stipulates that
individuals can only be excommunicated for rejecting Prophetic
teachings that have been proven with certainty (such that they

11 See ABG HAMID AL-GHAZALI, FAYSAL AL-TAFRIQA BAYNA AL-ISLAM
WA’L-zANDAQA (Dar al-Minhaj 2017); AB0 HAMID AL-GHAZALI, AL-IQTISAD FI AL-
1'TIQAD 133-38 (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya 2004); JAcksoN, supra note 2; Also see
ADANG ET EL., supra note 2, at 8; TIMANI, supra note 2, at 75-94; FRANK GRIFFEL, AL-
GHAZALT’s PHILosoPHICAL THEOLOGY 111-22 (2009). Other examples of classic takfir
doctrine include 1 YAHYA B. SHARAF AL-NAWAWI, AL-MINHAJ SHARH SAHIH MUSLIM
B. AL-HAAs 150 (Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-*Arabl 1392 AH); 9 MUWAFFAQ AL-DIN IBN
QuUDAMA, AL-MUGHNI 11-13 (Maktabat al-Qahira 1969).

12 See AL-GHAZALIL FAYsAL, supra note 11, at 84-85.

13 Id. at 82.

14 8 MuHAMMAD B. ISMA‘TL AL-BUKHART, SAHTH AL-BUkHART 73 (Dar al-
Ta’sil 2012).
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are “necessarily known” or ma‘lam min al-din bi’l-darira)."”
Notably, the early ahl al-hadith do not posit any limitation of
this kind, which is one reason why their fakfir is less restrained.
The fourth key idea is the excuse for ignorance (al- udhr bi’l-
jahl). The Qur’an indicates that people are not held responsible
for unintentional sins due to lack of knowledge.!® Based on this,
classic doctrine asserts that a person cannot be excommunicated
for rejecting one of the Prophet’s teachings out of ignorance.!”
However, to better understand the four preceding ideas, some
further clarifications are needed.

Classic doctrine holds that the Prophet’s teachings are
proven through valid evidence (dalil, pl. dala’il). The three
most important sources of evidence are the Qur’anic text, Pro-
phetic hadith reports, and consensus opinions (ijma°). The ahl
al-hadith hold a broadly similar view. In discussing evidence,
classic doctrine gives significant attention to the question of how
the Prophet’s teachings may be proven with certainty. Here the
theory of tawatur is central."® This theory originated in Greek
philosophy and was then gradually adapted by Mu tazili and
Ash‘art scholars.! The theory posits that one may obtain certain
(i.e., dariri) knowledge about historical facts if they are corrob-
orated by a sufficiently large number of separate contemporane-
ous reports. For example, we know with certainty that Napoleon
invaded Egypt in 1798 because various Egyptian, French, and
British officials from the time reported this fact. Similarly, a suf-
ficiently large number of separate contemporaneous reports can
prove with certainty that the Prophet made particular statements
or performed particular actions.

Classic doctrine asserts that the Qur’anic text is proven
with certainty through fawatur.®® Put differently, there is a suf-

15  AL-GHAZALIL, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 84; AL-NAwAwWI, supra note 11,
at 150; 12 SHIHAB AL-DIN AL-QARAFI, AL-DHAKHIRA 28-29 (Dar al-Gharb al-Islam1
1994).

16 See, e.g., Qur'an 2:286, 33:5.

17  AL-GHAZALI, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 84; AL-NAwAwI, supra note 11,
at 150; IBN QUDAMA, supra note 11, at 11-13; 28 IeN TAYMIYYA, MAIMU® AL-FATAWA
500-01 (Majma“ al-Malik Fahd 2004).

18  See generally SUHEIL LAHER, TAWATUR IN IsLamic THOUGHT (2025).

19 LAHER, supra note 18, at 20-30.

20 Id. at 105-152,199-200.
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ficiently large number of contemporaneous reports to establish,
beyond doubt, that the Prophet proclaimed a Qur’anic text that
matches the text used by later generations.

Matters are more complicated with respect to hadith re-
ports. Classic doctrine recognizes that many hadith reports are
untrustworthy (da if)) or outright fabrications (mawdii ). More-
over, even a report with a sound chain of transmitters (sahih)
cannot prove the Prophet’s actions and statements with cer-
tainty. On the other hand, classic doctrine asserts that, in some
cases, there exists a sufficiently large number of separate con-
temporaneous hadith reports to prove things about the Prophet
beyond doubt. These are known as tawatur reports (al-hadith
al-mutawatir). In rare instances, separate reports prove the ex-
act wording of a statement made by the Prophet (al-tawatur
al-lafzi). However, far more often, these reports simply prove
some more general fact about him (al-tawatur al-ma ‘nawr).?!
For example, it is known that the Prophet taught that sinners
will be punished in their graves (‘adhab al-gabr), and that Mus-
lims must recite al-Fatiha in their daily prayers.”? One may
doubt individual reports about the precise words or actions he
used to communicate these teachings. However, the large and
varied body of reports definitively establishes the basic fact that
he taught these things.

Classic doctrine holds that the Prophet’s teachings can
only be proven with certainty through the Qur’an, tawatur hadith
reports, and (in the view of some) consensus opinions. Conse-
quently, a person may only be excommunicated for rejecting a
Prophetic teaching established by such evidence. By contrast,
teachings based on non-tawatur hadith reports cannot justify
takfir.* Notably, although the early ahl al-hadith are familiar
with the theory of tawatur, it plays little role in their thinking
about takfir.**

One important additional issue pertains to interpretation.
Classic takfir doctrine holds that, when interpreting scriptural
texts, literal and apparent meaning (al-haqiqa, al-zahir) takes

21 Id at 134,169-71.

22 Id. at 43-45.

23 AL-GHAZALI, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 84-85.
24 LAHER, supra note 18, at 37-45.
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precedence.” Departure from such meaning (za 'wil) is not nec-
essarily unacceptable, but it requires justification. There is a
special hostility towards forms of interpretation that understand
scripture in ways that are highly metaphorical (a/-majaz) or es-
oteric (al-batin). Significant departures from literal and appar-
ent meaning can justify takfir, especially where they function
to negate central Islamic theological beliefs and shari ‘a rules.
For instance, Muslim philosophers (faldsifa) and Isma‘1lt Shi'ts
challenged the belief in a literal hell, the belief that Allah created
matter, the obligation to pray five times daily, and the obligation
to fast during Ramadan. Both groups were excommunicated de-
spite justifying their views through metaphorical and esoteric
interpretations of scripture.?® We will see that classic doctrine
is somewhat more tolerant of non-literal interpretation than the
early ahl al-hadith.

Finally, we come to the excuse for ignorance. According
to classic doctrine, some Muslims lack knowledge of Prophet-
ic teachings that have been proven with certainty. When these
ignorant Muslims reject such teachings, they are not to be im-
mediately excommunicated. Rather they must be provided with
knowledge to remove the ignorance. Such usually involves pre-
senting scriptural texts along with explanations of these texts.
This is sometimes referred to as “establishing the proof” (igamat
al-hujja).”” After receiving knowledge, the erring Muslim no
longer has an excuse. Hence, if he or she persists in rejection,
then takfir is necessary.”®

The excuse for ignorance is not granted to everyone.
Hence, it is assumed that virtually all Muslims are aware of basic
Islamic teachings, including many which have been established
with certainty (e.g., that hell exists, that alcohol is forbidden).

25  AL-GHAZALI, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 56-81, 87—-88; GRIFFEL, supra
note 11, at 111-22.

26 ABU HAMID AL-GHAZALI, FADA'1H AL-BATINIYYA 4647 (Mu’ assasat
Dar al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyya 1964); id., AL-MUNQIDH MIN AL-DALAL 193 (Dar al-Ku-
tub al-Hadttha 1979); GrIFrEL, supra note 11, at 111-22.

27 12 IBN Taymivya, supra note 17, at 500-1. Also see 3 AL-JAHIZ,
RASA’IL AL-JAHIZ 292 (Maktabat al-KhanjT 1964); 3 1N Taymiyya, KiTAB JAMI® AL-
MAsSA’'IL 145-46, 151 (Dar Ibn Hazm, 2019).

28 1 AL-Nawawl, supra note 11, at 150; 9 IBN QuDAMA, supra note 11, at
11-13.
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Generally speaking, Muslims cannot claim ignorance in these
matters. There are only limited exceptions. Islamic legal texts
commonly mention two situations. One is the case of the new
convert. The other is the person who lives in an isolated area
with no access to Islamic learning.”” We will see that the early
ahl al-hadith also endorse a type of excuse for ignorance—albe-
it one that is somewhat more vaguely defined.

SECTION I1: IBN HANBAL AND THE EARLY AHL AL-HADITH
ON NON-APPLICATION OF THE SHARI ‘4

Contrary to classic doctrine, earlier forms of Muslim thought are
more open to excommunicating people for incorrect actions (as
well as beliefs). Indeed, (arguably) the first theological contro-
versy in Islam concerns whether Muslims become kafirs due to
incorrect actions. The controversy is tied to particular Qur anic
verses, many of which pertain to “hypocrites” (mundfigiin). In
the Qur’an, the term “hypocrite” refers to individuals who claim
to be Muslims but are actually kdfirs. The hypocrites are asso-
ciated with a faction of Muslims in Medina who politically op-
posed the Prophet and cultivated alliances with his non-Muslim
enemies (especially the Jews of Medina).

The Qur’an describes hypocrites as doubting or disbe-
lieving in the Prophet but pretending otherwise.** They also
lack commitment to the Islamic message at the level of personal
behavior. When it comes to pious acts like prayer and charity,
hypocrites avoid them, lack sincere motivation, and often only
do them to impress others.’’ Hypocrites are also described as
lacking in commitment to the Islamic message at a social and
political level. Hence, they mock the Islamic message and the
believers.* They avoid offering military and financial support to
the Muslim community** and encourage others to do the same.**

29 AL-GHAZALI, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 84; AL-Nawawl, supra note 11,
at 150; IsN QuDAMA, supra note 11, at 11-13; IBN Taymivya, supra note 17, at 500-01

30 Qur’an 63:1-4, 33:12.

31 Qur’an 4:142, 9:67.

32 Qur’an 4:140, 9:64.

33 Qur’an 33:12-14, 63:7.

34 Qur’an 33:12-14, 63:7.
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They ally with non-Muslim enemies of the Muslims.* They are
ready to rebel against the Prophet if they see this as being in
their interests.*® The Qur’an also criticizes the hypocrites for
refusing to submit to the legal and political judgements of the
Prophet.’” Moreover, Qur’an 5:44 states: “And those who do not
judge (vahkum) according to what Allah has revealed, then they
are kafirs.” Such verses appear in debates over non-application
of the shari‘a. In classic Islamic writings, shari ‘a refers to the
full corpus of Allah’s rulings (ahkam) for regulating different
aspects of human life, including worship, family relations, com-
mercial transactions, criminal punishment, warfare, and the like.
Social groups and states are obliged to “apply” the shari‘a by
obeying its rulings and implementing them in governance and
judgement. The preceding verses can be interpreted as suggest-
ing that social groups and government officials who do not apply
the shari‘a are hypocrites and/or kafirs.

Significantly, existing sources indicate that the Prophet
never excommunicated or fought the hypocrites. He seems to
have avoided excommunicating specific individuals so long as
they claimed to be Muslims.**

Ultimately, the Qur’an itself does not lay down clear
principles for differentiating Muslims from kafirs, or for reg-
ulating takfir. Controversy about these issues broke out im-
mediately after the Prophet’s death. At this time, Abu Bakr
(d. 13/634) established a caliphal government and demanded
the submission of all Muslims. A number of recently converted
Arab tribes refused to submit and pay zakat taxes to this gov-
ernment. Some also pledged allegiance to new prophets who
had arisen among them.** The government excommunicated
the insubordinate tribes and successfully subdued them through
jihad between 11/632 and 12/633. These events are known as
“Wars of Apostasy” (hurithb al-ridda). Insofar as the caliphal
government was understood as representing Islam, the tribes’
actions might be seen as opposition to the Islamic message on

35 Qur’an 59:11-12, 5:51-55.

36 Qur’an 33:14, 63:8.

37 Qur’an 4:59-61.

38 6 AL-BUKHARI, supra note 14, at 441-42.

39 E.g., Musaylima, Tulayha, al-Aswad al-"AnsT.
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a social and political level. Moreover, according to some Sunni
scholars (including Ibn Taymiyya), tribes that merely refused to
pay zakat taxes thereby rejected the shari ‘a. Consequently, they
became apostates.*

The issue of takfir for non-application of the shari‘a
gained even more importance with the emergence of the Kharijis
in the mid-seventh century. Kharijis deny that mere belief suf-
fices to make one Muslim. Actions in keeping with the shari ‘a
are also necessary. Kharijis excommunicated individuals who
violated the shari‘a by committing major sins (kaba'ir) such as
wine drinking, fornication, and failure to apply the shari‘a (i.e.,
failure to apply the Qur’an and the hukm Allah).*' Kharijis also
excommunicated governments that failed to apply the shari‘a
and rebelled against them with jihad campaigns. Based on these
teachings, Kharijis justified takfir and jihad against the caliphs
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (d. 35/656), ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (d. 40/661), and
Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan (d. 60/680).

Opposing the Kharijis, other early sects developed alter-
native positions on takfir. The Murji'is, who emerged in the late
seventh century, hold that mere belief makes one Muslim. Thus,
major sins (including failure to apply the shari‘a) do not make
one a kafir.*> The Mu tazilis, who emerged in the mid-eighth
century, hold that individuals who commit major sins are nei-
ther Muslims nor kafirs. Rather, they have an intermediate status
(al-manzila bayna al-manzilatayn). They are not excommunicat-
ed and killed in this life but will spend eternity in hell.*

The ahl al-hadith developed a position between that of
the Kharijis and the Murji'1s. Like the Kharijis, the ahl al-hadith
hold that the criterion for being a Muslim includes both beliefs
and actions.* Ibn Abi Ya'la (d. 526/1131) attributes a creed to

40 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 545.

41 KENNEY, supra note 3, at 46; VaN Ess, supra note 3, at 21-44; GAISER,
supra note 3, at 57-85.

42 vaN Ess, supra note 3, at 173-262; GAISER, supra note 3, at 126-36.

43 Racha El Omari, The Mu ‘tazilite Movement (I): The Origins of the
Mu ‘tazila, in THE OxrorD HanDBook OF Istamic ThHeoroGy 130-41 (Sabine
Schmidtke ed., 2016); TimaNI, supra note 2, at 49—-74; GAISER, supra note 3, at 140.

44 See ‘ABpD ALLAH AL-Humaypi, UsOL AL-SUNNA 35-44 (Dar Ibn al-
Athtr 1997); 1 ABU AL-QASIM AL-LALAKA’T, SHARH USUL I'TIQAD AHL AL-SUNNA WA’L-
JAMA‘A 198 (Dar Tayba, 2003).
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Ibn Hanbal which reads: “Faith is speech and action (al-iman
qgawl wa- ‘amal).”* Because actions are essential to being Mus-
lim, a person with bad enough actions becomes a kafir. However,
whereas the Kharijis assert that any grave sin renders one a kafir,
the ahl al-hadith believe that only the worst grave sins have such
an effect. The ahl al-hadith commonly put abandoning prayer
into this category. Ibn Hanbal’s Musnad includes a hadith report
that quotes the Prophet, saying, “The covenant (al- ‘ahd) be-
tween us and them is the prayer. Whoever abandons it becomes
a kafir (kafara).”* Abu Bakr al-Khallal (d. 311/923) reports that
Ibn Hanbal seems to have adopted this view.*” Ibn Abi Ya‘la’s
creed of Ibn Hanbal reads: “There is no act whose abandonment
is kufr (unbelief) except the prayer. Whoever abandons it is a
kafir, and Allah has made his killing lawful.”*® Other ahl al-
hadith scholars go somewhat further. Al-Humaydt (d. 219/834)
suggests that abandoning any of the five pillars (declaration of
faith, prayer, fasting, zakat, pilgrimage) can make one a kafir.*’
Harb al-Kirmani (d. 280/893) indicates that even wine-drinking
can make one a kafir.>°

Significantly, the general view of later Sunni scholars
(outside the Hanbal1 school) is that even the person who abandons
prayer does not become a kafir.>' This is partly because Ash‘aris
and Maturidis emphasize that being a Muslim is primarily, if not
exclusively, a matter of belief (fasdiq) rather than action.>? Com-
pared to classic fakfir doctrine, the early ahl al-hadith are more
open to the notion that bad actions justify takfir.

Studies on early Sunnism note that some (proto-)Sunni fig-
ures like Abii Hanifa (d. 150/767) were open to rebellion against

45 1 IBN ABI YA‘LA, TABAQAT AL-HANABILA 243 (Matba‘at al-Sunna
al-Muhammadiyya 1952).

46 38 AumaDp IBN HANBAL, MUSNAD AL-IMAM AHMAD IBN HaNBAL 20
(Mu’assasat al-Risala 2001).

47 ABU BAKR AL-KHALLAL, AHKAM AHL AL-MILAL WA’L-RIDDA MIN AL-
JAMI' LI-MASA’IL AL-IMAM AHMAD IBN HANBAL 471 (Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlmiyya 1994).

48 IBN ABI YA'LA, supra note 45, at 243.

49  AL-HumAYDI, supra note 44, at 35-44.

50 HARB AL-KIRMANT, [IMA‘ AL-SALAF FI AL-I'TIQAD KAMA HAKAH AL-IMAM
HaRrB B. ISMA ‘TL AL-KIRMANT 4849 (Dar al-Imam Ahmad 2011).

51 1 ABU AL-WALID MUHAMMAD B. AHMAD IBN RUSHD, AL-MUQADDIMAT
AL-MUMAHHADAT 141-44 (Dar al-Gharb al-Islami 1988).

52 See TiMANI, supra note 2, at 49-74.
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evil rulers. However, over the course of the eighth and ninth cen-
turies, Sunni scholars became increasingly averse to rebellion,
even when it was not accompanied by excommunication of rul-
ers.” They associated rebellion with heretical Khariji teachings.

The early ahl al-hadith hold that Muslims have an ob-
ligation to obey the ruler. Muslims should not excommunicate
him or rebel against him, even if he blatantly violates the shari ‘a.
While absent from the Qur’an, this idea is found in many hadith
reports. Muslim (d. 261/875) records a famous report in which
the Prophet says, “There will be leaders after me who do not fol-
low my guidance and do not adhere to my Sunna. Among them
will be men with the hearts of devils in human bodies ... listen
and obey the ruler, even if your back is beaten and your wealth
is taken—TIisten and obey (fa-sma‘ wa-ati).”>* Ibn Abi Ya‘la’s
creed of Ibn Hanbal reads, “[ We affirm] listening to and obeying
the leaders and the Commander of the Believers—righteous and
wicked .... It is not lawful for anyone among the people to kill
the sultan or rebel against him ; whoever does so is an innova-
tor upon other than the Sunna and the path.”* Similar ideas are
echoed in the “Creed of the Two Razis,” which records the ideas
of major ahl al-hadith scholars Abli Zur‘a al-Razi (d. 264/878)
and Abl Hatim al-Razi (d. 277/890). The creed rejects Khari-
J1 views about major sins justifying fakfir. Furthermore, it links
this with rejection of political rebellion. The creed first states,
“We do not excommunicate the people of the gibla on account of
their sins.” Immediately thereafter, the Creed explains the need to
submit to rulers and says, “We do not hold that one should rebel
(al-khuri) against the rulers or fight during times of turmoil. We
listen to and obey whoever Allah the Mighty and Majestic has
placed in authority over us.”*

Government officials welcomed ahl al-hadith views of
this kind and permitted them to spread. By the ninth century,

53 MuHAMMAD QAsIM ZAMAN, RELIGION AND PoLiTics UNDER THE EARLY
‘ABBASIDS 76-78, 97-98 (1997); KuaN, supra note 6, at 184-205. See also KHALED
ABou EL FADEL, REBELLION AND VIOLENCE IN IsLamic Law 100-233 (2001).

54 3 MusLiM B. AL-HAIAJ, Sauin MusLiv 1476 (Matba‘at ‘Tsa al-Babi
al-Halabt wa-Shuraka’uh 1955).

55 1IBN ABI YA'LA, supra note 45, at 241-46.

56 AL-LALAKA'IL, supra note 44, at 199.
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such views came to dominate Sunni discourse and undermined
the notion that non-application of shari ‘a could justify takfir or
political rebellion.

SecTiON I11: IBN HANBAL AND THE EARLY AHL AL-HADITH
ON THE DENIAL OF ALLAH’S ATTRIBUTES

During the ninth century, Muslim thinking on takfir came to fo-
cus increasingly on the issue of Allah’s sifat. Sifat may be trans-
lated as “attributes” or “descriptions.”

Dating back to the eighth century, some Muslims have
championed a highly transcendent concept of God, partially in-
fluenced by late antique Neoplatonic philosophy. The concept
posits that Allah is (something like) an invisible spirit who is
radically unlike humans, lacks a material body, and is not lim-
ited to a specific spatial location. Advocates of the transcendent
concept cite scriptural texts that seem to describe Allah in this
way. Thus, speaking of Allah, the Qur’an says “there is nothing
like Him,”%” and that “vision does not reach Him.”*® The Qur’an
also says, “The East and the West belong to Allah. So, wherev-
er you turn, there is the Face (wajh) of Allah.”* On the other
hand, some scriptural texts seem to conflict with the transcen-
dent concept. These texts suggest that there is a type of resem-
blance (tashbih) between Allah and humans. Hence, the Qur’an
describes Allah as having “hands,”® a “face,”¢! and a ““shin.”%
He is also described as “speaking,”®® “hearing,”®* “loving,”®
and being “angry.”® Additionally, He is described as being lo-
cated in the sky and above a throne.®’

57 Qur’an42:11.

58 Qur’an 6:103.

59 Qur’an2:115.

60 Qur’an 38:75, 48:10.
61 Qur’an2:115, 55:27.
62 Qur’an 68:42.

63 Qur’an 4:164, 2:253.
64 Qur’an 2:127.

65 Qur’an 2:195, 9:7.
66 Qur’an 1:7, 2:61.

67 Qur’an 7:54,10:3, 67:16-17.
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Advocates of the transcendent concept include Jahm b.
Safwan (d. 128/746) and (more importantly) the Mu‘tazilis.®®
Such thinkers promoted non-literal interpretations of scriptur-
al texts that describe Allah as resembling human beings (es-
pecially those texts which suggest that Allah has a body). In
their view, when scripture says Allah created things with His
“hands,”® this is a metaphor for His power.”” When scripture
says that Allah is above a throne,” this is a metaphor for Him
ruling the universe like a king.”> Moreover, Allah does not lit-
erally “speak,” for “speaking” is a human action, and arguably
implies that Allah has a tongue and mouth. Rather, Allah simply
creates words and sounds that prophets perceive. The Qur’'an
is “created” (makhliig) in this manner.” The ahl al-hadith re-
fer to proponents of such views (e.g., Jahm, the Mu‘tazilis) as
“Jahmis” (al-Jahmiyya).

The ahl al-hadith deny that Allah genuinely resembles
humans (tashbih) or has a human-like material body. However,
they tacitly accept some degree of resemblance between Allah
and humans based on scriptural texts. Moreover, the ahl al-
hadith (including Ibn Hanbal) transmit and endorse many hadith
reports which go beyond the Qur’an in suggesting that Allah has
a highly human-like bodily form. The most controversial reports
indicate that Allah has the form of a curly-haired youth, and that
He created angels from the light of His chest.”* (The Mu ‘tazilis
consider many of these to be fabrications.) The ahl al-hadith also
adopt a literalistic approach to these scriptural texts and insist on

68 See 3 vaN Ess, supra note 3, at 138—46; GAISER, supra note 3, at 138—
46, David Bennett, The Mu ‘tazilite Movement (I1): The Early Phase, in THE OXFORD
Hanbook OF IsLamic THEOLOGY 142—58 (Sabine Schmidtke ed., 2016); Jon Hoover,
God Spatially Above and Spatially Extended: The Rationality of Ibn Taymiyya's Ref-
utation of Fakhr al-Din al-Razi's Ash ‘ari Incorporealism, 69 ArRaBicA 626, 627-31
(2022).

69 Qur’an 36:71, 38:75.

70 Binyamin Abrahamov, The “Bi-la Kayfa” Doctrine and Its Founda-
tions in Islamic Theology, 42 ArABICA 365 (1995).

71 Qur’an 7:54, 10:3.

72 ABRAHAMOV, supra note 70, at 365; Hoover, supra note 68, at 631.

73 See vaN Ess, supra note 3, at 305-8, 443-51; FARID SULEIMAN, IBN
TAYMIYYA AND THE ATTRIBUTES OF Gob 294-95 (2024).

74  See LivNaT HOLTZMAN, ANTHROPOMORPHISM IN IsLam 152-53, 201-2,
246 (2018).
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avoiding non-literal interpretation. Their ideal (i.e., bi-la kayf’)
is simply affirming the truth of texts, without speculating fur-
ther on their exact meaning (e.g., it is necessary to affirm a text
which states Allah has a hand, without asking about the exact
nature of this hand).” Ibn Abi Ya‘la’s creed of Ibn Hanbal reads:
“One does not say: ‘Why?’ or ‘How?’[in interpreting scriptural
texts|—rather, it is affirmation and belief in them [which is nec-
essary]. Whoever does not know the interpretation of the hadith
report and his intellect (‘agl) does not reach it ... his duty is to
believe in it and submit to it (al-taslim lahu).”"

The early ahl al-hadith consider many Jahm1 views to be
deviant (bid ‘a). However, in most cases, they do not believe that
such views justify takfir. Nevertheless, there are two major ex-
ceptions, which concern Allah’s attributes of “speech” (kalam)
and “aboveness” (‘uluww, fawqiyya). According to the ahl al-
hadith, the Qur’an clearly affirms that Allah literally speaks and
that this speech is not merely created. The Qur’an also clearly
affirms that Allah is spatially located in an upwards direction,
above other things like the earth and the throne. This is His
“aboveness.” Denying either of these two things justifies takfir.
Hence Jahmis are kdafirs.

Notably, classic fakfir doctrine is more tolerant of inter-
pretive differences in these matters. Thus, Ash “arts and Maturidis
affirm that Allah speaks. However, like Mu'tazilis, they deny
His aboveness using non-literal interpretation. The Ash‘art Abt
Hamid al-Ghazalt (d. 505/1111) permits limited non-literal in-
terpretation of this type. For him, it does not justify takfir.”

Between 218/833 and 237/852, the ‘Abbasid caliphal
government instituted policies known as the Mihna (trial/or-
deal). These policies sought to impose the Mu‘tazili view that
Allah does not literally speak and that the Qur’an is created.
The government tested religious scholars about their beliefs and
punished those who rejected the Mu'tazilt view with beatings,
loss of official positions, and death threats. The Mihna deeply
impacted ahl al-hadith theology.

75 Abrahamov, supra note 70, at 365—79; HoLtzmAN, supra note 74, at
185-266.

76 1N ABI YA'LA, supra note 45, at 241-46.

77  AL-GHAZALIL, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 56-81.
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Mu'tazili ideas on fakfir guided the Mihna. Mu'tazilis
asserted that ahl al-hadith views on Allah’s speech were con-
trary to the Qur’an. On these grounds, some Mu 'tazilis favored
excommunicating and killing the ahl al-hadith.”® However,
Mu ‘tazilis endorsed a type of excuse for ignorance. They held
that offenders should only be excommunicated after having their
errors explained to them.” Partly for this reason, the Mikhna only
resulted in perhaps two deaths.®

Ibn Hanbal led ah/ al-hadith opposition to the Mihna and
was initially arrested and tortured. But a new caliph (al-Mut-
awakkil) ended the Mihna and took a favorable stance towards
Ibn Hanbal. This facilitated the eventual acceptance of his
views as Sunni orthodoxy. Ibn Hanbal made heavy use of takfir
to counter Jahmis. Ibn Hanbal’s son ‘Abd Allah (d. 290/903)
quotes him as saying, “Whoever claims that anything from Al-
lah, the Almighty and Majestic, is created—whether His knowl-
edge or His speech—is a heretical kafir (zindig kafir). Such a
person should not be prayed over [in funeral prayer], nor should
prayers be performed behind him. His wealth should be treated
as the wealth of an apostate [i.e., it should be taken by the state
treasury].”®" According to some reports, Ibn Hanbal not only
mandated fakfir of Jahmis but declared that “whoever does not
excommunicate [Jahmis] becomes a kafir [himself].”%

Although Ibn Hanbal asserts that Jahms in general should
be excommunicated, he avoided excommunicating the caliph
and other government officials who embraced Jahmi beliefs.*
Reports indicate two reasons for this. First, the ahl al-hadith en-
dorsed an excuse for ignorance.®* Al-Bukhari (d. 256/870) ap-
provingly quotes Ibn Hanbal as saying, “Anyone who does not
know that Allah with His speech is not created—must be taught,

78  AL-JAHIZ, supra note 27, at 292, 294; IsN ABI YA ‘LA, supra note 45, at
81; IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 507.

79  AL-JAHiz, supra note 27, at 292.

80 I.e., Ahmad b. Nasr and Muhammad b. Nih.

81 1 ‘ABD ALLAH B. AHMAD IBN HANBAL, AL-SuNNA 164 (Dar Ibn al-Qa-
yyim 1986).

82 IBN ABI YA'LA, supra note 45, at 342.

83 See 1 ABU BAkR AL-KHALLAL, AL-SUNNA 131 (Dar ar-Rayah 1989); 23
IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 349.

84 AL-LALAKA'IL, supra note 46, at 200.
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and his ignorance returned to the Book and the Sunna [i.e., the
person should be taught scripture]. If, after the truth is made clear
to him, he still refuses, then he is one who resists stubbornly
(mu'anid). Allah Most High says, ‘Allah would not lead a people
astray after He has guided them until He makes clear to them
what they should avoid’ [Qur’an 9:115].”% Similar ideas appear
in the Creed of the Two Razis.’¢ A second possible reason why
Ibn Hanbal did not excommunicate the caliph was his opposition
to the Kharij1 practice of excommunicating rulers (for behavior
contrary to the shari ‘a) and then revolting against them.

Multiple reports indicate that, during the Mihna, ahl al-
hadith religious scholars approached Ibn Hanbal. They wished
to rebel against the caliph, but Ibn Hanbal forcefully rejected
this idea, insisting that it conflicted with hadith reports requir-
ing obedience.?” Al-Khallal records how the jurists of Baghdad
came to Ibn Hanbal and complained about the caliph promoting
belief in the Qur’an’s createdness. The report continues: “[The
jurists said:] We do not approve of his [i.e., the caliph’s] leader-
ship nor his authority.” So Abii ‘Abd Allah [Ibn Hanbal] debated
with them for a while and said: “You must reject what is in your
hearts. Do not remove yourselves from obedience, do not break
the unity of the Muslims, do not shed your own blood or the
blood of the Muslims with you ....This [rebellion] is contrary
to the reports (al-athar) [from the Prophet and salaf] that com-
mand us to be patient [and not rebel].””’® Al-Khallal records a
report where Ibn Hanbal asserts that he believes in praying be-
hind the (Jahmi) caliphs, considers their leadership valid, and
rejects rebelling against them.® That being said, al-Khallal also
records a report which indicates that Ibn Hanbal excommuni-
cated the (Jahmi) caliph al-Ma'mun after his death in 281/833,
while passing by his grave in Tarsts.”

85 MuHAMMAD B. ISMA‘TL AL-BUKHART, KHALQ AF ‘AL AL-1BAD 62 (Dar al-
Ma‘arif al-Sa‘tdiyya n.d.). See also “ABD ALLAH B. AUMAD IBN HANBAL, supra note
81, at 164.

86 AL-LALAKA'I, supra note 44, at 200.
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89 Id at131.
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SEcTION IV: IBN HANBAL AND THE EARLY
AHL AL-HADITH ON SHIRK

The Qur’an refers to people “taking” (ittakhadha) particular be-
ings as “gods” (aliha).”' Tawhid means taking Allah alone as a
god. Meanwhile, shirk means taking beings other than Al-
lah as gods. Such gods are treated as partners (shuraka’)
beside Allah.*?

Premodern Muslim discourse on shirk is shaped by a
number of key ideas. One key idea is that shirk involves be-
lieving that beings other than Allah have great power, including
the power to create, to control the universe, and to benefit or
harm humans.” Another key idea is that shirk involves wor-
shipping beings other than Allah. The Qur’an presents worship
(‘ibdada) as having two major components. The first consists in
making requests (du'‘a’).”* Gods are asked to provide benefits
(e.g., wealth, children) or eliminate harms (e.g., sickness). The
second component consists in striving to please the god, for this
makes it more likely that he or she will grant requests. The un-
derlying assumption here is that gods are pleased when people
perform acts of submission (is/am) and/or reverence (fazim)
which affirm the god’s much greater power and status. The
Qur’an mentions many distinctive submissive/reverential acts
used by Arabs at the Prophet’s time. These include chanting
praise for gods (tasbih, hamd),” visiting their shrines or idols
(hajj), circumambulating these shrines and idols (fawaf),’
prostrating before them,”” and slaughtering animals (nahr) in
their gods’ honor.”®

One who commits shirk is known as a mushrik. Shirk is
most closely associated with the pre-Islamic Arabs who were

91 Qur’an 5:115, 19:81, 25:3.

92 Qur’an 6:22, 10:28.

93 Qur’an 10:3, 22:11, 25:3, 32:5.

94 Qur’an 10:1006, 46:5, 35:13—14, 7:194. See also 1BN TAYMIYYA, supra
note 17, at 10-11.

95 Qur’an 17:44, 87:1.

96 Qur’an 2:125.

97 Qur’an 22:18, 27:24-25.

98 Qur’an 22:36-37, 108:2; 4 AL-BUKHARI, supra note 14, at 175; 5 Id.,
supra note 14, at 431; 8 AL-Nawawi, supra note 11, at 90; 13 Id., supra note 11, at 141.
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the primary audience of the Prophet’s message.” These Arab
mushriks believed in Allah as well as a host of lesser gods that
were represented as idols (e.g., al-Lat, al-"Uzza, Manat, Hub-
al).'® Arab mushriks believed that all of these gods had the pow-
er to harm and benefit.'”! They worshipped these gods by making
requests and performing the distinctive submissive/reverential
acts mentioned above. Preaching against this shirk, the Prophet
condemned believing in gods besides Allah, making requests of
them, and performing submissive/reverential acts for them.

Muslims turned away from pre-Islamic gods like al-Lat
and al-"Uzza. Nevertheless, with time, Muslims gradually devel-
oped an increasingly elaborate set of beliefs concerning proph-
ets (anbiya’) and pious non-prophets or “saints” (awliya’). In the
eyes of critics like Ibn Taymiyya, these beliefs tacitly elevated
such figures to the status of gods.

The early ahl al-hadith hold that Allah has empowered
both prophets and saints to perform miraculous supernatural acts
(mu jizat, karamat) (e.g., curing illness, resurrecting the dead).
Many hadith reports endorse these ideas. Ibn Hanbal transmits
a report which asserts that Syria is home to forty men known
as the abdal. Allah uses them to bring rain and achieve military
victories.!” Ibn Hanbal believes in the abdal, and suggests that
certain people are from among them.'® Al-Bukhari transmits a
famous hadith report, wherein Allah states that He will grant
sufficiently pious persons whatever they request.'® With these
ideas in mind, many scholars came to believe that prophets and
saints can exercise some control over the universe (tasarruf).
They can do this by using their God-given powers to perform
miracles (e.g., causing rainfall) or by making requests to Allah,
which He will likely grant (e.g., they can request that Allah caus-
es rainfall).'® Many scholars also came to believe that prophets

99 See Qur’an 2:221, 9:5.

100 Qur’an 53:19-120; 4 AL-BUKHARI, supra note 14, at 175.

101 See Qur’an 19:81, 21:43, 36:74.
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and saints retain their powers even after death. They also en-
couraged Muslims to make requests of the dead.

Scholars who attribute great power to prophets and saints
deny that this means taking them as gods. These scholars argue
that Allah is the only real power in the universe and hence the
only god. Prophets and saints are not gods because they lack in-
dependent power. They can only use power that Allah has given
them or make requests of Allah. Such a perspective is famously
articulated by figures like Taqi al-Din al-Subki (d. 756/1355)
and Ibn Hajar al-Haytami (d. 974/1566).'%

When Muslim scholars discuss the relationship between
shirk and worship, they give special attention to submissive/
reverential acts. Scholars hold that such acts are worship in
some contexts but not others. For instance, prostration and
animal slaughter are worship when done for idols. However,
the Qur’an speaks of Prophet Yiisuf’s family prostrating be-
fore him'"” and Prophet Ibrahim slaughtering animals to honor
guests.'® In these contexts, prostration and slaughtering are not
understood to be worship.!?”

At the same time, scriptural texts condemn many types of
submissive/reverential acts when they are directed towards be-
ings other than Allah, especially the dead. Ibn Hanbal transmits
a hadith report where the Prophet says, “O Allah, do not turn my
grave into an idol (wathan). Allah has cursed people who take
the graves of their prophets as places of worship (masajid).”'"°
Thus, the report cautions against worshipping near the graves
of prophets, as it can lead to shirk. There are also hadith reports
which forbid making images,'"! placing lamps on graves,''? con-
structing places of worship upon graves,''? prostrating to beings

106 AL-SuBkl, supra note 105, at 378—79, 382—83; IBN HAJAR AL-HAYTAMI,
AL-JAWHAR AL-MUNAZZAM FI ZIYARAT AL-QABR AL-MUKARRAM 111 (Maktabat Madbtli
2000).

107 Qur’an 12:4, 99-100. See also 4 1N TayMIYYA, supra note 17, at 358,
360.

108 Qur’an 51:24-26.

109 4 IeN TAayMmIYYA, supra note 17, at 358, 360.

110 12 IBN HANBAL, supra note 46, at 314.
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112 2 IBN QUDAMA, supra note 11, at 378-79.
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other than Allah,'"* and slaughtering animals for beings other
than Allah.'"> Notably, however, these hadith reports do not refer
to such acts as shirk. They also do not state that such acts cause
one to become a kafir. Muslim scholars typically condemn the
same acts condemned in scripture, arguing that they resemble
shirk and encourage it.""* However, scholars typically do not call
the acts shirk or excommunicate the doer of the acts.

Certain submissive/reverential acts were prohibited by
virtually all scholars when done for beings other than Allah.
These include prostration (e.g., before living shaykhs)''’ and
circumambulation (e.g., of graves).!"® Scholars also commonly
banned many forms of animal slaughter (e.g., for jinn)'"® and
vowing (e.g., “O dead saint, I vow to donate to your shrine if
my daughter is healed”).'* However, many scholars permitted
other types of reverential acts when used to honor (not worship)
prophets and saints (e.g., reciting praise poetry for them, annu-
ally celebrating their births, kissing and touching their relics,
building monumental structures over their graves).

Ibn Hanbal accepted some kinds of reverential acts, es-
pecially when directed towards the Prophet. Thus, he permit-
ted reverently touching and kissing material objects (i.e., relics)
associated with the Prophet, like his pulpit and grave.'?' It is
reported that Ibn Hanbal himself used to seek blessings by kiss-
ing a hair from the Prophet, placing it on his eyes, dipping it in
water, and then drinking the water.'?

114 3 ABU DAWOD SULAYMAN AL-SUISTANI, SUNAN ABT DAwUD 475 (Dar
al-Risala al-‘Alamiyya 2009).

115 13 AL-Nawawd, supra note 11, at 141.

116 See also 10 ABU ‘ABD ALLAH AL-QURTUBI, AL-JAMI® LI-AHKAM AL-
Qur’AN 380 (Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya 1964); 2 IBN QUDAMA, supra note 11, at 378—
79.

117 aL-HayTtami, supra note 106, at 117.

118 Id. at 113.

119 13 AL-Nawawi, supranote 11, at 141; 1 IBN HasArR AL-HAYTAMI, AL-ZA-
WAIJIR ‘AN IQTIRAF AL-KABA'IR 351 (1987).

120 2 IBN ‘ABIDIN, HASHIYAT RADD AL-MUHTAR ‘ALA AL-DURR AL-MUKHTAR
439 (Maktabat wa-Matba at Mustafa al-Babi al-Halabt wa-Awladih 1966).
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2001).
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As indicated above, worship also involves making re-
quests. However, just as submissive/reverential acts can be wor-
ship, but are not necessarily worship, the same is true of making
requests.'? For instance, Muslim scholars agree that when a liv-
ing person requests something from a living person, this is not
worship or shirk (e.g., “O brother bring me medicine’’). More-
over, some scriptural texts suggest that certain limited requests
may be made of jinn and angels. Thus, the Qur’an speaks approv-
ingly of Prophet Sulayman making requests from jinn.'** There
is also a hadith report where the Prophet encourages people who
are lost to call out and request help from angels.'* Based on such
texts, Ibn Hanbal endorses calling out to angels when lost.!** He
dislikes making requests from jinn, but does not prohibit it.'?’

Requests from the dead fall into two basic categories.
The first is known as tawassul (intercession), which involves
requesting that dead persons ask Allah for assistance on one’s
behalf (e.g., “O Prophet, ask Allah to heal me”). The second is
known as istighatha. It involves directly requesting assistance
from dead persons (e.g., “O Prophet, heal me”).

Some reports indicate that, as early as the caliphate
of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab (d. 23/644), Muslims would go to the
Prophet’s grave and request that he petition Allah on their behalf
for benefits like rain.'”® Tawassul was an established practice by
the time of Ibn Hanbal, and he endorsed it.'* Eventually, ta-
wassul won the approval of almost all Muslim scholars. Many
scholars likewise came to endorse istighatha and often did not
clearly differentiate it from tawassul.'*°

123 See Qur’an 24:63.

124 Qur’an 27:38-40, 34:12-14.

125 11 ABU BAKR AL-BAzzAR, MUSNAD AL-BazzAr 181 (Maktabat ‘Ulim
wa-Hikam 1988-2009).

126 1N HANBAL, MASA’'IL AHMAD IBN HANBAL RIWAYAT IBNIHI ‘ABD ALLAH
245 (al-Maktab al-Islam1 1981).

127 1 IBN MUFLIH, AL-ADAB AL-SHAR ‘TYYA WA’L-MINAH AL-MAR ‘IYYA 198
(‘Alam al-Kutub 2009).

128 AL-SuBKl, supra note 105, at 381-82; aL-HAyTAMI, supra note 106, at
112.

129 3 IBN MUFLIH, AL-FURU" WA-TASHIH AL-FURU‘ 229 (Mu’assasat al-Risa-
la 2004).

130 See aL-SuBki, supra note 105, at 383. See also id. at 357-58, 372-85;
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SEcCTION V: IBN TAYMIYYA ON THE
DENIAL OF ALLAH’S ATTRIBUTES

Ibn Taymiyya was a highly respected but controversial scholar
in Mamluk Syria.!*! He wrote on a myriad of topics but gave
special attention to Allah’s attributes and shirk. The concept of
the salaf is central to Ibn Taymiyya’s thought. The term salaf
refers to the earliest Muslim generations. It includes the Proph-
et’s Companions as well as Muslims who lived during the first
two centuries or so after his death (approximately mid-seventh
to mid-ninth centuries CE). The last members of the salaf in-
clude the founders of the four legal schools and the earliest ah/
al-hadith. Generally speaking, Sunnis believe that because the
salaf learned from the Prophet and were closest to him in time,
they had the best understanding of his message. Consequently,
Sunnis in later eras claim that their views are based on those
of the salaf. However, Ibn Taymiyya routinely argues that later
scholars (including later Hanbalis) actually hold views that con-
flict with the views of the salaf'and hence should be regarded as
heretical “innovations” (bida ).

For Ibn Taymiyya, promoting the views of the salaf usu-
ally meant promoting the views of the early ahl al-hadith. Like
the early ahl al-hadith, Tbn Taymiyya is highly critical of non-lit-
eral interpretation, especially as it relates to Allah’s attributes.
He goes so far as to deny that the Qur’an contains metaphors
that could justify non-literal interpretation.'*> He also attacks
contemporary Ash‘aris, Maturidis, and Hanbalis for their open-
ness to non-literal interpretation. Like the early ahl al-hadith, Ibn
Taymiyya insists on excommunicating those who deny Allah’s
aboveness via non-literal interpretation.'* He rejects tolerance

131 For works on Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas see AL-MATROUDI, supra note 10;
Jonn HoovEr, IBN Taymiyya’s Tueobicy OF PErPETUAL OpTimisM (2007); YOSSEF
RapororT & SHAHAB AHMED EDs., IBN Taymiyva anp His Times (2010); Carr
EL-Tosaul, IBN TAyMIYYA ON REASON AND REVELATION (2019); SULEIMAN, supra note
75.

132 7 IeN TayMmiYYA, supra note 17, at 113. See also SULEIMAN, supra note
73, at 141-72.

133 7 IBN Taymivya, DAR” TA'ARUD AL-‘AQL WA’L-NAQL 26-29 (Jami at
al-Imam Muhammad b. Sa‘td 1991); Id., KiTAB AL-ISTIGHATHA FI AL-RADD ‘ALA AL-
BakrI 253 (Maktabat Dar al-Minhaj 1426 AH).
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for different opinions in this matter—thereby repudiating the po-
sition of al-Ghazali and classic fakfir doctrine.

However, Ibn Taymiyya also diverges from the early ah/
al-hadith in significant respects. He insists much more strongly
on restraining fakfir. For instance, Ibn Taymiyya assumes that
takfir requires rejecting Prophetic teachings known with certain-
ty through tawatur.'** This reflects classic doctrine rather than
the views of the early ahl al-hadith. Expanding on a point made
by al-Ghazali,'** Ibn Taymiyya adds that in order to excommu-
nicate a person, the person must deny a teaching they know
with certainty comes from the Prophet. And this requires that
the person knows that the teaching is transmitted via tawatur. A
person may not be excommunicated simply because they deny a
teaching that other scholars know with certainty comes from the
Prophet, because the scholars know it is transmitted via tawatur.
For example, hadith experts know that the Prophet will be given
the right to intercede for his followers on the Day of Judgement.
They know that Muslims will see Allah in the afterlife and that
Companions like Abti Bakr were of righteous character. All of
this is found in fawatur hadith reports.** Tawatur reports also
remove any ambiguity found in the Qur’anic text about Allah’s
aboveness, and whether He is literally located in an upwards
direction. Nevertheless, certain individuals may falsely believe
that the views of hadith experts are not based on tawatur hadith
reports and hence doubt them. Such individuals cannot be ex-
communicated. Ibn Taymiyya holds that, as a result, Mu tazilis
and Ash arites generally cannot be excommunicated for denying
Allah’s aboveness. Ibn Taymiyya writes:

The assertion that Allah, Most High, is above the uni-
verse 1s known with certainty (ma ‘liim bi’l-idtirar) from
the Book, the Sunna, and the consensus of the salaf of the
umma—after an individual reflects on the matter .... In
fact, it might be said that there are hundreds of places in
scriptural texts concerning aboveness (‘uluww). Tawatur

134 See 7 id. at 26-29; 2 id., BAYAN TALBIS AL-JAHMIYYA 73-74 (Majma‘
al-Malik Fahd li-Tiba at al-Mushaf al-Sharif 1426 AH).

135 AL-GHAzALL, FAYSAL, supra note 11, at 84.

136 18 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 69-70.
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reports from the Prophet—peace be upon him—his Com-
panions, and the Successors agree on this [i.e., affirming
literal aboveness]. So, there is no need for us to deny this
based on the wording of a specific text, which could be
said to be open to non-literal interpretation (yahtamil al-
ta'wil) .... For this reason, the salaf unanimously agreed
on excommunicating anyone who denied this, because in
their view it was among the religious matters [i.e., teach-
ings| which are known with certainty. But the matters
known with certainty to the salaf, the imams, and the
scholars of religion may not be known to some people—
either because they turn away from listening to what has
been transmitted on the matter [or because they refuse to
reflect on what has been transmitted].'*’

Ibn Taymiyya continues on to note that deviant groups like the
Mu'tazilis often lack the type of transmitted religious knowl-
edge possessed by the ahl al-hadith. Consequently, such devi-
ants are ignorant on matters like Allah’s aboveness.'*®

Ibn Taymiyya also restricts fakfir by reworking the ex-
cuse for ignorance. He selects out the most forgiving views in
the Islamic tradition and synthesizes them together. He thereby
produces a distinctive notion of excuse, which ranks among the
most expansive found in premodern Islam.

Some earlier scholars assert that people should not be
excommunicated until their various false arguments have been
explicitly countered with evidence. Although al-Ghazali does
not affirm this relatively forgiving view, it seems to be endorsed
by the eminent Syrian Hanbali Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223).'* Ibn
Taymiyya goes beyond Ibn Qudama’s position to argue that it is
not sufficient to produce a general refutation of a deviant group.
Every individual from the group must have his or her arguments
carefully addressed with evidence. Ibn Taymiyya says: “No one
should excommunicate any Muslim, even if he or she errs and
goes astray, until the evidence is established for him or her and

137 7id., DAR’ TA"ARUD, supra note 133, at 26-29.
138 Id.
139 9 IBN QUDAMA, supra note 11, at 12.
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the right path is made clear to him or her ... [his or her status as
a Muslim] can only be negated after establishing the evidence
and eliminating specious arguments (al-shubha) [that he or she
has for his or her mistaken view].”!40

Ibn Taymiyya also goes beyond Ibn Qudama by clarify-
ing that even deviant religious scholars, like learned Jahmis, can-
not be excommunicated until their arguments have been coun-
tered. Such scholars necessarily have some significant amount
of religious knowledge—including knowledge of opposing po-
sitions. Hence it is not obvious that they are “ignorant” such
that they deserve to be excused. But Ibn Taymiyya nevertheless
holds they are entitled to an excuse: “I used to say to the Jahmis
from among ... those who denied that Allah, Exalted is He, is
above the Throne ...: ‘Had I agreed with you, I would have been
a kafir; because I know that your statement is kufr. But you, in
my view, are not kafirs because you are ignorant.” And this was
addressed to their scholars, judges, elders, and leaders.”'*!

In fact, Ibn Taymiyya likely believed that deviant reli-
gious scholars might still be entitled to the excuse for ignorance
even after their opponents had argued with them for many years
and presented them with extensive evidence. After all, he spent
his own life arguing with highly educated scholars of this type.
Moreover, his writings indicate that he refrained from excom-
municating them, despite the fact that their views merited fak-
fir—were it not for the excuse (e.g., Ash aris who denied Allah’s
aboveness, Sufis who endorsed istighatha).

Ibn Taymiyya’s position can be contrasted with the early
ahl al-hadith, as well as classic takfir doctrine. The early ahl
al-hadith do not state that before excommunicating any deviant
individual, it is necessary to carefully counter all his or her ar-
guments with evidence. The early ah/ al-hadith also do not state
that deviant scholars are entitled to the excuse for ignorance. In-
deed, many of their statements seem to imply that such scholars
(e.g., Jahmis) can be excommunicated with few limits.'** More-
over, as noted earlier, classic doctrine holds that the excuse for

140 12 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 500—1.

141 IBN TAYMIYYA, AL-ISTIGHATHA, supra note 133, at 253.

142 See e.g., 1 “ABD ALLAH B. AHMAD IBN HANBAL, supra note 81, at 164;
AL-LALAKA'T, supra note 44, at 200.
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ignorance is generally only allowed in limited circumstances.
Where basic Islamic teachings are concerned, the excuse is typ-
ically reserved for people of little knowledge (e.g., recent con-
verts, those who live in isolated areas).

Ibn Taymiyya’s analysis raises a particular difficulty.
He claims to be following the salaf and the early ahl al-hadith.
However, he seems to favor more restraint in takfir than they
do. How can this be justified? Here Ibn Taymiyya has a number
of arguments. One is that there must be more restraint in later
times (like his era) than earlier times (like the salaf’s era). This
is because in later times ignorance is more widespread, such that
more deserve to be excused.

For example, Ibn Taymiyya explains that the salaf ex-
communicated the Jahmis with few restraints because, at that
time, the general body of Muslims possessed a very high level
of knowledge. He says:

The salaf and the imams were unanimous in excom-
municating the Jahmis when their opposition to the
Messenger appeared. It was famous and known with
certainty to the general body of Muslims, even before
[succeeding generations] acquired [detailed] knowledge
of faith later on. [Then, when knowledge declined,]
some of that became unclear to many who were not out-
right heretics.'*

Elsewhere Ibn Taymiyya remarks:

When time grew long, what had been apparent to them
[i.e., the earliest Muslims] became hidden to many peo-
ple.... Yet even so, they [i.e., scholars from later gener-
ations] were mujtahids who were excused (mujtahidi-
na ma dhirin). Allah forgives their errors and rewards
them for their jjtihad. And it may be that, in terms of
good deeds, a doer among them has the reward of fif-
ty men who performed it in that [earlier] time; for they
[i.e., the early Muslims] used to find those who would

143 2 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 134, at 73—74.
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help them, whereas these later ones have not found any-
one to help them.'*

More generally, Ibn Taymiyya argues that access to knowledge
is “a relative matter” (amr idafi) and depends heavily on circum-
stances. In some circumstances, individuals lack even the most
basic types of Islamic knowledge (e.g., those living in isolated
desert areas). Hence, they are not aware of religious obligations
concerning prayer, zakat, and hajj.'*> Elsewhere, Ibn Taymiyya
asserts that religious knowledge often dies away. He states that
“many people may be raised in times and places in which much
of the knowledge of the prophets becomes effaced.”'*® Where
ignorance prevails, many may be excused. Indeed, as we will
see, Ibn Taymiyya seems to hold that, in later times, entire soci-
eties may be excused.'’

Thus, Ibn Taymiyya can grant that the salaf engaged in
relatively unrestrained takfir, while holding that later genera-
tions need more restraint. However, he also puts forth a second
key idea. According to Ibn Taymiyya, truly unrestrained takfir
is a heretical innovation (bid ‘a) associated with groups like the
Kharijis, Shi‘Ts, and Mu ‘tazilis.'*® For Ibn Taymiyya, the takfir
practiced by the early ahl al-hadith is actually more restrained
than it appears. This is because the ahl al-hadith tacitly endorse
an expansive excuse for ignorance. So, when the ahl al-hadith
say things like “Jahmis are kdfirs,” they really mean that Jahmis
are kafirs unless they have an excuse for ignorance.!* Ibn Tay-
miyya cites Ibn Hanbal’s behavior as evidence for this view and
notes that Ibn Hanbal prayed behind ‘Abbasid caliphs, refused to
publicly excommunicate them, and refused to rebel against them.
For Ibn Taymiyya, all of this implies that Ibn Hanbal considered
them Muslims and excused them for their Jahmi views.'*® Ibn

144 13 id., supra note 17, at 65.
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146 11 id., supra note 17, at 407.

147 3 id., supra note 27, at 145-46, 151.
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Taymiyya is correct that Ibn Hanbal likely granted the caliphs an
excuse for ignorance. Nevertheless, it should be reiterated that
Ibn Taymiyya’s concept of the excuse is much broader than that
of Ibn Hanbal and the early ahl al-hadith.

SEcTION VI: IBN TAYMIYYA ON SHIRK

Recall that, over time, Muslim scholars gradually ascribed in-
creasing power to the dead while encouraging people to make
requests of them. By the twelfth century, a minority of scholars
(particularly within the Hanbalt school) had begun to criticize
these developments as shirk."! This trend reached its apex with
Ibn Taymiyya.

Recall that many scholars came to emphasize that Allah is
the only real power in the universe, and hence the only real god.
Such scholars assert that Muslims do not commit skirk so long
as they believe Allah is the only real power.'>? As highlighted in
previous studies, Ibn Taymiyya’s single most important idea is
that Muslims can commit skirk even if they believe Allah is the
only real power.'>* To advance his argument, Ibn Taymiyya puts
forth a novel claim. He argues that the ancient Arab mushriks
believed that Allah was the only real power in the universe (i.e.,
they affirmed tawhid al-rubibiyya).'* Given this belief, the
mushriks actually conceptualized their “gods” as similar to dead
persons, jinn, and angels. Such beings have apparent power, but
not real independent power. They can only do what Allah allows
them to do. Ibn Taymiyya argues that when the Qur’an con-
demns shirk, it is actually referring to those who worship beings
like dead persons, jinn, and angels. It is possible to worship such
beings, and commit shirk, even if one believes that they lack real
independent power. For Ibn Taymiyya, this type of shirk char-
acterizes both the ancient Arabs as well as many Muslims in his

151 See ONDREJ BERANEK & PAVEL Tupek, THE TEMPTATION OF GRAVES IN
Savrari IsLam 28-29, 42 (2018); BunzEL, supra note 8, at 106—07.

152 AL-SuBkl, supra note 105, at 357-58, 372—85; AL-HAyTAMI, supra note
106, at 109-12.

153 BuUNZzEL, supra note 8, at 128—45; Lav, supra note 8, at 38—94.

154 1 IeN TaymiYYA, supra note 17, at 22-23; 14 id. at 12—14; Hoover, su-
pranote 131, at 26-39; BuNzEL, supra note 8, at 128-45; Lav, supra note 8, at 38-94.
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era, who worship prophets and saints. Ibn Taymiyya notes that
such shirk is a grave sin, and that the Prophet fought jihad wars
against the ancient Arabs to eliminate it.">> Ibn Taymiyya refers
to worshipping Allah alone as tawhid al-ulithiyya. For him, what
distinguishes true Muslims from mushriks is tawhid al-ulithiyya
(rather than tawhid al-rubiibiyya).'*

Compared to other scholars, Ibn Taymiyya takes strict-
er positions on matters of shirk. For example, Muslim scholars
commonly hold that actions like prostration, slaughtering, and
vowing can be shirk. But this requires that the doer intends to
worship a being other than Allah and considers it a god (e.g.,
a dead person, a jinn)."”” Meanwhile, Ibn Taymiyya downplays
the importance of intentions. He suggests that slaughtering,'
vowing,"” and (maybe) prostration are shirk regardless of the
doer’s intentions.'®

Ibn Taymiyya forbids travelling to graves with the aim of
acquiring benefits for oneself from Allah or from the dead. For
him, such pilgrimages encourage shirk, even if they are not nec-
essarily shirk themselves.'®' At Ibn Taymiyya’s time, pilgrimage
to the Prophet’s tomb was a major, widely accepted religious
rite. Ibn Taymiyya’s opinion prohibiting it was one of his most
controversial and resulted in his incarceration.'®?

Ibn Taymiyya takes a harsher stance on touching struc-
tures and relics than other scholars like Ibn Hanbal. Ibn Taymi-
yya does not believe that kissing (tagbil) and rubbing (tamassuh)
inanimate objects (jamadat) is shirk.'®> However, in his view, it
can encourage shirk—especially when graves are involved. He

155 1 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 154-55.
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thus generally forbids such behavior, with some limited excep-
tions (e.g., kissing the black stone in the Kaba, because this was
done by the Prophet).'%

For Ibn Taymiyya, mere requests often raise concerns
over shirk, even when they are not accompanied by submissive/
reverential acts. Whereas Ibn Hanbal permits certain requests
from angels, Ibn Taymiyya strongly suggests that such behavior
is shirk.'> However, somewhat surprisingly, Ibn Taymiyya per-
mits requests from jinn.'® This more tolerant position is close to
that of Ibn Hanbal.

Ibn Taymiyya strongly condemns requests from the
dead. Breaking with Ibn Hanbal, he prohibits the widely accept-
ed practice of tawassul. This is another of his most controversial
opinions. According to Ibn Taymiyya, tawassul is not shirk, but
it encourages shirk.'®” Furthermore, he prohibits istighatha as
blatant shirk.'

Ibn Taymiyya’s views on shirk must be situated in re-
lationship to his expansive excuse for ignorance. According to
him, ignorance about shirk had become so widespread in his era
that people typically deserved the excuse for ignorance. Speak-
ing of the person who engages in istighatha, Ibn Taymiyya says:

[It is] obligatory to kill him like other similar mushriks
[who are fought in war].... But if he was ignorant,
knowledge did not reach him, and he was not aware of
the true nature of the shirk for which the Prophet fought
the mushriks, then [in that case] it is not ruled that he is a
kafir, especially since this shirk has proliferated amongst
those who profess Islam.!®

164 27 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 79-80, 107-08; id., AL-RADD ‘ALA
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SecTiON VII: IBN TAYMIYYA ON NON-
APPLICATION OF THE SHART ‘A

Ibn Taymiyya’s views on takfir for non-application of the shari ‘a
are complex. He states with approval that, as a general matter, the
“doctrine of the ahl al-hadith is to refrain from armed rebellion
against tyrannical rulers and to be patient with their injustice.”'”
Nevertheless, Ibn Taymiyya also indicates that, in some cases.
governments and groups can be excommunicated for not apply-
ing the shari‘a. He expresses these views in a series of fatwas
(legal responsa) against the Mongol government.!”! During the
late thirteenth century, the Ilkhanate Mongols launched a series
of military campaigns to conquer Mamluk-ruled Syria. In 1295,
the Mongol leader Ghazan Khan (d. 703/1304) converted to
Sunni Islam and demanded that all fellow Muslims submit to
him. Most of his solders were also Muslims. Nevertheless, com-
pared to the Mamluks, the Mongols were more relaxed in their
adherence to the shari‘a. Many did not undertake practices like
prayer and zakat. They also followed a Mongol legal code laid
down by Genghis Khan known as the yasa,'”” which they often
prioritized over the shari ‘a. This produced a confusing situation
for the Muslims of Mamluk Syria, who did not know whether
to treat the Mongols as fellow Muslims or as invading kafirs
to be fought. Ibn Taymiyya addressed this situation by publicly
excommunicating the Mongols for not applying the shari ‘a. He
also played a major role in organizing a successful jihad cam-
paign against them.

Explicating his views, Ibn Taymiyya draws attention to
the Wars of Apostasy. He states:

The Companions and the imams after them unanimously
agreed on fighting those who withheld the zakat, even
if they performed the five daily prayers and fasted the
month of Ramadan. These people did not have any false

170 4 id., supra note 17, at 444.

171 28 id. at 501-53; AIGLE, supra note 8; Hoover, supra note §; Berriah,
supra note 8.

172 28 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 521-22, 530-31.
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argument that would justify [excusing them], and thus
they were apostates (murtaddin). They were fought for
withholding it [i.e., the zakaf]—even if they acknowl-
edged that it was obligatory.'”

Ibn Taymiyya claims that the Mongols, as a group, are guilty of
many offenses: they do not practice or implement a wide range
of shari ‘a rules beyond zakat; they consider Genghis Khan to
be a son of God and a messenger of Allah; they regard his yasa
as a sacred law and favor it over the shari ‘a; and they commit
acts of open blasphemy like fornicating in mosques or simply
destroying them.'™ Ibn Taymiyya states:

We personally witnessed the army of these people and
saw that the majority of them did not pray. We did not
see in their camp a single mu adhdhin (person who per-
forms the call to prayer) or imam (prayer leader) ... even
with their power, they did not perform /ajj to the Ancient
House. And even if some of them prayed and fasted, the
majority did not establish prayer or give zakat....They
did not fight for Islam, nor did they impose jizya (poll
tax) [on kafirs] and subjugate them.'”

Ibn Taymiyya also states that if the Mongols were to win, it
“would lead to the disappearance of the religion of Islam and
the effacement of its laws (duriis shara’i‘ih).”'’® Ibn Taymiyya
holds that the Mongols are worse than the tribes excommunicat-
ed by Abii Bakr. Hence, he excommunicates them en masse and
repeatedly refers to them as apostates (murtaddin).'”’

Like the Kharijts, Ibn Taymiyya is willing to excommu-
nicate governments. However, he also differs from Kharijis in
several notable ways. Kharijis hold that it is legitimate to ex-
communicate and wage jihdd against any government—wheth-
er foreign or one’s own. Meanwhile, the ahl al-hadith reject

173 Id. at 519.

174 Id. at 519-22.

175 Id.

176 Id. at 530-31.

177 Id. at 519, 530-31, 534-35.
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excommunicating and rebelling against one’s own government.
However, they do not address the case of foreign governments.
Ibn Taymiyya excommunicates a foreign government (i.e., the
Mongols), but not his own. This goes beyond the ahl al-hadith
position but does not necessarily conflict with it.

Such is not the only difference between Ibn Taymiyya
and the Kharijis. Kharijis hold that governments and groups can
become kafirs by ignoring a single shari‘a rule. Ibn Taymiyya
holds that this is technically possible in specific circumstances
(e.g., the tribes who refused to pay zakat to Abt Bakr).!”® Never-
theless, Ibn Taymiyya does not promote excommunicating gov-
ernments that ignore a single rule. (This would lead to excom-
municating all extant governments, including the Mamluks.)
Rather, he promotes excommunicating governments that aban-
don a wide range of basic shari ‘a rules and replace the shari‘a
with an alternative law code. This position is a novel one. It
is less permissive of excommunicating governments than the
Khariji view yet more permissive than the ah/ al-hadith view.

Ibn Taymiyya’s student Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373) echoed
his ideas. Citing Qur’an 4:65 and 5:50 as evidence, Ibn Kathir
states, “Whoever abandons the definitive, revealed law sent
down to Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah, the Seal of the Prophets,
and seeks judgment (tahakama) by another abrogated law,
has committed disbelief (kafara). So, what then of one who
seeks judgment by the yasa and gives it precedence over [the
shart‘a]? Whoever does so has become a kafir by the consensus
of the Muslims.”'”

Notably, in countering the Mongols, Ibn Taymiyya in-
vokes another fakfir principle, which is tied to particular Qur’anic
verses (e.g., 3:28, 5:51). Thus, Qur’an 5:51 reads, “You who be-
lieve, do not take the Jews and Christians as allies (awliya’);
They are allies only to each other. Whoever takes them as allies
becomes one of them.” Muslim scholars have long interpreted
such verses as prohibiting Muslims from forming alliances with
kafirs against other Muslims. Those who do this are declared

178 Id. at 518-19, 530-31.
179 15 ABU AL-FIDA’ IBN KATHIR, AL-BIDAYA WA’L-NIHAYA 161 (Dar Ibn
Kathir 2013); see also Berriah, supra note 7.
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kafirs themselves.'®® Although Ibn Hanbal has little to say about
this principle, matters are different for Ibn Taymiyya. Ibn Tay-
miyya suggests that this principle applies to the (kafir) Mongols.
Consequently, whoever allies with them against the Mamluks
becomes a kafir.'®!

SecTioN VIII: IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB ON SHIRK

Unlike Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab had
little interest in Allah’s attributes (sifat). Rather his central con-
cern was shirk. Prior to Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s time, Ibn Tay-
miyya’s influence on mainstream Sunnism was limited due to
his controversial opinions.'*> However, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab en-
thusiastically embraced Ibn Taymiyya’s uniquely strict views on
shirk. Breaking with earlier scholars, he held that Ibn Taymiyya
should be treated as the foremost authority on Islamic doctrine.

In the mid-eighteenth century, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
initiated an enduring partnership between his growing Wah-
habl movement and the Saud dynasty (4! Su‘iid), which ruled
the town of Dir‘iyya. Together they established a larger Sau-
di state in the central Arabian region of Najd. The expanding
Saudi state soon entered a long-term conflict with the Ottoman
empire (698—1341/1299-1922). The Ottomans and their allies
exercised varying degrees of authority over southeastern Europe
and the Arab world, including the sacred Hijaz region. At the
time, most of the world’s Muslims equated the Ottomans’ ver-
sion of Islam with Sunni orthodoxy. However, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wah-
hab condemned Ottoman Islam as shirk, and rebuked the Otto-
mans for not applying the shari ‘a. Based on this, Saudi Wahhabi
authorities excommunicated the Ottomans and launched jihad
campaigns against them.'®® The Saudi-Ottoman conflict contin-
ued until the Ottoman empire collapsed following its defeat in
World War 1. The 1920s witnessed several key developments.

180 On Qur’an 3:28, see 6 ABU JAFAR AL-TABARI, JAMI' AL-BAYAN ‘AN
TA’WIL AY AL-QUR’AN 313 (Dar al-Tarbiya wa’l-Turath 2010).

181 28 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 530-31.

182 RapPoPORT & AHMED, supra note 131, at 67, 16, 269-70.

183 10 ‘ABD AL-RAHMAN IBN QASIM ED., AL-DURAR AL-SANIYYA FI AL-AJWI-
BA AL-NAJDIYYA 7-8 (Matba‘at Umm al-Qura 1996); BunzEL, supra note 8.
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The Saudis annexed the Hijaz and established the modern state
of Saudi Arabia. However, in the Hijaz and elsewhere, many
Muslims opposed strict Wahhabit doctrines on shirk and takfir.
To allay these concerns, the Saudi government began forcibly
reforming the Wahhabi religious establishment, demanding that
it gradually tone down and qualify its takfir doctrine.'®* In this
way, Wahhabism evolved into the influential global movement
known as Salafism.

As recognized in previous studies, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
embraces most of Ibn Taymiyya’s ideas on shirk.'® Thus, he ac-
cepts Ibn Taymiyya’s central claim that Muslims can commit
shirk even if they believe that Allah is the only real power in
the universe. He likewise accepts Ibn Taymiyya’s claim that the
ancient Arab mushriks conceptualized their “gods” as similar to
dead persons, jinn, and angels.'¢

Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab holds that
slaughtering'®” and vowing are shirk when directed towards be-
ings other than Allah,'® and that little if any consideration needs
to be given to the doer’s intentions. Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab forbids pilgrimage to graves'® and holds that re-
quests from angels are shirk.'”® However, whereas Ibn Taymiyya
permits requests from jinn, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab considers this
shirk."' Following Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab considers
istighatha to be shirk."”? Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
opposes tawassul without considering it outright shirk.'”> How-

184 See STEPHANE LACROIX, AWAKENING IsLam 12—14 (2011); Henri Lauz-
1ERE, THE MAKING OF SaLAFIsM 60-94 (2016).

185 1 IBN QAsim, supra note 183, at 137-38; 2 id. at 125; BUNZEL, supra
note 8, at 128-38; Lav, supra note 8, at 95-125.

186 See MunaMMAD IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, KASHF AL-SHUBUHAT 33-35
(Wizarat al-Shu’tin al-Islamiyya wa’l-Awqaf wa’l-Da‘wa wa’l-Irshad 1418 H).

187 IeN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, supra note 187, at 40; 10 IBN QAsiM, supra
note 183, at 14.

188 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, supra note 187, at 40; 10 [BN QAsIM, supra note
185, at 14.

189 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, ADAB AL-MASHI ILA AL-SALAH 40 (Jami‘at al-
Imam Muhammad b. Sa‘tid n.d.).

190 Id., supra note 186, at 6-8.

191 Id. at 6-8.

192 Id., supra note 187, at 42—44.

193 1 IBN QAsim, supra note 183, at 33-34.
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ever, whereas Ibn Taymiyya firmly prohibits tawassul, Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab indicates that it is merely disliked (makrith)."**

As recognized in earlier scholarship, the primary differ-
ence between Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab concerns
the excuse for ignorance.'” Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab adopts Ibn Tay-
miyya’s strict opinions on shirk while rejecting his exceptionally
expansive excuse for ignorance. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab judges that
the general population of self-professed Muslims in his era has
fallen into shirk. However, rather than pardoning them (like Ibn
Taymiyya), he declares jihdd against them. In some places, Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab suggests that there is no excuse for ignorance.'*
More often, he admits that there is an excuse for ignorance but
holds that it should be tightly restricted.!”” He argues that a per-
son can no longer be considered ignorant once he or she has
simply heard the Qur’an. Addressing this matter, he says: “As
for the fundamentals of the religion (usi/ al-din), which Allah
has clarified and made firm in His Book, Allah’s proof is the
Qur’an. Whoever the Qur’an reaches, the proof has reached him
(balagathu al-hujja).” "

Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s sons (who became the highest
Wahhabi religious authorities after his death) argue that anyone
who has heard about their father’s general message possesses
enough evidence. Such a person cannot claim the excuse for
ignorance. They write, “[A]s for those who have received our
call to tawhid and the application of Allah’s [shari ‘a] obliga-
tions (al- ‘amal bi-fard’id Allah) but refuse to accept it, persist in
shirk, and neglect the [shari ‘a] obligations of Islam, we excom-
municate them, fight them, and launch raids against them.” '

Admittedly, there is a famous letter where Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab asserts that he does not automatically declare those
worship at graves to be disbelievers (e.g., for acts like istighatha).

194 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, FATAWA wa-MAsA'IL 68 (Jami‘at al-Imam
Muhammad b. Sa‘td al-Islamiyya n.d.).

195 BuUNZzEL, supra note 8, at 127-190.

196 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, supra note 186, at 11; see also id., supra note
187, at 28.

197 Id., AL-RASA’IL AL-SHAKHSIYYA 60 (Jami‘at al-Imam Muhammad b.
Sa‘tid 1206 AH).

198 10 IBN QAsim, supra note 183, at 93.

199 9 id. at 252-53.
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He asserts that his critics have slandered him by falsely claiming
that he does not grant an excuse for ignorance.”” Nevertheless,
this letter conflicts with what Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab says in many
other places. As such, it either represents a contradiction in his
thinking or an attempt to conceal his actual views.*"'

SecTioN IX: IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB ON NON-
APPLICATION OF THE SHARI 4

Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab holds that, as a general principle,
Muslims must submit to governments and not rebel against
them, even when they fall short in applying shari ‘a. In one text,
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab explains that the ancient Arabs had many
erroneous views that Islam came to correct. These include see-
ing disobedience to rulers as a good thing. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
comments:

[For the ancient Arabs,] opposing the ruler and refusing
to submit to him is seen as a virtue. Obeying and listen-
ing to him is regarded as humiliation and disgrace. But
the Messenger of Allah opposed them, and commanded
patience with unjust rulers. He commanded obedience
[to rulers] and giving them [beneficial] advice. He em-
phasized that with severity, repeating it often.>”?

However, like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab believes that
some circumstances justify excommunicating governments and
groups for not applying the shari‘a. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab ex-
presses his views in a short influential text titled Nawagid al-Is-
lam (Nullifiers of Islam), which lists ten offenses that make one
a kafir>” The first two offenses concern shirk. The fourth of-
fense is not applying the shari‘a. In describing this fourth of-
fense, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab uses the distinctive term taghiit. In

200 1 id. at 104.

201 BuNZzEL, supra note 8, at 158—62.

202 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, MASA'IL AL-JAHILIYYA 7 (al-Matba‘a al-Salafi-
yya 1347 AH).

203 10 IBN QAsiM, supra note 183, at 90-93.
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Ibn Taymiyya’s writings, a taghit is an illegitimate authority
who demands obedience to his or her commands and laws over
those of Allah.?** Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab states, “Fourth [nullifier]:
Whoever believes that the guidance of someone other than the
Prophet is more complete than his guidance, or that the judg-
ment of another is better than his judgment—such as those who
prefer the rule of faghiit over his rule—then he is a kafir.”?%
He also suggests that simply supporting the rule of a taghit
verbally makes one a kafir, such that the one who “praises the
taghiits or argues on their behalf ... exits Islam even if he fasts
and stands in prayer.”?%

As mentioned above, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s sons argued
that takfir is justified for both shirk and non-application of the
shart‘a® Significantly, the prominent early Wahhabi schol-
ar Husayn Ibn Ghannam (d. 1225/1810) cites Ibn Taymiyya’s
fatwas against the Mongols to legitimate fakfir and jihad against
the Ottomans and their allies. Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn Ghannam
emphasizes that Abii Bakr was correct to excommunicate tribes
who simply did not pay zakat. This justifies excommunicating
groups who do not adhere to shart ‘a.*® For Ibn Ghannam, the
most serious offence of the Ottomans and their allies is failure to
implement shari ‘a rules banning shirk.

To build support against his enemies, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wah-
hab invokes two further takfir principles. In Nawagid, he iden-
tifies allying with kafirs against Muslims as the eighth offense
that makes one a kafir.?” For Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Muslims
who have allied with the Ottomans against the Saudi state have
become kafirs. A second important takfir principle concerns
what we might call “chain fakfir.” Recall that according to clas-
sic takfir doctrine, denying a Prophetic teaching that is known
with certainty makes one a kafir. Chain takfir is a specific ap-
plication of this principle. Thus, it is definitively known that

204 28 IBN TAYMIYYA, supra note 17, at 201.

205 10 IBN QAsiM, supra note 183, at 91.

206 Id. at 55.

207 9 id. at 252-53.
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1949).
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the Prophet taught that particular groups are kafirs. Examples
are Christians and worshippers of al-Lat.?'° A person who de-
nies that such groups are kdfirs becomes a kafir themselt and
merits fakfir. This is chain takfir. Many Muslim scholars accept
some form of the chain takfir principle, such as Ibn Hanbal. He
holds that the Prophet taught that Allah literally speaks, and
that whoever denies Prophetic teachings is a kafir. On these
grounds, Ibn Hanbal excommunicates Jahmis. He further ex-
communicates whoever denies that Jahmis are kafirs and refus-
es to excommunicate them.?!!

Although Ibn Taymiyya presumably accepts the chain
takfir principle, it does not play a significant role in his thought.
By contrast, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab emphasizes the importance of
chain takfir. In Nawdagqid, the third offense that makes one a kafir
is not excommunicating those who are kafirs. The text states:
“Whoever does not excommunicate the mushriks, doubts that
they are kdafirs, or considers their doctrine sound, has become a
kafir by consensus.”?!?> For Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, this means that
whoever does not excommunicate the Ottomans and their allies
becomes a kdfir.

Although Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab is critical of surrounding
societies for not applying the shari‘a, his primary justification
for excommunicating them is shirk. Thus, people in these soci-
eties partake in or tolerate making requests from dead persons
and angels, slaughtering for jinn, and so on. Indeed, Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab goes so far as to assert that “the shirk of the ancients
[i.e., pre-Islamic Arabs] is less severe (akhaff) than the shirk of
people in our time.”?" In other words, given their extreme shirk,
the Ottomans are lower in status, and further from Islam, than
the ancient Arabs. The implied message is that since the Prophet
fought the ancient Arabs for their shirk, the Ottomans are even
more deserving of being fought.

To sum up, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab excommunicates the
Ottomans, their allies, and whoever does not excommunicate
them. He also accuses these groups of shirk and refers to them

210 Qur’an 98:1, 6.

211 11BN ABI YA LA, supra note 45, at 342.

212 10 IBN QAsim, supra note 183, at 91.

213 IBN ‘ABD AL-WAHHAB, supra note 186, at 33.
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as mushriks. This functions to justify jihad campaigns against
all the putative “Muslim” lands surrounding the Saudi state. Ex-
pressing his views, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab says:

You have also heard the [Ottoman]| mushriks say: “Shirk
is the worship of idols but not that of the pious [dead].”
... Allah has blessed you with the acknowledgment of
the mushriks’ scholars regarding all of this. You have
heard their admission that the practices taking place in
the Two Holy Sanctuaries [Mecca and Madina], Basra,
Iraq, and Yemen are acts of shirk [i.e., associating] with
Allah. They have admitted to you that the religion whose
people they support—and who they claim are the great
majority—they have admitted to you that their religion
[i.e., that of the Ottomans] is [in fact] shirk.*'

Commenting on the need for jihad against such mushriks, Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab says, “May Allah have mercy on the one who
reflects for himself and contemplates what Muhammad brought
from Allah of enmity toward mushriks, whether near or far, ex-
communicating them, and fighting them until religion is entirely
for Allah.”?!>

Contemporary Ottoman figures often accused Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab and his followers of being “Kharijis.” Eminent Ot-
toman religious scholars with this view include the Maliki ju-
rist Ahmad al-Sawt (d. 1241/1825)*'¢ and the Hanafi jurist Ibn
‘Abidin (d. 1252/1836).2" For Ottomans, Wahhabis resembled
Kharijis because they promoted illegitimate mass fakfir and po-
litical rebellion. Notably, many jurists regard Kharijis as kafirs.
Hence, labeling Wahhabis as “Kharijis” can be interpreted as
implicitly excommunicating them. Ottoman scholars’ loyalty
to their government naturally shaped their intensely negative
judgements of Wahhabism.

214 10 IBN QAsiM, supra note 183, at 7-8.
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CONCLUSION

In the present article, I have sought to make four contributions to
scholarship on takfir. First, I have traced the long-term develop-
ment of fakfir doctrine among the ahl al-hadith/Hanbalis, while
explicating the views of Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab. The article has highlighted key differences between
these figures. Thus, the early ahl al-hadith (including Ibn Han-
bal) promote takfir for denying Allah’s attributes but not for shirk
or non-application of the shari ‘a. Significantly, the ahl al-hadith
excuse many persons guilty of denying Allah’s attributes, and
do not call for jihdd against them. Meanwhile, Ibn Taymiyya
promotes takfir for denying Allah’s attributes, for shirk, and for
non-application of the shari ‘a. However, Ibn Taymiyya typically
excuses offenders, and does not call for jihad against them (with
the Mongols being a limited exception). Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
promotes takfir for shirk and for non-application of the shari ‘a.
He limits excuses and calls for jihad against offenders.

Second, I explain the origins and development of the
“excuse for ignorance” as a crucial component of takfir doc-
trine. The excuse plays a fundamental role in determining how
takfir doctrine is applied. Scholars who minimize the excuse’s
scope (e.g., Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab), thereby encourage takfir and
conflict between Muslim groups. Scholars who maximize the
excuse’s scope (e.g., Ibn Taymiyya), foster more tolerance for
Muslim groups with divergent theological views. Nevertheless,
since Ibn Hanbal’s time, the notion of excuse has been some-
what vague, leading to major disagreements about how it is to be
understood. For example, who counts as “ignorant” and deserv-
ing of the excuse? Is the class of ignorant people limited to new
converts and the like? Or does it include ordinary laypersons and
even deviant religious scholars? Moreover, how much evidence
does a person need before he or she is no longer considered ig-
norant? Is it enough to simply read the Qur’an or hear about Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab’s teachings? Or is it necessary for someone to
counter all of a deviant’s misleading arguments with evidence?
Is there a time limit for this educational process, or can it con-
tinue indefinitely?
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Third, by taking a long-term view, I have explained the
role of historical contingency in shaping fakfir doctrine, show-
ing that takfir doctrine moved along an unpredictable trajectory
and was reoriented multiple times by particular events. Thus,
Muslim thinking on takfir first moved from a focus on non-ap-
plication of shari ‘a to a focus on denying Allah’s attributes, then
to a focus on shirk.

Fourth, I have highlighted the role of politics in shap-
ing takfir doctrine. Among other things, I demonstrated how
Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab advocate
loyalty to their governments and reject excommunicating them
or rebelling against them. Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya worked to
protect his Mamluk government by excommunicating an in-
vading Mongol force. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab excommunicated all
governments and societies surrounding the Saudi state in Najd,
legitimating Saudi expansion against the rival Ottomans and
their allies. The Ottomans responded by implicitly excommuni-
cating Wahhabis as Kharijis. Although takfir doctrine cannot be
reduced to politics, political loyalties affect how this doctrine is
understood and applied.
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