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INTRODUCTION

Pursuant to the conclusion of the Council of Muftis of 
the Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(BiH), adopted at the 8th Regular Session held on the 25th 

month of Ramadan 1437 AH (June 30, 2016), and the Deci-
sion of the Reisu-l-Ulama (Grand Mufti) of the Islamic Com-
munity in BiH, No. 03-2-93-1/16 of the 11th month of Shevval 
1437 AH (July 15, 2016), Reisu-l-Ulama Husein-ef. Kavazović 
issued a Decision to form a commission tasked with elabo-
rating the most relevant issues related to the ideology of 
takfir and violent extremism in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
reflections of similar global trends.

This document is the result of the Commission’s work 
and contains the key concepts and notions most frequently 
abused by radical groups, which ideologize and quote re-
ligious teachings outside the context of universal Islamic 
interpretation. The primary goal of this research was not 
to enter into debate with these views, but to identify the 
most frequently abused fundamental concepts of Islamic 
teaching.

The analysis, adopted by the Council of Muftis at its 
session held on the 22nd Jumade-l-Uhraa 1438 AH (March 
21, 2017), represents one of the efforts of the Islamic Com-
munity in BiH to counter the influence of interpretations of 
Islam that contradict traditional Islamic teaching and have 
appeared only recently in this part of the world.
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In this respect, important recent activities and mea-
sures undertaken by the Islamic Community in BiH include: 

1. Adoption of Article 8 of the Constitution of the 
Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina, on 
November 26, 1997, which reads: “The Islamic Com-
munity maintains the credibility of Islamic norms 
and ensures their interpretation and application. 
The Hanafi madhhab is applied in the interpretation 
and performance of the ibadat Islamic duties;” and 
Article 7, adopted on April 26, 2014, which reads: 
“The Islamic Community maintains the credibility 
of Islamic norms and ensures their interpretation 
and application. The Maturidi ‘Aqāid and the Hanafi 
madhhab are applied in the interpretation and per-
formance of ibadat Islamic duties.”

2. On December 13, 1993, the Naibu-reis of the Islam-
ic Community in the Republic of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Dr Mustafa Cerić, issued a fatwa on the 
obligation to observe the rules of the Hanafi madh-
hab when performing religious services in mosques, 
masjids, tekkes, and at all religious gatherings.

3. On March 27, 2006, the Riyasat of the Islamic Com-
munity in BiH adopted a Resolution on the Inter-
pretation of Islam.

4. On November 7, 2006, the Riyasat of the Islamic 
Community in BiH adopted an Agenda for the Res-
olution on the Interpretation of Islam. 

5. On November 17, 2006, a conference brought to-
gether stakeholders in the Islamic Community in 
BiH, in Lukavac, to discuss the emergence and chal-
lenges of different interpretations of Islam.
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6. On October 16, 2007, the Riyasat of the Islamic Com-
munity in BiH adopted the Decision on Mosques’ 
House Rules; the Military Muftiate then instructed 
they also be applied in military masjids.

7. On November 14-16, 2007, the Riyasat of the Islamic 
Community in BiH hosted a conference on The Bos-
niak Islamic Tradition: Sources, Development, Insti-
tutions, and Perspectives.

8. On November 5, 2008, the Assembly of the Islamic 
Community in BiH established the Institute for 
Studies of Bosniak Islamic Tradition (which was re-
activated by an Assembly Decision in 2013).

9. On June 5-6, 2011, The Association of Ilmiyya of 
the Islamic Community in BiH and the Konrad Ad-
enauer Foundation in BiH organized a colloquium 
on The Islamic Scene in Bosnia and Herzegovina at 
the Faculty of Islamic Studies in Sarajevo.

10. On July 7, 2012, the Assembly of the Islamic Com-
munity in BiH established the Al-Wasatiyya Center 
for Dialogue (Centar za Dijalog – Vesatijja, or CDV). 
To date, the Center has translated and printed doz-
ens of books addressing Islamic moderation that re-
spond to abuses of some of the traditional concepts 
at the heart of Islamic teaching. The Center regularly 
organizes panels and lectures across BiH on issues 
related to violent extremism and abuse of the faith.

11. On June 8, 2013, the Islamic Pedagogical Faculty in 
Bihać organized, in cooperation with the CDV, an 
international conference on Art as a Method of In-
stitutional Activity of Islamic Educational Institutions 
in the Region.
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12. On December 30, 2013, the Riyasat of the Islamic 
Community in BiH adopted a Platform on Coop-
eration between the Islamic Community and Islam-
oriented organizations active in BiH.

13.  On March 1, 2014, the Islamic newspaper Preporod 
and the CDV launched the Vesatijja Forum, a news-
paper section dedicated to promoting intra-Muslim 
and inter-religious dialogue as well as Islamic mod-
eration.

14. On March 27, 2014, a roundtable was held in Sara-
jevo on Interpretations of Islam in BiH and the Role 
of Islamic Organizations, organized by the Institute 
for Bosniak Islamic Tradition under the patronage of 
Reisu-l-Ulama Husein-ef. Kavazović. 

15. From November 2014 to January 2015, the Riyasat 
organized, in cooperation with the Ilmiyya and the 
CDV, four cycles of 4-day seminars for imams, en-
titled Toward Different Interpretations of Islam.

16. Over the week of January 19-26, 2015, a seminar on 
How to Speak about Islam in BiH was presented to 
chief imams and presidents of majlis. 

17. On May 30, 2015, the Islamic Pedagogical Faculty in 
Bihać organized, in cooperation with the CDV, an 
international conference on Moderation as a Meth-
od of Confronting the Past with the Aim of Renewing 
Reconciliation. 

18. On December 4, 2015, Bosniak representatives in 
governmental, political, religious, academic, cultur-
al, and other institutions of BiH signed a Joint Decla-
ration on Violent Extremism. 

19. On February 25, 2016, the Council of Muftis of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH adopted an Instruction for 
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Talks Aimed at Achieving Agreement with Muslim 
Individuals and Groups who are not Members of the 
Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegovina, nor 
of jamaats of the Islamic Community in BiH. 

20. In March 2016, the Curricula for Work with Youth 
was proposed by the Department for Teaching Pro-
cess in Maktabs and for Youth, of the Directorate 
for Religious Affairs, and was adopted by the Coun-
cil of Muftis – with the aim to reduce the influence 
that can be exerted on youth by individuals and 
groups acting outside of the framework of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH.

21. On April 11, 2016, the Council of Muftis of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH tasked the Riyasat with 
drafting a proposed Strategy for Integration into 
the Islamic Community, for followers of Islam in BiH 
acting outside the Community. 

22. On April 11, 2016, The Council of Muftis of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH tasked the Riyasat with 
drafting a Plan of Activities and an Operational Plan 
for Integration into the Islamic Community.

23. On April 11, 2016, the Council of Muftis of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH made a commitment to 
draft a Plan of Activities and an Instruction to Com-
petent Bodies of the Community Relating the Inte-
gration of Groups and Individuals who act outside 
of the Institutions of the Islamic Community.

24. From January to July 2016, the Directorate for For-
eign Affairs and Diaspora of the Riyasat of the Is-
lamic Community in BiH implemented, in coopera-
tion with the Embassy of the Kingdom of Norway 
to BiH, a project entitled Setting Youth on the Right 
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Path and Preventing Diseases of Addiction, Violence 
and Extremism.

25. On July 15, 2016, Reisu-l-Ulama appointed the Com-
mission of the Council of Muftis to conduct an anal-
ysis of the ideology of takfir and violent extremism.

26. The Department for Relations with Churches, Reli-
gious Communities, Government Institutions, Po-
litical Parties, and International and Non-Govern-
mental Organizations was established within the 
Directorate for Foreign Affairs.

27. In 2016, the Ilmiyya organized eight seminars for 
imams in every muftiate on The Imam’s Profession, 
Religious Radicalism and Violent Extremism. These 
seminars were presented under the patronage of 
the Reisu-l-Ulama of the Islamic Community in BiH 
Husein-ef. Kavazović and with support of the OSCE 
Mission to BiH. 

Of all these measures, by far the most important have 
been the everyday activities undertaken by the Islamic 
Community in BiH focused on the foundations of Islamic 
traditions and the Bosnian experience of living and prac-
ticing Islam. When speaking about radicalization that leads 
to violent extremism, the role of religion, i.e. its ideological 
interpretations must be properly assessed. This role should 
neither be ignored nor overestimated, since the process of 
radicalization that leads to violent extremism involves a 
number of personal and social factors that cannot be dis-
missed.

This research aims to serve as the basis for potential fu-
ture research, and as a source of information about the new 
phenomenon of takfirism, so that imams, religious teach-
ers, the general public in BiH, and members of academia in 
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particular, can gain insight into the scale of abuse of Islamic 
teaching and tradition being perpetrated by a small group 
of exclusivist and, at times, violent individuals.

This research concentrates solely on concepts of the 
Sunni Islamic tradition; but this does not mean they are the 
only ideologies threatening the Bosniak Islamic tradition. 
Extremist teachings are also found in the Shiite tradition 
of Islam, in other religions, and within nationalistic move-
ments. However, they are not elaborated in this research 
because, for the most part, they are not presented as an 
alternative to Bosniak Islamic tradition. This analysis also 
does not address abuse of Islam by governmental bodies 
and other groups. 
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Throughout Muslim history, violent extremism has 
emerged in certain periods and now defines those eras, 

which reflect the beliefs or acts of the people who support-
ed or used violence in order to achieve their ideological, re-
ligious, or political goals. 

The paradigm of violent extremism among Muslims was 
the Kharijites,1 who appeared in the 7th century promoting 
an ideology that was characterized by an extreme exclusiv-
ism and extremism. This manifested in the pronouncement 
that all Muslims who did not share their views were infidels, 
and that all rulers who were seen as diverting from the “right 
path” of the Kharijites were illegitimate. When the Kharijites 
were defeated in the 8th century, only a sub-group that re-
jected extremism and radicalism survived. 

In the 11th century, the Assassins – extremist followers 
of Shiite Ismailite Nizari – appeared on the scene. This group 
carried out spectacular assassinations of Sunni leaders  

1 Kharijites (literally, those who have banished themselves) were a group of dis-
senters, an early sect in Islam that opposed the decision of Caliph Ali, r.a., to ac-
cept arbitration in his dispute with Mu’awiya. They justified their objection by 
citing the Qur’an selectively while simultaneously interpretating Qur’anic text 
literally, namely: “Judgment belongs to God alone (la hukmu illa lillah). Then, 
using force and terror, they tried to impose their ideas on their community. 
For more, see: Ahmet Alibašić, “Militantni ekstremisti: haridžije našeg doba,” in 
Savremene muslimanske dileme: pluralizam, ljudska prava, demokratija, pravda, 
džihad, ekstremizam, terorizam, eds., Ahmet Alibašić and Muhamed Jusić (Sas-
rajevo: Centar za dijalog Vesatijja and Centar za napredne studije, 2015).
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and European Crusaders in Syria. Still, the Assassins tried 
to avoid hurting innocent people in their attacks, which 
distinguishes them from other violent extremist groups of 
that era. The Assassins were finally devastated by the Mon-
gols in the 13th century.

After a very long hiatus, violent extremism reappeared 
among Muslims in the Middle East in the second half of the 
20th century. Several factors contributed to this, including 
the undemocratic character of many Arab regimes and the 
unequal and unjust development of Arab countries, com-
bined with a rise in dogmatic and reductionist tendencies 
in Islamic thought, the suppression of public activities by 
Muslim and Islamist organizations, the suffering of Mus-
lims across the world, and foreign interventions in Muslim 
countries.

This modern extremism is expressed as a revival of 
Kharijite ideology and practice. Sheik-l-Azhar Gad al-
Haq Ali Gad al-Haq was among the first to describe this 
movement as the “New Kharijites.”2 The extremism of these 
New Kharijites first focused on internal targets, with attacks 
on Muslim religious and political leaders, and later evolved 
into international terrorism. By the beginning of the 21st 
century, violent extremism had become globalized and, in 
2013, its purveyors established a territory under their con-
trol and declared it their state – the “Islamic State.” 

Every new extremist group to emerge since the revival 
of violent Islamic extremism in the 1970s has been more 
radical than its predecessor, culminating in the so-called 
“Islamic State” – which began as a branch of Al-Qaeda in 

2 Gad al-Haq Ali Gad al-Haq, Fatwa el-islamijyya min Dar al-Ifta al-Masriyyah, 
Vol. 1-20, fatwa 3742 (Cairo, 1993), 306.
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Iraq before transforming into the “Islamic State in Iraq and 
al-Sham,” and then finally being proclaimed the universal 
“Caliphate.” This process of transformation by adherents to 
the “Islamic State” was based on their interpretation of the 
“end times” (akhir al-zaman) and an apocalyptic clash be-
tween Muslims and non-Muslims. 

Extremists glorify violence and emphasize their readi-
ness to use terror (irhab) against their opponents. Since they 
justify their horrendous acts, each worse than the last, with 
religious arguments, this represents one of the greatest abus-
es of Islamic institutions and law. Yet, history teaches us that:

1. Violent extremism is not inherent to Islam, but ap-
pears periodically when certain conditions are met;

2. Violent extremists have their own interpretation of 
faith and of religious rights;

3. In confronting this challenge, its deepest possible 
causes must be addressed, not only its manifestations;

4. State authorities must apply prevention and pe-
nal policies, while ulama and religious intellectuals 
must focus on de-legitimizing extremist interpreta-
tions of Islam;

5. Periods of violent extremism in history are mea-
sured by decades or centuries;

6. Extremist groups are divided into more radical sub-
groups; and

7. Only those who are prepared to give up violence 
survive beyond each era of extremism.

The following pages offer a critical analysis of key no-
tions of extremist discourse and demonstrate the extent to 
which they deviate from universally accepted interpreta-
tions of Islam.
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TAKFIR 

The term takfir refers to proclaiming or considering 
someone kafir, meaning an unbeliever or a heretic. This 

concept is exceptionally important to understanding Sunni 
extremism, because the classical interpretation of Shari’a 
– the interpretation considered obligatory by extremists – 
subjects individuals who abandon Islam (murtad) to cer-
tain treatment and sanctions, including death. 

Takfir in Islamic tradition 

There is consensus among Muslim scholars that any Mus-
lim ceases to be Muslim by negating Imanic or Islamic laws, 
or any part of the Qur’an, or by considering as permissible 
things that are forbidden in Islam. Such principled takfir can 
be considered legitimate or justified, according to Shari’a.

However, historically, followers of some extremist Mus-
lim sects have found these guidelines insufficient, declar-
ing that individuals who perpetrate major sins also cease 
to be Muslim. Thus, for example, the Kharijites believed 
that the commission of a single sin meant one ceased to 
be Muslim and, except with proper repentance, deserving 
of eternal punishment in Hell (Jahannam). They viewed 
major sin (and, according to some, even minor sin) incom-
patible with faith (iman). The Kharijites cited ayat from the 
Qur’an as proof of this assertion: “And whoever disobeys Al-
lah and His Messenger and transgresses His limits – He will 
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put him into the Fire to abide eternally therein, and he will 
have a humiliating punishment” (an-Nisa’, 14); “Yes, who-
ever earns evil and his sin has encompassed him – those 
are the companions of the Fire; they will abide therein eter-
nally” (al-Baqara, 81); as well as some hadiths, such as one 
recorded by Bukhari: “‘All my followers will enter Paradise 
except those who refuse.’ They said, ‘O Allah’s Messenger! 
Who will refuse?’ He said, ‘Whoever obeys me will enter 
Paradise, and whoever disobeys me is the one who refuses 
(to enter it).’”3 

Unlike the Kharijites, most Muslim scholars do not 
consider a Muslim who commits a sin to be banished from 
the faith, except in the case of sins found in the Qur’an and 
sunnah. They cite the following hadith, also from Sahih al-
Bukhari, as proof: “Whoever prays like us and faces our Qib-
la and eats our slaughtered animals is a Muslim and is under 
Allah’s and His Apostle’s protection. So, do not betray Al-
lah by betraying those who are in His protection.”4 Bukhari 
even gave the following title to one chapter of his Sahih: 
“Sins belong to the jahiliyyah, but those who commit them 
are not proclaimed infidels, except if they commit shirk.”5 

In his work Usulu’l-munife li’l-Imam Abu Hanifah (The 
Principles of Abu Hanifa), renowned Bosnian alim Ahmed 
Beyadi Zade (d. 1132/1720) noted that Imam Abu Hanifa (d. 
150/767) stated in his Risalah, “people of the Qibla are be-
lievers (mumin) and not one can be banished from the faith 
(iman) for failing to perform a prescribed duty ( fard).”6 

3 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 7280).
4 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 391) and Nesa’i (No. 4997).
5 As quoted by Bayadi Zade from the hadith recorded by Bukhari in his “Book of 

Belief” (Kitab al’Iman).
6 See Abu Hanifa’s epistle on Irja, in his Risalah, sent to Uthman al-Batti (d. 143/760). 
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And in Al-Fiqh Al-akbar, Abu Hanifa said: “We do not pro-
nounce takfir on any Muslim because he has committed a 
sin, even if the sin is great, as long as he does not think it is 
allowed. He still has his iman and we address him as a true 
believer. He is, certainly, a believer and a sinner, but not a 
non-believer.”7 

In his Risalah, Abu Hanifa also stated: “Whoever obeys 
God in performing all the prescribed duties ( fard), in our 
judgment, is one who will go to Jannat. Whoever rejects 
belief and does not act according to its principles is a non-
believer, and will be an inhabitant of the Fire. But one who 
believes and yet breaches one of the prescribed duties is a 
believer and a sinner, and God will do as he wishes: If He 
punishes him for some omission, that punishment is the 
consequence of his sin, and if He forgives him, it is because 
the sin has been forgiven.”8

Similarly, Imam Abu Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-
Tahawi (d. 321/933) declared: “We do not judge anyone who 
turns to the Qibla (in prayer) for the sin he has committed, 
as long as he does not think his sin is allowed. Nor do we 
do not claim that sin cannot cause harm to the one who 
commits it. We pray that Allah will forgive the sins of those 
believers and let them into Jannat, but we cannot guaran-
tee this, and we cannot claim they will go to Jannat. We 
ask that Allah forgive Muslim sinners, and though we fear 

7 Abu Hanifa, Al-Fiqh Al-Akbar (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah li al-Turath), 
69. Several English translations of this text are available online; for example, see 
a translation by Muhammad bin Yayha Ninowy (with comments) at: https://
static2.emaanlibrary.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Al-Fiqh-Al-Akbar-.
pdf?x60769 (accessed December 20, 2017).

8 See: Ahmad Bayadi Zade, ‘Usūl al-munīfah li al-imām Abi Hanifah (Istanbul: 
Marmara Üniversitesi Ilahiyat Fakültesi Yayınları, 1996), 106. Also see: Abu 
Hanifah, Al-Fiqh Al-Akbar. 
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for them, we are not discouraged about them.”9 In other 
words, according to al-Tahawi, a Muslim does not cease to 
be a Muslim even when he commits a sin, and is considered 
an infidel only if he thinks the sin he has committed is per-
mitted. Sin may harm his status in Allah’s eyes, but does not 
banish him from the faith. 

As for the punishment of Jahannam, al-Tahawi said: 
“Those who commit great sins…will not remain forever in 
Jahannam if they die believing in Allah, One and Only, even 
if they do not repent before death. If they come to Allah be-
lieving in Him, they are in His mercy and his will. If He wants 
to forgive them, He will do so, with his Mercy, as the Qur’an 
says: ‘Indeed, Allah does not forgive that you associate part-
ners with Him, but He forgives anything else for whom He 
wills. And whoever associates partners with Allah has surely 
lost the way, straying far’ (an-Nisa’, 48 and 116). If He wants 
to punish them, He will punish them with Fire and then 
salvage them from it, with His mercy and advocacy of advo-
cates, and then will lead them to Jannat.”10 

With regard to the ayat from surahs al-Baqara and an-
Nisa’ that are cited by members of some factions as proof 
that a man who commits a sin ceases to be a Muslim, re-
nowned Islamic scholars respond to such assertions by ex-
plaining that they interpret these ayat as speaking about 

9 Imam Abu Ja‘far al-Tahawi, “Matn al-‘Aqidah al-Tahawiyya,” in Jami‘ al-mutun 
(Kuwait: Jam‘iyya ‘Ihya al-Turath al-’Islami, 1997), p. 164. The Bosnian transla-
tion of al-Tahawi’s Risalah, by Dr. Ahmed Smajlović, was published in Islamska 
misao 7, no. 85-86 (1986): 6-8. There are also several English translations avail-
able online; for example, see a translation by Mohammad Ibrahim Teymori at: 
http://www.afghanicc.com/books/TheCreedofImamTahawi-4thSpecialEdition.
pdf (accessed December 20, 2017).

10 Zuhdija Adilović, Hasan Kafija Pruščak i njegovo djelo “Svjetlost istinske spoznaje 
o temeljima vjere”: komentar Tahavijeve poslanice iz Aqīdah (Zenica: Islamska 
pedagoška akademija, 2004), 311. 
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shirk and infidelity, rather than about lesser sins. About the 
ayah that reads “…whoever earns evil and his sin has encom-
passed him – those are the companions of the Fire; they will 
abide therein eternally” (al-Baqara, 81), Abu Ja‘far Muham-
mad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 310/923) said: “It has been estab-
lished with full credibility, by the testimony of the entire 
ummah, that these words of Allah, s.w.t., are about mushriks 
and disbelievers. It is therefore necessary to conclude that, 
in this ayah, Allah speaks about mushriks and disbelievers. 
As for the perpetrators of great sins, categorical testimonies 
make manifest that this ayah does not speak about them.”11 
In interpreting this same ayah, Imam Abu ‘Abdullah al-Qur-
tubi (d. 671/1273) refers to the testimonies of distinguished 
ashab and tabi’in, wherein they unequivocally testified that 
the ayah speaks about mushriks and infidels.12 

When it comes to the ayah that reads: “Indeed, those 
who disbelieve in Our verses – We will drive them into a Fire. 
Every time their skins are roasted through, We will replace 
them with other skins so they may taste the punishment” 
(an-Nisa’, 56), Islamic scholars offer a similar interpretation; 
while some, such as Al-Tabari, refer to the words of Abdul-
lah ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), according to whom this ayah 
speaks about those who apply Allah’s laws on inheritance 
(as referred to in previous ayat in surah an-Nisa’).13 Fur-
thermore, Imam al-Qurtubi added: “When the sin is to be 
a non-believer, then he shall indeed remain in Jahannam 

11 Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami al-Bayan ‘an ta’wil ay al-Qur’an, 
Vol. 1 (Beirut: Dar al-fiqr, 1988), 385. See a scanned abridged English transla-
tion of al-Tabari’s Tafsir (consolidated from 20 volumes to 5) online at: https://
islaambooks.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/the-commentary-on-the-quran-
volume-i-tafsir-al-tabari.pdf (accessed December 20, 2017).

12 See Qurtubi’s Tafsir in: Abu Abdullah Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Ansari al Qur-
tubi, Al-Jami li Ahkam al-Qur’an, 2nd ed., Part II (Cairo: Dar al Hadith, 1996), 16.

13 Al-Tabari, Jami al-Bayan, Part IV, 291.
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eternally. However, if the sin is to fail to carry out one of Al-
lah’s orders, then the word eternity (khulud) is used meta-
phorically, meaning a long time, as when saying that Allah 
shall make someone’s rule eternal.”14 

Traditional Islamic scholars also offer several interpreta-
tions for the ayah that reads: “And whoever does not judge 
by what Allah has revealed – those are the disbelievers” (al-
Ma’ida, 44).15 They assert, inter alia, that there is major kufr, 
for which a man is banished from the faith, and minor kufr, 
which makes a man a sinner but still a believer.

Major kufr (al-kufr al-akbar)  
and minor kufr (al-kufr al-asgar) 

Major kufr is the kufr of conviction (kufr al-i‘tiqad), and in-
volves the negation of what Islam categorically prescribes as 
the universal rules of faith. Minor kufr is the kufr of practical 
action (kufr al-‘amal); for instance, when a man acknowl-
edges that something is an obligation, but does not observe 
it. This man is a sinner, but remains a believer. 

According to this interpretation, to be able to judge 
an act and its consequences in the context of its perpe-
trator’s framework of belief, one must know whether the 
perpetrator views something as obligatory or prohibited, 
rather than merely considering the commission of the act 
itself, which can be the result of different factors.16 But, it is  

14 See the interpretation of this ayah in Tafsir al-Qurtubi. 
15 For more on this, see: Tafsir al-Tabari, where he cites five views relating to the 

interpretation of this part of the ayah by the Prophet, a.s, and his distinguished 
companions (ashab) and followers (tabi’in).

16  For more details, see: Abd al-Rahman ibn Mualla Luwayhiq, al-Ghuluwwu fi 
al-Din fi Hayat al-Muslimin al-Mu‘asira, 5th Edition (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-Risala, 
2002), 289-293.
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unacceptable to ask simplistic questions in order to “judge 
according to Allah’s law.” Instead, it is legitimate to ask what 
“judging according to Allah’s laws” really implies. Could it 
be said that someone does not judge according to God’s 
laws if, through a legitimate process, he changes the uni-
versal norms of ijtihad but still observes the goals of Shari’a? 
Surely not. And so, we must not forget the principal rule: 
where there is room for ijtihad in the way Shari’a is applied, 
there is no room for accusations of sin or kufr. 

Furthermore, in the Qur’an, the term kafir is not used 
to imply infidelity, which we can see in the ayah that reads: 
“And Allah presents an example: a city which was safe and 
peaceful, its provision coming to it in abundance from ev-
ery location, but [its people] denied the favors of Allah” (an-
Nahl, 112). In this ayah, the word conveys ingratitude for 
the benefits one receives (denial of Allah’s favors), which is 
not an act that banishes a person from the faith. Besides 
this, numerous hadiths include the verb kafara or the noun 
kufr to mean the committing of a sin, rather than infidelity. 
Such is the case in the hadith in Sahih Muslim that reads: 
“Two (things) are found among men which are tantamount 
to unbelief: slandering one’s lineage and lamentation on 
the dead.”17 It is well known that there is consensus among 
Shari’a jurists that these acts are prohibited, but their com-
mission does not banish a person from faith. 

In another hadith, the Prophet, a.s., says: “Abusing a 
Muslim is an act of wickedness, and killing him is an act of 
unbelief (kufr).”18 However, it is certain that here, kufr does 

17 For more, see: Mes‘ud Sabri, “Ekstremizam: Pretjerivanje u vjeri i životu” in Za-
jednica srednjeg puta: teorija i praksa islamske umjerenosti (Sarajevo: Centar za 
Dijalog Vesatijja and El-Kalem, 2013), 258.

18 Hadiths recorded by Bukhari (No. 48) and Muslim (No. 64).
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not imply banishment from the faith. There is plenty of evi-
dence for this assertion, such as the ayah that says: “And if 
two factions among the believers should fight, then make 
peace between them...” (al-Hujurat, 9). Allah, s.w.t., speaks 
here about conflict, i.e. struggle between two groups, but 
He calls all of them believers, which is proof that fights be-
tween Muslims – although a great sin – do not banish those 
involved from the faith. Interpreting this hadith, Ibn Hajar 
(d. 852/1449) said that the Prophet called fighting between 
Muslims kufr to warn them of the danger and gravity of the 
sin committed by doing so.19 And, if this is the case with 
major sins, then lesser sins cannot possibly be the reason for 
banishment from the faith.

What’s more, it is evident in other ayat of the same 
surah that not judging according to Allah’s laws does not 
amount to kufr; in these ayat, this failure is called al-zulm 
(injustice) and al-fisq (sin). The Almighty said: “And whoever 
does not judge by what Allah has revealed – those are the 
unjust” (al-Ma’ida, 45). Then, in al-Ma’ida 47, we read: “And 
whoever does not judge by what Allah has revealed – those 
are the disobedient.” 

In this context, one should recall from the Qur’an the 
case of Yusuf, a.s. At Allah’s will, he served in the regime of 
the Pharaoh, whose rule and court were not based on God’s 
law. Most Islamic authorities do not consider the organi-
zation of states and societies to be an issue of aqaid, but, 
rather one of fiqh. This is particularly valid for Muslims who 
live in secular states that do not favor a particular religion 
or worldview but grant all citizens equal rights to regulate 
their private lives according to their beliefs. This freedom of 

19 For more, see: Luwayhiq, 255-256. 
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choice regarding faith is what the first generations of Mus-
lims longed for, and when practicing Islam was prohibited, 
what they fought for. As long as this right is granted, Mus-
lims should not view their world as hostile, nor those who 
live and work in it as infidels.

We must emphasize that Islamic scholars, given the seri-
ous consequences of pronouncing someone an infidel, warn 
that one needs to be utterly cautious about doing so, and 
say that it can be done only when there is categorical proof. 
In this respect, several hadiths are cited, for example: “If a 
man says to his brother, ‘O Kafir (disbeliever)!’ Then surely 
one of them is such;”20 or “When a man calls his brother, 
‘O unbeliever,’ it returns (at least) to one of them!”21 They 
also cite this ayah: “O you who believe! When you go forth [to 
fight] in the cause of Allah, investigate, and say to no one who 
greets you, “You are not a believer…” (an-Nisa’, 94). These 
scholars have concluded from these and similar ayat and 
hadiths that any persons who claims to be a Muslim should 
be treated as such, as long as there is no reason to believe 
otherwise. Yet, most radical groups frame this differently.

General takfir (takfir mutlaq) and the takfir  
of a specific person (takfir al-mu‘ayan) 

Well-known Islamic scholars are unanimous in their view 
that takfir mutlaq (general takfir) is permitted, meaning 
that, generally, one is allowed to assert that those who do 
certain things – for example, deny anything in the Qur’an 
– are not Muslims. However, when it comes to takfir al-
mu’ayyan (takfir of a specific person), certain conditions 

20 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 6103).
21 Hadith recorded by Muslim (No. 60).
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must be met before one is able to say that a specific person 
has become an infidel.

Hanbali jurist Taqi al-Din Ahmad ibn Taymiyya (d. 
728/1328) reasoned: “If simply saying certain words [for in-
stance, denying that God exists] represents an act of infi-
delity, one can generally say that an infidel is anyone who 
says those words. However, if a person actually says those 
words, it is not confirmed that he has become an infidel... 
We should not proclaim to any member of the Qibla that 
he will go to Jahannam because it is possible that it will not 
happen if some of the conditions are not met, or if there is 
an obstacle [to that judgement being made]. For example, it 
is possible that a person did not know that something is for-
bidden and, if he repents, he will not be punished for that 
sin.”22 What’s more, Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855) 
reportedly referred to the Jahmies23 as a sect of infidels, 
because they denied Allah’s qualities, yet never proclaimed 
any members or their leaders to be infidels.24 

And, Hanafi scholar Ibn Abi al-‘Izz (d. 792/1390) said 
this: “If the question is about a particular person, we do not 
pass any judgement on him unless we have the necessary 
evidence. For it is one of the gravest sins to testify against 
somebody that Allah will not forgive him or will not have 
mercy on him, and will send him to the eternal Fire.”25 

22 Majmu fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad ibn Taymiyya, edited by ‘Abd al-Rahd-
man ibn Muhammad ibn Qasim, Vol. XXIII (Medina: Mujamma‘ malik Fahd li 
Tiba‘a al-Mushaf al-Sharif, 1995), 345.

23 The Jahmies were followers of Jahm ibn Safwan Samarkandi (d. 128/746). For 
more, see: Muhammad al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa al-Nihal, Vol. I, 86-88; and 
Abu Mansur al-Baghdadi, Al-Farq bayn al-Firaq, 221-222. 

24 For more, see: Majmu fatawa Shaykh al-Islam Ahmad ibn Taymiyya, 348-349. 
25 Ibn al-‘Izz al-Hanafi, Sharh al-Tahawiyya fi al-‘Aqida al-Salafiyya (Cairo: Dar al-

Turath, n.d.), 253. 
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Islamic scholars most often cite these as the conditions 
that must be met in order to pronounce someone an infidel:

• That on the basis of Qur’anic-Sunnah rules it is certain 
that the act in question is one that banishes a person 
from the faith; 

• That it is certain such an act has been committed by 
a person who is adult and competent;

• That this person was aware the act in question ban-
ishes him or her from the faith;

• That there is not a single obstacle to takfir.26 

In other words, pronouncing someone an infidel re-
quires categorical proof in the Qur’an and Sunnah that the 
act committed is the act of an infidel. Furthermore, the per-
son must be an adult, which implies that a minor cannot be 
proclaimed an infidel. Also, to proclaim someone an infidel, 
one must be sure there is no obstacle to doing so.

When it comes to obstacles to takfir, i.e. acts that pre-
vent one from proclaiming that someone else is an infidel, 
these are the most frequently referenced: 

• ignorance,
• error,
• coercion,
• interpretation, and
• following others. 

This means that, if someone commits an act that ban-
ishes them from the faith, but they are not aware that it will, 
they cannot be called an infidel, i.e. be banished from the 
faith. Likewise, if someone sins by mistake (unintentionally), 

26 For more, see: Amir ‘Abd-Allah Falih: Mujam alfaz al-aqida (Riyadh: Maktab al 
‘Ubaykan, 1997), 94-96.
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or is coerced to do so, then it is not permitted to declare 
that person an infidel. Furthermore, if someone does not 
possess sufficient knowledge of religious regulations and ac-
cepts from someone who is more knowledgeable a view that 
amounts to infidelity, and yet is not aware of this, they can-
not be proclaimed an infidel. Indeed, if any of these obstacles 
exist, a person cannot be declared an infidel.27 It is also worth 
repeating that, in principle, nobody can be considered an in-
fidel for following views that are subject to ijtihad, such as 
issues of organization of state and society (siyasa shar‘iyya), 
interpersonal relations, and social relations (muamelat). 

One of the most frequent methods used by New Khari-
jites/takfiris to proclaim other Muslims infidels is the inter-
pretation of religious texts, for political aims, which neglect 
the fundamental meaning of Allah’s statement that “...who-
ever does not judge by what Allah has revealed – then it is 
those who are the disbelievers (al-Ma’ida, 44). These extrem-
ists call upon Muslim rulers and leaders to repent, claim-
ing that the establishment of democracies and parliaments 
with legislative powers are acts that banish one from Allah’s 
faith because: “He shares not His legislation with anyone...” 
(al-Kahf, 26). However, in the context of the fundamental 
principles of Islam, these ayat should be understood as ap-
plying to those who do not believe in the pronouncements 
of Allah. If a failure to apply the text as it is formulated lit-
erally is considered an abandonment of Allah’s law, then 
such an accusation should be addressed first to Umar, r.a., 
and then to numerous mujtahids who did not apply ayat 
literally on numerous issues – for example, on individuals 
and groups becoming followers of Islam (at-Tawba, 60); on  

27 For more, see: Saeed bin Ali bin Wahf al-Qahtani, Kadiyyat at-takfir bayn ahl 
as-sunnah wa firaq ad-dalal daw’a al-kitab wa as-sunnah (Riyadh, 1995), 37-40. 
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sanctions for stealing (al-Ma’ida, 38); and on the distribu-
tion of war booty (al-Anfal, 41). 

Novelties in takfir 

The Kharijites were the first to proclaim other Muslims infi-
dels on the pretext of maintaining an exclusively “literal” in-
terpretation of the Qur’an, with the 4th Caliph, Hazrati Ali, 
r.a., as one of their first victims. Novelties in takfir appeared 
at the time, amid the great confusion that occurred among 
the followers and opponents of Hazrati Ali. Unhappy with 
arbitration that was accepted by the Caliph, the Kharijites 
began an armed struggle against him and charazcterized all 
those who accepted the act of arbitration as infidels. Their 
slogan – “We do not accept judgement by man, we want 
to be judged by Allah!” – was based on the ayah: “Judgment 
is only for Allah” (al-An‘am, 57).28 The Kharijites later frac-
tured into numerous factions, but all shared the belief that 
any caliph who does not act according to sunnah must be 
opposed, and all centered their teaching around the ideol-
ogy of takfir. 

Khajirites were also known for their dedicated obser-
vance of certain religious rules: namaz (salah), fasting, and 
recitation of the Qur’an. They were eventually destroyed 
not so much by their actions as by their errant interpre-
tations and distorted worldviews. The Prophet, a.s., said of 
such people that they appear so pious that, “you will con-
sider your prayers inferior to their prayers.” But, he added: 
“They will recite the Quran, the teachings of which will not 

28 Ali, r.a., described the Kharijite slogan as: “A word of truth by which is intended 
falsehood.” The same could be said for many similar proclamations made by 
today’s militants. 
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go beyond their throats, and they will go out of Islam as an 
arrow darts through game [prey].”29 

Modern groups that have adopted Kharijite ideals also 
embrace the doctrine of takfir, and adherents call for their 
own isolation from rest of the Muslim community (takfir 
wal hijra). Earlier Kharijites proclaimed all those who com-
mitted sins infidels; but today’s takfiris view almost every-
one as infidels – rulers and their subjects, educated indi-
viduals and those who are not, all those who reject their 
ideas and disagree with their actions, and even those who 
agree with their ideas but have not joined their movement 
and have not taken an oath of loyalty (bej‘u) to their leader. 
And, if their followers leave the movement, they are treated 
as apostates (murtad) and it is admissible to kill them.

Unacceptability of takfir  

The various groups and factions that have promoted tak-
firism throughout the history of Islam have used it as a 
weapon, a means for eliminating ideological opponents and 
political enemies. Yet, as outlined above, traditional Islamic 
teaching regards it as unacceptable to accuse people who 
declare themselves to be Muslim of being disloyal to the 
faith. All those who believe in the fundamental principle of 
faith (shehada), that “there is no God but Allah, and Mu-
hammad is His Prophet,” and who testify to this in their 
heart, are believers (mumin). The Prophet, a.s., says: “Who-
ever accuses a believer of disbelief, then it is as if he has killed 
him.”30 If we look at these and similar texts, it is clear that 
proclaiming any follower of the Qibla an infidel because of 

29 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 7432).
30 Hadith recorded by Tirmidhi (No. 6531). 
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the commission of a sin is not permitted, as long as they 
have not negated the fundamental postulates of the faith.

We refer again to the Hanbali scholar Ibn Taymiyya, who 
is deemed the supreme authority on these matters by some 
contemporary extremist groups, which base their interpre-
tations on his views. In relation to takfir, Ibn Taymiyya made 
a clear distinction between the acts that can lead a person 
to unbelief and the act of declaring someone an infidel, and 
considered it inappropriate and wrong to make judgments 
about a person’s intentions (niyet) in committing a strictly 
forbidden act. According to the testimony of Ibn Taymiyya’s 
disciple Shamsuddin al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1274), Ibn Taymiyya 
said: “I do not proclaim anyone in the ummah an infidel.” 
And, he asserted, “The Prophet, a.s., said, ‘Only believers are 
always taking part in abdest [wudu], so whoever takes care 
to perform prayers and to keep abdest – he is a believer.’”31 

One reason for great caution among ulama regarding 
the issue of takfir is the strong warning of the Prophet, a.s., 
to all who would condemn someone who claims to be a 
Muslim and proclaim them an infidel. The fundamental 
principle applied on this issue is that a man is not banished 
from the faith as long as he does not negate what makes 
him a follower.

Contemporary abuse of takfir 

Today’s adherents of takfirism do not proclaim Muslims in-
fidels only because they have committed sins, as was the 
case with the Kharijites, but on the basis of specific acts 
they have defined as mukaffirat – which banish a person 

31 Imam Shams ad-Din al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-Nubala’ (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-
Risāla, 1988), 15-88.  
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from the faith – and here they primarily target those who 
support democratic political systems, which, in their view, 
are not based on Shari’a. Proponents of this ideology have 
some followers, isolated in small groups, among Bosnians 
in both Bosnia and the Diaspora, and their propaganda is 
focused on critiquing the democratic organization of the 
state. They not only consider the system itself to be un-Is-
lamic, but also view those who support it, either actively or 
passively, to be infidels. 

For militant ideologues of the self-proclaimed “Islamic 
State,” who justify the use of violence against Muslims and 
any others who reject their rule and their interpretation of 
the faith, takfir is the key to justifying such violence. Their 
proclamation that a state or society is infidel is followed by 
the pronouncement that all those who participate willingly 
in that state or socity are murtad (apostates), and therefore, 
enemies. In this way, takfir is the first step toward extrem-
ism in these communities.



35

JIHAD 

The word jihad is derived from the infinitive jehada, 
or effort. An explanation of the notion can be found 

in the Dictionary of Qur’anic Terms, which offers the ex-
amples of jehada ar-rajul kaza (the man who makes the 
utmost effort) or jehada ar-rajul dabbatah (the man who 
has exhausted his horse). The same dictionary also notes 
that the forms jahd and juhd are attributed different 
meanings by scholars; jahd implies an utmost achieve-
ment or a maximum, while juhd conveys capacity or 
power. In the Qur’an, the term jihad appears mostly in the 
context of investing extreme efforts to spread and defend 
the Islamic mission.32 

Islam is a religion of peace – a concept that is embed-
ded in Islamic teachings and in the very name Islam. Islamic 
teachings affirm fundamental freedoms and equality for 
all (al-Isra’, 70) and emphasize the importance of extend-
ing one’s friendship and goodwill to everyone, regardless of 
their religious, ethnic, or racial background (al-Mumtahana, 
8-9). Still, Islam allows its followers to resort to armed strug-
gle to confront military aggression, and encourages them to 
fight against oppression, violence, and injustice. These just 
wars are referred to as jihad in the Qur’an. 

32 Academy of Arabic Language, Mujam alfaz al-Qur’an (al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-
‘Amma li al-Kitab), 1/226. 
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For many non-Muslims in the West, jihad is viewed as a 
Holy War meant to impose specific religious beliefs on oth-
ers. Yet, most Muslims reject this association of jihad with a 
Holy War. Nonetheless, there are still small groups of Mus-
lims who do see jihad as offering them divine permission to 
use violence to impose their will on anyone they identify as 
infidels, including on other Muslims who do not align with 
their views of right and wrong.33 

One should not dismiss the fact that teachings about 
jihad were developed in the first three centuries of Islam, 
under the political and social influences of that time. Even 
then, when the status quo among countries and empires 
was a state of war and peace was an exception, renowned 
Islamic ulama taught that jihad could not be reduced to a 
military struggle. Thus, in his book Radost gazija (The Joy 
of Ghazis), Mustafa Pruščak (d. 1168/1755), a Bosnian qadi 
(judge) and muhaddith from Prusac, spoke of three kinds 
of jihad: general, specific, and the most specific. According 
to his interpretation, general jihad is the struggle against 
enemies with the use of weapons: “[The mujahideen] strive 
hard and fight [in the cause of Allah] with their wealth and 
their lives” (an-Nisa’, 95). Specific jihad is the struggle against 
a hidden enemy (Satan): “Indeed, Satan is an enemy to you; 
so, take him as an enemy. He only invites his followers to 
become the companions of the Fire (Fatir, 6). And finally, for 
Pruščak, the most specific jihad is the struggle against one’s 
own passions and desires: “But as for he who feared standing 
before the Lord and prevented his soul from unlawful incli-
nation. Then indeed, Paradise will be his refuge (an-Nazi‘at, 
40-41).34 

33 Loay M. Safi, Mir i granice rata (Sarajevo: Bemust, 2004), 11.  
34 Mustafa Pruščak, Radost gazija (Sarajevo: Makinvest, 2010), 45.
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In his work Zad al-ma‘ad, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 
(d. 751/1350) divides jihad into 13 types – thus, there is 
a jihad against one’s own nefs (soul and passion), against  
Satan, against corruption, against injustice and negative so-
cial phenomena, against hypocrisy, as well as the jihad that 
calls upon and explains, the jihad of patience, and what 
is called “civil jihad,” along with the jihad fought with the 
sword against an enemy.35 Unfortunately, many people re-
duce all these kinds of jihad down to just armed struggle. 

Manipulation of the concept of jihad

Many extremist religious movements rely on reduction-
ist interpretations of religion, often focusing so narrowly 
on one religious tenet as the most fundamental that they 
neglect or even breach other teachings. This form of re-
ductionism opens the door to abuse and manipulation of 
religious teachings; and among Muslim violent extremists, 
some have used this reductionist approach to center the 
concept of jihad as fundamental to Islam and have con-
cluded that the problems facing today’s Muslims result 
from their passive surrender to the domination of non-
Muslim powers. According to this view, Muslims can only 
regain the position they once held in the world if they first 
regain their combative spirit by taking up armed struggle. 
These extremists argue that it is a distortion of “pure Islamic 
teaching” to advocate that jihad is also struggle within one-
self or a defensive war. For them, jihad is not an instrument 
by which man eliminates injustice and protects the faith, 
life, honor, and property of those deprived of rights, or with 

35 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Zad al-ma‘ad (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-Risala, 1994), 3-11. 
Also see: Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Jihad: types and and implications (Sarajevo: Centar 
za dijalog Vesatijja, el-Kalem, 2013), 46-47.
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which he removes obstacles so that those who desire to live 
like Muslims can do so freely. 

This manipulation has stripped the Islamic concept of 
jihad of any meaning and has turned it into a rationale for an 
absurd level of violence that targets anyone who does not 
share the views of extremists. And the violent extremists 
who justify their actions through jihad have stopped view-
ing themselves as merely a group among Muslims ( jama‘a 
min al-muslimin), but have declared themselves the only 
real Muslims ( jama‘a al-muslimin). Yet, their understand-
ing of jihad has only created more problems for Muslims, 
instead of solving them. As Pruščak wrote, reflecting on the 
conditions for true jihad: “If struggle (on God’s path – jihad) 
will not strengthen Islam, then it is not allowed, because in 
that case it leads to self-destruction.”36 

Historically, even when Muslims carried out jihad 
through armed struggle, they adhered to high ethical stan-
dards, prescribed in Islamic law and based on the teach-
ings of the Prophet, a.s. For these Muslims, jihad was never 
about savagely killing or terrorizing innocent people. In 
fact, the Prophet, a.s., said: “You can go into campaigns, 
but do not overdo it…do not kill children.”37 And Abu Bakr 
as-Siddiq, r.a., told soldiers on their way to Sham: “You will 
find people who have locked themselves into hermit cells 
(in monasteries). Let them free and let them follow what 
they have committed themselves to believe. Do not kill the 
old, women and children. Do not destroy what has been 
built or fell trees, except out of your need (for firewood and 
the like). Do not be traitors, or cowards, or torturers, or evil 

36 Pruščak, Radost gazija, 45.  
37 Hadith recorded by Muslim (1731) in Kitab al-Jihad and al-Thirmidhi in Kitab 

al-tawsiyya.
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men. And Allah will surely help those who help Him and His 
Prophets. Verily, Allah is mighty and Powerful.”38

Murder and suicide

Violent extremists have justified suicide attacks through 
manipulation of Islamic legends that tell of Muslims, in-
cluding ashab, who sacrificed themselves in battle. Muslims 
like the so-called inghimasiyun – the first to break through 
enemy lines, despite likely death – have ignored Islam’s 
clear prohibition of violence against innocent people. This 
prohibition is unequivocally clear in the commands of Mu-
hammed, a.s., and Abu Bakr, r.a., quoted above. However, 
those who justify extremism and violence have called upon 
Muslims “to not make a distinction between soldiers and 
civilians (infidels)” and to kill them however and whenev-
er they can. They attempt to defend this view with ayah 
126 of surah an-Nahl, which they translate this way: “And 
if you punish [an enemy], punish them with the equivalent 
of that with which you were harmed.” For those who know 
only what they learn about Islam on YouTube or Facebook, 
or know nothing about the teachings and the spirit of the 
Qur’an, or are unaware of its revelations (asbab al-nuzul) 
and the context in which the ayat were revealed (which re-
quires knowledge of the early history of Islam), the reduc-
tionist proof offered by extremists can be sufficient to con-
vince them that Islam supports violent acts. 

This is just one example of the abuse and manipulation 
by extremists of both the holy text and Islamic tradition in 

38 Recorded by Ibn Abd Allah in Al-isti’ab (2/812). Also, in Tafsir al-Qurtubi 
(19:129) it is mentioned that Qatada said: “Allah has ordered that prisoners 
should be treated kindly.” 
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general. In this case, the aforementioned ayah does not end 
there; the late Besim Korkut translated it in this way: “If you 
want to respond to injustice, then do it only to the degree 
it was done to you; and if you do not respond to it, indeed 
it is better for those who are patient.” Regardless of varia-
tions in interpretation, the message of this ayah is apparent. 
It affirms the Old Testament principle of reciprocity that 
rests in the common slogan of a centuries-old idea of jus-
tice – “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” – while at the 
same time imploring Muslims to overcome this principle 
of revenge and to make a step forward toward forgiveness 
and patience, so that the vicious cycle of blood vengeance 
from the jahiliyya would finally be broken and the “house of 
peace” (dar al-salam) established on Earth. 

And if it happens that the message of the ayah is un-
clear and any dilemma still remains regarding its true mean-
ing, then the two ayat that follow it leave no room for am-
biguity. In them, the Almighty says: “And be patient, [O Mu-
hammad], and your patience is not but through Allah. And 
do not grieve over them, and do not be distressed by what 
they conspire. Indeed, Allah is with those who fear Him and 
those who are doers of good” (an-Nahl, 127-128).

If Muslims agree that the Prophet, a.s., is the preemi-
nent interpreter of the Qur’an and that he understood it 
best, then it is enough to look at how he understood these 
ayat and how he acted accordingly. In Ibn Kathir’s Tafsir, we 
read – as recorded by Abdullah, the son of Imam Ahmad, in 
his father’s Musnad, and by Ubay Ibn Ka‘b: “In the Battle of 
Uhud, sixty of the ansar were killed, and six muhajirin. Then 
the ashab of Allah’s Prophet, a.s., said: ‘If we see an oppor-
tunity, our answer will be stronger’ (we will do even worse 
to the enemy). So when the day came for the liberation  
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of Mecca, someone said: ‘From today on, the Quraysh will 
be forgotten’ (erased from history) … But the Prophet an-
nounced: ‘If you want to respond to injustice, then do it 
only to the degree it was done to you; and if you do not 
respond to it, indeed it is better for those who are patient.’ 
And the Prophet, a.s., said: ‘We will be the ones who are 
patient, and they will be the ones who are punished.’”39 It is 
this, and other such messages, that unequivocally point to 
the true meaning of the aforementioned ayah. Other inter-
pretations are merely manipulations of the text, and repre-
sent an abuse of Islamic tradition by extremists in order to 
portray their violent acts as “Islamic”.

39 Tafsir Ibn Kathir, Vol. 2 (Beirut: Dar Yusuf, 1983), 544-545.





43

HIJRA 

In Arabic, the primary meaning of the word hijra is to de-
part or abandon.40 It has come to infer abandoning one 

place and going to another. 

The best-known hijra is certainly that undertaken by 
Muhammad, a.s., from Mecca to Medina; after which both 
Bukhari and Muslim recorded the words of the Prophet, 
a.s.: “There is no Hijra (i.e. migration) (from Mecca to Me-
dina) after the Conquest (of Mecca), but Jihad and good in-
tention remain; and if you are called (by the Muslim ruler) 
for fighting, go forth immediately.”41 This hadith explains 
that there was no longer a mandatory hijra from Mecca to 
Medina, because Mecca had been liberated, but there was 
still an obligation to invest effort in the quest for truth and 
in doing good deeds.

However, the hadith did not abolish the concept of 
hijra more generally. On the contrary, hijra remains one 
solution for problems that may befall Muslims, as another 
hadith explains: “Migration will not end as long as there is 
repentance.”42 In other words, as long as tawba is accepted, 
which is until Doomsday, hijra is also accepted, if there is a 
need for it.

40 Teufik Muftić, Arapsko-bosanski rječnik (Sarajvo: El-Kalem, 1997), 1563. 
41 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 2783) and Muslim (No. 1353). 
42 Hadith recorded by Abu Dawud (No. 2479).
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Some Islamic scholars, including Jalaluddin al-Suyuti 
(d. 911/1505), Ibn Daqiq al-‘Id (d. 702/1302), and others, de-
scribe several kinds of hijra:

1. Migration from an unsafe place to a safe place. Such 
was the hijra of Muslims from Mecca to Abyssinia and 
Medina. It is worth mentioning that it is permitted to 
take hijra from a Muslim society to a non-Muslim so-
ciety if a person fears for his life and faith, if it is safe 
and just, and if a Muslim can live his faith there.

2. Migration from a non-Muslim society to a Muslim 
society. Such was the hijra from Mecca to Medina 
when Allah’s Prophet, a.s., established Islamic au-
thority there. 

3. Abandoning a life of sin, i.e. no longer committing 
sin, according to the hadith: “A Muhajir (an emi-
grant) is the one who gives up (abandons) all what 
Allah has forbidden.”43

4. Abandoning negative community, where sins and 
vice are widespread and nobody warns of them.

5. Departing from a sinful person, as long as he com-
mits a sin, according to the words of the Almighty 
Allah: “And it has already been revealed to you in the 
Book that when you hear the verses of Allah being 
denied and ridiculed [by them], do not sit with them, 
until they enter into another conversation…” (an-
Nisa’, 140); and His words: “And when you see those 
who engage in offensive discourse about Our verses, 
then turn away from them until they enter into an-
other conversation. And if Satan should cause you to 

43 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 10). 
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forget, then after you remember, do not remain with 
the wrongdoers” (al-An‘am, 68). 

6. The last kind of hijra that is permitted, but only for 
a duration of a maximum of three days, is the avoid-
ance and refusal to communicate with persons who 
have done an injustice. This kind of hijra is permit-
ted according to the words of the Prophet, a.s.: “It is 
not lawful for a man to desert his brother Muslim 
for more than three nights. (It is unlawful for them 
that) when they meet, one of them turns his face 
away from the other, and the other turns his face 
from the former, and the better of the two will be 
the one who greets the other first.”44 

Abuse of the concept of hijra 

Legends about the hijra of the Prophet, a.s., from Mecca to 
Medina are part of the Islamic religious tradition that has, 
for centuries, inspired Muslims who have been deprived of 
their rights or who, due to their faith or because of war, 
have had to abandon their homes. But by the mid-20th cen-
tury, the idea was born in Egypt and some other Muslim 
societies that these societies were “jahilyyah” (referring to 
the pre-Islamic period in Arabia) and not actually Muslim, 
despite the fact that Muslims in those soceities do fulfil the 
basic Islamic duties (shart). 

For some Muslim authors, it was enough that societies 
were not organized according to Shari’a to, first, label them 
as jahiliyyah, and second, define their citizens as infidels. 
It was then that the idea of hijra began to emerge out of  

44 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 6077). 
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takfirism, i.e. the notion that, in such societies, Muslims 
should start withdrawing into closed communities. 

In the 1960s, Muslims in Egypt formed the militant 
group Jama’at al-Muslimin (Society of Muslims), known 
popularly as Takfir wal-Hijra because of their insistence on 
teaching that contemporary Muslim societies are infidel be-
cause they do not judge according to Allah’s laws and that 
true believers must emigrate to communities organized 
“according to Allah’s will,” just as Allah’s Prophet emigrated 
from Mecca to Medina. The group was one of the most rad-
ical and most militant that has appeared in Arab countries 
in the 20th century.45 Jama’at al-Muslimin demonstrated its 
brutality and unscrupulousness with the abduction and 
assassination of Egyptian Minister and Imam Muhammad 
al-Dhahabi, who was respected across the Islamic world for 
his knowledge of Islam and the many works he wrote in dif-
ferent fields of Islamic theology and on Muslim daily life.

Following al-Dhahabi’s murder, the group was wiped 
out by the Egyptian government, but the spirit of takfir has 
remained. It was buried for a period of time, only to be awo-
ken again, and has meandered through the ranks of vari-
ous extremist groups of the Muslim world. But these ideas 
have reached a peak in the activities of ISIL, which, having 
proclaimed their Caliphate, sent out the call to all Muslims 
to practice hijra. This is why entire families have moved to 
Syria and Iraq from numerous countries across the world.

Throughout Bosniak history, Islamic teachings about hi-
jra have at times been interpreted in a way that was aimed 
at compelling Bosniaks to emigrate from Bosnia. The best 

45 Muhamed Jusić, Islamistički pokreti - reprezentativan pregled (Zenica: Emanet, 
2005), 47. 
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known case of this occurred in the aftermath of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian occupation, when the ulama energetically 
opposed such tendencies, with Reisu-l-Ulama, Mehmed 
Teufik Azabagić, and Hafiz Hadžijahić at the forefront of 
such efforts. In 1886, Reis Azabagić wrote a Risalah on Hijra 
in which he used a combination of religious and rational 
arguments to present his view that such an interpretation 
of hijra was incorrect. Among his arguments was the point 
that a man can be a Muslim even if he lives in a state which 
does not function on the principles of Shari’a, and can not 
only live but take an active part in the life of that society, 
with no obligation to emigrate.46 

Azabagić’s Risalah played a significant role in suppress-
ing a wave of Bosniak emigration and reducing the sense of 
panic and disorientation that was present among Bosniaks 
at the beginning of the occupation. Through the ijtihad 
of their ulama, Bosniaks began finding legal arrangements 
that would enable them to live their faith and practice its 
teachings in the countries that would succeed one another 
on Bosnian soil, and which would not be based on Shari’a 
principles of social organization. Today’s repeated calls for 
emigration are an anachronous attempt to weaken Bosnian 
Muslims at the religious, social, and political levels, as was 
the case in the first years of Austro-Hungarian occupation. 

46 Mustafa Spahić and Osman Lavić, Reis Mehmed Teufik efendija Azabagić (Sara-
jevo: Dobra knjiga, 2013), 131-162. 
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TAGHUT AND MONOTHEISM IN  
GOVERNMENT (TAWHID AL-HAKIMIYYA) 

Today’s militants have attached a meaning to the word 
taghut that is not reflected in classical Islamic litera-

ture. In his work al-Ta‘rifat (Definitions), ‘Ali ibn Mohammed 
al-Jurjani (d. 816/1414) does not offer a definition of taghut, 
but mentions tugyan, and explains that it means to exceed 
the limit in disobedience.47 The Arabic word taghut has its 
root in the word taga, which means to cross borders (in 
something) and to go beyond the acceptable; for example, 
as stated in this ayah: “Indeed, when the water overflowed, 
We carried [your ancestors] in the ship” (al-Haqqa, 11).

In classical tafsir, the word taghut is understood as 
something that people worship besides the Almighty – as 
in verse 36 of surah an-Nahl: “And indeed We sent a mes-
senger into every nation, [saying], ‘Worship Allah and avoid 
Taghut.’” Thus, in his Tafsir, al-Qurtubi interprets the phrase 
“stay away from taghut” as an instruction to avoid every-
thing that may be worshipped besides Allah, such as Satan, 
a sorcerer, or an idol.48 Ibn Kathir said something similar in 
interpreting the ayah that reads: “There shall be no compul-
sion in [accepting the] religion. The right course has become 
clear from the wrong course. Whoever disbelieves in Taghut 

47 ‘Ali ibn Mohammed al-Jurjani, al-Ta‘rifat (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1996), 
183.

48 al Qurtubi, Al-Jami li Ahkam al-Qur’an.
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and believes in Allah, then he has grasped the most trustwor-
thy handhold that will never break. And Allah is All-Hearing 
and All-Knowing” (al-Baqara, 256). He said: “Whoever dis-
believes in taghut... refers to those who shun the rivals of 
Allah, the idols, and those Satan calls us to worship besides 
Allah...” And, according to Ibn Kathir, it was “recorded that 
Umar said… ‘Taghut is Satan.’”49 

The meaning applied by extremists to taghut – a per-
son, group, or institution that “usurps God’s right to rule” 
or imposes secular laws and regulations – is additional to 
any of the interpretations from classical tafsir. It serves as 
the basis for takfir and for the use of violence against indi-
viduals and institutions in Muslim states and societies, and 
was developed by contemporary extremists in their teach-
ing about the so-called hakimiyya, or the obligation to in-
troduce God’s laws through the establishment of an Islamic 
State. Across the world and in Bosnia, the author most of-
ten referenced by advocates as influential on the topic of 
takfir is Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi. 

During the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, al-Maqdi-
si published his first book, in Pakistan. In it, he presented 
his view that a lack of Shari’a regulation of the legislation of 
Muslim countries was problematic. This view became the 
foundation for today’s ideology of takfir, which deems all 
those who do not apply Shari’a in the legislation of Muslim 
societies to be non-believers. 

Al-Maqdisi’s book is symbolically titled The Community 
of Ibrahim (Millat Ibrahim) – an allusion to the principle of 
monotheism (tawhid) that is embodied in Allah’s Prophet 
Ibrahim, a.s. Al-Maqdisi suggests that the practice of any 

49 Tafsir Ibn Kathir.
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law that is not founded in Shari’a is in contravention to 
teachings about tawhid because laws are exclusively Allah’s 
“competency” and, thus, the adoption of other regulations 
is considered the usurpation of Allah’s law, which amounts 
to polytheism. Any Muslim who applies such laws and is 
satisfied with them thereby becomes a non-believer as “he 
has accepted assigning to man what belongs only to Al-
mighty God (to permit and to forbid), and has thus iden-
tified himself with polytheism and idol-worship.”50 This is 
the backbone of Al-Maqdisi’s doctrine, which he named 
tawhid al-hakimiyya or “monotheism in government.” He 
presented a summary of his arguments and a critique of 
democracy in his pamphlet, Democracy: A Religion, which 
was translated into Bosnian and published by the Kalimat 
al-Haqq organization.51 

The ideas of Al-Maqdisi strengthened the takfir move-
ment among foreign volunteers who fought in Afghanistan, 
primarily those who came from Egypt and belonged to 
al-Jihad (later the Egyptian Islamic Jihad) or Al-Jama’ah al-
islamiyah. From there, these ideas were spread into other 
parts of the Muslim world. It did not take long for people 
to recognize the revived teachings of takfir in these views, 
which were rejected by most Muslims, especially after the 
assassination of Imam Al-Dhahabi in Egypt. Numerous Is-
lamic authorities also issued warning against these views as 
un-Islamic; but Salafi sheikhs Nasruddin al-Albani, Muham-
mad Ibrahim al-Shakr, and others realized that these ideas 
could become dominant within Salafi circles. 

50 Abu Muhammad Asim al-Maqdisi, Millat Ibrahim (The Religion of Abraham) 
(Tibyan Publications, 1985), 38-40.

51 This book, just like other literature published by the Kalimat al-Haqq organiza-
tion, was available through a free download from their webpage for quite some 
time; however, it has since become inaccessible. 
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In practice, ISIL tried to force the establishment of God’s 
laws through military power, proclaiming all other Muslims 
non-believers and their traditional communities thus legiti-
mate targets of violence. And this is a source of fear among 
Muslims: that those who advocate takfir, even in a passing 
phase of radicalization and even if they do not support the 
actions of ISIL and Al-Qaeda, may sooner or later allow the 
blood, property, and honor of Muslims and any others who 
do not follow their interpretation of Islam to be targeted. 
In Bosnia, today’s followers of takfir do not recognize the 
authority of the courts and the state, refuse to obtain iden-
tification documents, and call upon all Muslims to boycott 
democratic election processes because, they claim, partici-
pation banishes one from the faith. On several occasions, 
they have even issued fatwas that namaz is not conducted 
properly if it is led by imams who call upon members of 
their jamaats to vote in elections or respect secular laws.52 
This interpretation inevitably brings these individuals into 
conflict with the state in which they reside and leads these 
Muslims, particularly in majority non-Muslim communi-
ties, into isolation. Such teachings are unacceptable not 
only because they introduce new and alien concepts, but 
also because they ignore the long history and development 
of legal science (fiqh) and the reality in which Muslim com-
munities live today.

52 See: the collection of works entitled Tawhid al-hakimiyyah, published in 2006 
by Kalimat al-Haqq in Plav (Montenegro). 
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THE WORLD OF PEACE (DAR AL ISLAM 
OR DAR AL-SALAM) AND THE WORLD 

OF WAR (DAR AL-HARB) 

The terms “the world of Islam” and “the world of war” 
do not appear in the fundamental sources of Islam 

(the Qur’an and Sunnah), but are instead constructions by 
which Muslim jurists of the classical period assigned legal 
qualification to the state of international relations in the 
pre-modern world. As such, they have no mandatory doc-
trinal value in terms of the regulation of the international 
relations of Muslim states, but represent the character of 
those relations during certain historic periods of turmoil 
and were used in works of fiqh to define mutual relations 
between Muslim and non-Muslim countries. The term “the 
world of Islam” (dar al-islam) was used to refer to states 
that were under Muslim rule or control, and “the world of 
war” (dar al-harb) was used for states that were under non-
Muslim rule or control. 

With the passage of time, qualitative changes in inter-
national relations were reflected in Islamic fiqh, featuring 
updated terms such as “the world of the covenant” (dar al-
sulh or dar al-‘ahd) and “the world of peace” (dar al-salam), 
which denoted new relationships between Muslim and oth-
er states based on international covenants and agreements. 
These new international relations, built not only on the op-
tion of war but increasingly on a broad field of cooperation 
between Muslims and non-Muslims, led to abandonment of 
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the concept of a bipolar division of the world. Indeed, ever 
since the occupation of Muslim countries by the Mongols, 
ulama sought a new legal qualification for Muslim countries 
that were ruled by Mongols but where Muslims could con-
tinue practicing Islamic regulations. Thus, we come across 
the fatwas of Hanafi jurists from Khwarezm and Transoxi-
ana, and the so-called Mardin fatwa of Hanbali jurist Ibn 
Taymiyyah, which address legal solutions to these complex 
issues. Those fatwas assert that Muslims are allowed to re-
side and live in areas under non-Muslim rule if they have the 
freedom to practice fundamental religious teachings.53 

The insistence by some modern Muslim extremist 
groups to use two of these historic legal constructs (dar al-
islam and dar al-harb) that have already become obsolete, 
both in a theoretical and practical sense, because they ceased 
to reflect the state of international relations, is unsustain-
able; because it has no basis and justification in the sources 
of Islam and is not in the interest of Muslims themselves. Is-
lamic jurists who are studying these issues today consider it 
necessary to reconsider the use of these terms, taking into 
account international relations and the valid legal, commer-
cial, and political treaties between Muslim and non-Muslim 
countries. These treaties obligate Muslims even when their 
conditions are difficult, as in the Treaty of Hudaybiyya. 

There are in fact numerous examples in early Islamic 
history of Muslims living in non-Muslim places. Allah’s 
Prophet Yusuf, a.s., not only resided in Egypt, but offered his 
services to the non-Muslim king (Yusuf, 54-55). And while 
the Prophet Muhammed, a.s., tried to remain for as long 
as possible with his people in Mecca, when prosecutions  

53 Muhammad ibn Shihab al-Kurdi: al-Fatawa al-Bazzazziyya (Beirut, 1986), 
6/311-312. 
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THE WORLD OF PEACE (DAR AL ISLAM OR DAR AL-SALAM)...

became untenable, he sent some Muslims to safety in Chris-
tian Ethiopia. There, they lived in a non-Muslim society un-
der a ruler they respected because he was just, reliable, and 
generous.

Muslims are obligated by the terms of treaties, unless 
they are forced to act against their conscience. In this re-
spect, it is important that the laws of Western societies, 
when they come into conflict with Islam, do not obligate 
Muslims to observe or act according to them. And Muslims 
must respect the legislation in force, since their presence is 
based on tacit or explicit agreement (for example, a visa), 
but should avoid all kinds of activities that are contrary to 
their beliefs.54 

We must mention here that past colonial conquests 
and contemporary occupations of some Muslim countries 
have contributed to the revival of the notion of a bipolar 
division of the world among some Muslim groups and au-
thors. Defense against aggression and occupation is con-
sidered not only legal, but mandatory, in Islam, under the 
condition that it is carried out by permitted means. Still, 
in countries where political authority belongs to non-Mus-
lims, if Muslims are entitled to publicly practice their faith 
(adhan, jamaat, salah, hajj, etc.) and live according to Shari’a 
at least in relation to personal issues, that country has the 
character of dar al-islam.55 After all, Islamic sources allow 
Muslims to live in non-Muslim environments under three 
key conditions: that they are free and can practice their re-
ligion, that they testify to the Message, and that they are 
useful to Muslims and to society as a whole.56 

54 Tariq Ramadan, Biti evropski musliman (Sarajevo: Udruženje ilmijje, 2002), 177-184.
55 Jamaluddin Atiya, al-Nazariyya al-‘amma li al-shari‘a al-islamiyya (1988), 272.
56 Ramadan, Biti evropski musliman, 177-184.
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THE CALIPHATE 

The word caliphate derives from khilafah, the infinitive 
of the verb khalafa, which means to inherit, to be an 

heir, to be a deputy, or to succeed (chronologically). So, a 
person who succeeds someone or comes after is called a ca-
liph; and this is why those who succeeded Allah’s Prophet, 
a.s., to govern the community of Muslims and safeguard the 
faith received this title.57 

The caliphate is also known (in Shia circles) as the 
imamate, and Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi (d. 450/1058) 
noted that: “The imamate establishes leadership after the 
Prophet for the purpose of preserving the faith and govern-
ing the state.”58 Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085) 
defined the caliphate (imamate) this way: “The imamate 
has full authority and governance over those who are in 
the service of religious and state affairs.”59 And, in his work 
Al-Mawaqif, Adud Al-Din Abd Al-Rahman ibn Ahmad al-
’Iji (d. 756/1355) explained that an imamate: “represents the 
Prophet, a.s., in the establishment of faith, and implies an 
obligation for the whole ummah to follow.”60 

57 Teufik Muftić, Arapsko-bosanski rječnik (El-Kalem), 400; Al-Mawsu’a al-fiqhiyya.
58 Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi, Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, ed. Ahmed Mubarek el-

Bagdadi (Kuwait: Maktaba dar Ibn Kutub, 1989), 3. 
59 Imam Abd al-Malik al-Juwayni, Ghiyath al-Umam fi iltiyath al-Zulam (Alexan-

dria: Dar al-Da‘wa, 1979), 15.
60 Adud Al-Din Abd Al-Rahman ibn Ahmad al-’Iji, al-Mawaqif (Beirut: Alam al-

Kutub), 395.
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Thus, according to the teachings of Islam, the caliph is 
the successor of Allah’s Prophet in his ummah. Traditional 
ulama define the institutions of the caliphate and the caliph 
(the government and governor) as tasked with safeguard-
ing the faith, implementing its rules, and governing the 
community of Muslims. In essence, the Rashidun – or the 
“Rightly Guided Caliphs” – did not just hold political power, 
which is limited to safeguarding social order and security, 
but peformed duties that were performed by Allah’s Proph-
et, a.s., during his noble life: guiding, teaching, and mentor-
ing. This is why their caliphates are considered to have been 
“rightly guided.” 

Contrary to Shiite teachings, all scholars of Sunni prove-
nance agree that the imamate is not a basic postulate of the 
faith; nonetheless, it is viewed as one of the fullest exercises 
of faith and of its noble intentions. After all, the goal of the 
caliphate is to achieve religious and worldly benefits, pro-
tect the vulnerable, and guide Muslims in their rituals and 
other important affairs. Indeed, the caliphate is the only 
form of government that had the full support of classical 
Islamic science because it represents the central religious, 
political, and social concept of Sunni Islam. Yet, even in the 
time of the earliest classical Islamic scholars, the concept 
began to take on more nuance. In fact, Muhammad ibn Ab-
dulkarim al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153) said that no doctrine 
of faith has caused such disagreement and bloodshed in 
the history of Islam as this one.61

There is agreement among Islamic scholars that Mus-
lims are obligated to choose a government that organizes 
the teaching of faith in the way that was established by Al-
lah’s Prophet, a.s. The best proof of this is the practice of 

61 Nerkez Smailagić, Leksikon islama (Sarajevo: Svjetlost, 1990), 232.
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the ashab, who confronted the issue of electing a successor 
to the Prophet, a.s., immediately after his death. Although 
there were various proposals as to who should fill the role of 
leader, no ashab ever declared that a ruler was unncessary.62 

But today, it is possible to distinguish clearly between 
the history of the caliphate on one hand, and the history 
of the theory of the caliphate on the other. As is often true, 
theory and practice do not always coincide. The theory of 
the caliphate resulted from the political circumstances of 
the first centuries of Islamic history, when many teachings 
were developed in a speculative manner and had no basis in 
real political fact. Some Islamic scholars cite the four caliphs 
who ruled after the death of Allah’s Prophet, a.s., as an ex-
ample of the ideal caliphate. But after that, governance over 
the entire Islamic world by one ruler was an ideal that lived 
only in books, even if a caliphate was maintained in some 
form until 1924. 

A broad consensus among Muslims would be required 
for the re-establishment of a caliphate, and it is not enough 
to have the agreement of one group that occupies one ter-
ritory. Indeed, Umar ibn al-Khattab, r.a., said: “Whoever 
chooses someone for caliph without consulting Muslims, 
such a caliph will not be accepted.”63 To proclaim a caliphate 
without the broad consensus (ijma) of Muslims risks bring-
ing about confusion (fitna), because masses of Muslims 
with no part in establishing this so-called caliphate would 
remain outside of it. This could lead to the proclamation  

62 “Al-Khilafa,” Al-Mawsu‘a al-fiqhiyya. NB: Muslims address their rulers with the 
titles Imam, Caliph, and Amir al-Mu’minin. The term imam refers to he who 
leads namaz. As noted earlier, the title of caliph refers to the successor of Al-
lah’s Prophet, a.s., in governing the state. And the title Amir al-Mu’minin re-
flects that someone is “commander of the faithful.”

63 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 6830).
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of multiple caliphates, which can only multiply confusion 
and chaos.

Claims by some contemporary extremist or terrorist or-
ganizations, such as ISIL, that they have established the ide-
al model of a caliphate is nothing but propaganda, aimed at 
winning the support of other similar organizations and to 
unite with them around this idea. However, if we examine 
the extent to which the caliphate proclaimed by ISIL meets 
the conditions referred to in the theory of caliphates, we 
see that their claims are unfounded.

Al-Mawardi mentions seven conditions for being a ca-
liph:

1. Fairness, 
2. Scientific competence that enables him to apply ijti-

had on new issues and regulations,
3. Healthy senses, 
4. A healthy body, 
5. Political skills and ability, 
6. Courage and the audacity to protect the territory of 

the state and fight against the enemy,
7. Origin, i.e.to be a descendant of the Quraysh.64 

Similar conditions are listed by Hanafi scholar Ahmad 
al-Dahlawi (d. 1176/1762), who cited general conditions for 
rulers that are agreed upon by all, and then these additional 
conditions: Islam, wisdom, fairness, and to be a descendant 
of the Quraysh.65 

64 Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi, Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya wa al-wilayat al-diniyya 
(The Ordinances of Government) (UK: Garnet Publishing, 1996), 5.

65 Ahmad al-Dehlawi, Hujjat Allah al-baligha, ed. al-Sayyid Sabiq (Cairo: Dar al-Jil, 
2005), 2/230.
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This final condition, mentioned by both of these Mus-
lim scholars as well as others in classical works, and insisted 
upon by ISIL, is that the caliph must originate from the 
Quraysh. ISIL is particularly adamant about this, which is 
why the group published the family tree of a certain Bagh-
dadi, to prove that he meets the Quraysh condition. Led 
by these claims, ISIL rejects the legitimacy of oaths of loy-
alty given to Mullah Omar from the ranks of the Taliban 
and demands that these fighters make an oath of loyalty to 
Baghdadi. Beyond the fact that it has been proven that the 
family tree put forth as Baghdadi’s is not authentic and was 
fabricated with the aim of winning the support of youth, it 
is important to emphasize that this Quraysh condition was 
first mentioned at a time when tribal loyalty (Asabiyya) was 
prevalent and it is not implied as a permanent stipulation.66 
This is evident in the fact that it is not listed as mandatory 
in works from later periods that deal with this issue.67

There are also some hadiths that ISIL uses to validate 
its “state.” An example are the words of Allah’s Prophet, a.s.: 
“Whoever dies without an Imam dies a death of ignorance 
( jahiliyyah).”68 However, it is general knowledge among 
Muslims that, in understanding the hadiths, context plays 
an important role. In other words, the social conditions or 
historic circumstances in which a hadith was pronounced 
must be considered. That is why scholars say this hadith 
warns those who do not belong to an organized and regu-
lated religious community that the conditions in which 
they live resemble those of Arabs in the era of jahiliyyah, 

66 Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimah, trans. Teufik Muftić (Sarajevo: El-Kalem, 2007), 
1/325-327.  

67 Al-Fatawa al-Hindiyya (Beirut, 1986), 3/317.
68 Hadith recorded by Ibn Hibban (No. 4573) and Ahmad (No. 16434).
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when they had no state to regulate their affairs and ensure 
their security.

ISIL selectively chooses excerpts from classical Islamic 
literature to justify and provide arguments for its “caliph-
ate.” Thus, the group claims that, in their case, the caliph 
was appointed on the basis of an oath of loyalty given to 
them by officers and elected representatives, whom they 
treat as ahl al-hall wal-aqd (qualified to appoint or depose 
a caliph). Likewise, they draw legitimacy from the fact that 
they claim ownership over territories they have occupied. 
Despite this, it is undeniably clear that classical Islamic lit-
erature and Islamic teachings overall offer absolutely no 
ground for a group to use military power to conquer and 
occupy a territory in which thousands of people live and 
then demand that all Muslims take an oath of loyalty.

Today’s “caliphate,” as it is promoted by some groups, 
has nothing in common with the Rashidun or with Islam. 
Christians and Jews also lived in the first community of 
Muslims and the first state of Muslims, and their rights 
were guaranteed by the Constitution of Medina. This is not 
the case in ISIL’s state.
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THE POLITICS OF SHARI’A  
(SIYASA SHAR‘IYYA) 

The term siyasa shar‘iyya refers to governing, and poli-
tics in general, in accordance with the goals of Shari’a; 

and it can relate to any area of governance – those for 
which Shari’a gives excplicit instructions and guidelines and 
others for which there are no specific Shari’a regulations.69 
Although some classical authors who dealt with issues of 
siyasa shar’iyya reduce the notion to penal measures aimed 
at eliminating the causes and consequences of disorder,70 
most authors place Shari’a politics into a broader frame-
work that includes every activity that brings people closer 
to wellbeing, as noted by Ibn al-Qayyim, who referenced 
the view of Abu al-Wafa ‘Ali ibn ‘Aqil ibn Ahmad al-Bagh-
dadi (d. 513/1119).71 

Elaborating, Ibn al-Qayyim defined Shari’a politics as 
“every measure that brings people closer to the good (sulh) 
and deters them from the bad ( fasad), even though the 
measure in question was not confirmed by the Prophet, a.s., 
or regulated by Revelation. Every person who claims that 

69 V. Muhammad Hashim al-Kamali, Uvod u šerijatsko pravo (Sarajevo: CNS and 
El-Kalem, 2015), 264.

70 Ibrahim ibn Yahya Dede Efendi, al-Siyasa al-Shar‘iyya (Alexandria: Mu’assasa 
al-shabab, 1990), 73-74; and Ibn Abidin, Radd al-Muhtar (Beirut: Dar al-fikr, 
1979), 4 and 15. 

71 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Al-Turuq al-Hukmiyyah fī al-siyasa al-shar‘iyya (Cairo: 
al-Mu’assasa al-‘Arabiyya li al-Tiba‘a, 1961), 16.
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there is no Shar’ia politics, if the Shar’ia does not mention it, 
is wrong and does not understand the ashab.”72 

Ibn al-Qayyim also divided politics into two types,73 as 
did the author of the well-known Hanafi work Muin al-
hukkam, Ala al-Din al-Tarabulsi (d. 844/1440), who identi-
fied unjust politics (siyasa zalima), forbidden by Shari’a, and 
just politics (siyasa ‘adila), which serve justice and sanction 
those who create disorder – even when such politics oc-
casionally depart from the letter of law to the benefit of its 
spirit. Just politics thus help realize the goals of Shari’a. And 
since justice and good governance are the main goals of just 
politics, measures undertaken to achieve siyasa ‘adila must 
inherently be in accordance with Shari’a. 

While unjust politics meet only the egoistic interests 
and wishes of rulers at the expense of the community as a 
whole, just politics are based on moderation and flexibility 
and give preference to public interests over those of individ-
uals and small groups.74 Further expounding on this issue, 
al-Tarabulsi points out that this is a very broad topic with 
differences in opinion, many erroneous understandings 
and interpretations, and that neglecting it leads to an ero-
sion of law and a disregard for prescribed sanctions, which 
encourages those who seek to break the law. On the other 
hand, immoderate application of repressive measures in the 
framework of politics opens the door to horrendous injus-
tice, bloodshed, and the unlawful confiscation of property. 
In this context, he mentions that those who carry out these 
acts go beyond Allah’s limits and breach Shari’a regulations  

72 Ibid.
73 Ibid.
74 Ala al-Din al-Tarabulsi, Mu‘in al-hukkam (Egypt: Matba‘ Mustafa al-Halabi, 

1973), 169.
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by committing injustice and introducing political nov-
elties, and thereby behave as if the politics of Shari’a are 
inadequate. This, according to al-Tarabulsi, is the result of 
ignorance and a great error.75

Ibn Taymiyya’s concept of just politics is based on 
Qur’anic regulations about amanah, i.e. earning the con-
fidence of believers (an-Nisa’, 58). His book Al-Siyasa al-
Shar‘iyya (Governance according to Shari’a) can be read as 
a commentary of this ayah, as he himself emphasizes on its 
first page.76 He notes that, in Islam, government is exclusive-
ly an issue of responsibility, and those who hold that duty 
will grant amanah to those who are worthy of it.

According to Ibn Taymiyya, the decisions of govern-
ments are not always based on legal texts and principles; 
indeed, along with laws, political and economic consider-
ations, customs, and even special conditions all play a role 
in how decisions are shaped. Shari’a politics are aimed at 
ensuring wellbeing for the people and efficient governance 
of their affairs, even if the measures undertaken for that 
purpose are not prescribed by the Holy Text. Government 
that tries to introduce justice and ensure wellbeing for its 
people is thus governance that follows Shari’a. And, politics 
means to govern over public affairs in a Muslim community 
with the goal of realizing the interests of the people and 
their protection – incuding the implementation of policies 
and the adoption of laws in all spheres of governance – is in 
line with the general principles of Shari’a.77

75 Ibid., 74-75.
76 Ibn Taymiyya, Al-Siyasa al-shar’iya (Beirut: Dar Ibn Hazm lil-Taba’a wa al-Nashr 

wa al-tawzi’, 2004), 6-13.
77 Ibid., 5.
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Ibn al-Qayyim writes that siyasa includes special rules 
and decisions, drawn from consideration of the universal 
good, which depend of circumstances and may be changed 
as circumstances change. Other than that, the explicit 
norms of Shari’a are rather fixed. Thus, Ibn al-Qayyim dis-
tinguishes the explicit norms of Shari’a from ad hoc deci-
sions taken by governments. He observes that all Muslim 
rulers, starting with the Prophet, a.s., and his ashab, made 
ad hoc decisions after taking into account the wellbeing 
of their people. Therefore, it is important not to confuse 
politics (siyasa) with Shari’a, because it would mistakenly 
reduce the competencies of Islamic government to only the 
explicit norms of Shari’a. Yet, Muslim rulers have not only 
the freedom, but the obligation, to strive for the wellbeing 
of people that Shari’a neither mentions nor regulates.78 

In his Muqaddimah, Ibn Khaldun (d. 808/1406) out-
lines two kinds of politics (siyasa): rational politics (siyasa 
‘aqliyya) and religious politics (siyasa diniyya) – the former 
guided by law, the latter by the text of the Revelation.79 In 
the 15th century, al-Maqrizi distinguished between the ju-
risdiction of siyasa and Shari’a, writing that Egyptian and 
Turkish rulers respected both, once the Turks (Mamluks) 
arrived. In fact, in the Mamluk Sultanate, there were sepa-
rate courts and judges with different jurisdictions; and in 
the Ottoman Empire, the term siyaset (without shar‘iyya) 
implied only punishment for offenses against the state.80

78 al-Jawziyya, Al-Turuq al-Hukmiyyah, 17-18; and M. H. Kamali, Uvod u šerijatsko 
parvo (Sarajevo: El-Kalem, 2008), 266. 

79 Ibn Khaldun, Muqaddimah, 337. 
80 Bernard Lewis, “Siyasa,” in In quest of Islamic humanism: Arabic and Islamic 

studies in memory of Mohamed al-Nowaihi, ed. Arnold H. Green (American 
University in Cairo Press, 1984), 9-11. 
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Analyzing the opinions of authors who make a clear 
distinction between politics and Shari’a, Mohammad 
Hashim Kamali opted for an integrative approach to siya-
sa shar’iyya, emphasizing that Shari’a and politics cannot 
be absolutely separated. Their unity is reflected in a unity 
of goals – to benefit the people (maslaha) and serve the 
higher aims of Shari’a (maqasid), in this case through po-
litical measures. Since maslaha and maqasid do not relate 
to secular matters alone, Shari’a politics encompass both 
secular and religious affairs.81

The former Sheikh Gad al-Haq Ali Gad al-Haq empha-
sized that governance over the affairs of any Muslim com-
munity can be identified as Shari’a politics (siyasa shar‘iyya), 
if it meets the following conditions:

• it is aligned with the purpose and higher goals (maqa-
sid) of Shari’a, it observes fundamental principles and 
postulates that have lasting value, and it will not 
change with circumstances; and 

• it is not in conflict with the concrete norms of the 
Qur’an or Sunnah, or with those adopted by general 
consensus among Muslims.82 

A distinguished contemporary author in the field of 
siyasa shar’iyya, Abdul Wahhab Khallaf, points out that 
Shari’a politics should aim to open the door to mercy and 
good deeds among people, inspired by the rich legacy of 
ulama that helped to rescue people from their difficulties. 
He contends that laws intended to prevent corruption and 
facilitate benevolence must be aligned with the principles 
of Shari’a even when they are in contravention with the 

81  Kamali, Uvod u šerijatsko pravo, 271. 
82 Fu’ad Abd al-munim Ahmad, Usul nizam alhukm fi al-Islam (Alexandria: 

Mu’assasat Shabab al-Jami’a, 1988), 14. 
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views of mujtahids from the past. Khallaf cites Shihab al-Din 
alQarafi (d. 684/1285), who said that one can find nothing in 
Shari’a that contradicts measures aimed, in any field of gov-
ernance, at eliminating corruption and achieving the well-
being of the community.83 Speaking about legislation based 
on siyasa shar’iyya, renowned Al-Azhar University profes-
sor and author, Abd al-Rahman Taj, argues that apparent 
incongruities with this or that evidence in Shari’a should 
not delay the adoption of useful laws. He has emphasized 
that Muslims should not view such laws negatively if we 
want “to understand the purpose and the spirit of these 
proofs, and if we differentiate between whether a specific 
and temporary situation is being considered or it is a ques-
tion of establishing a universal law. Only the latest proofs 
are binding and must be respected in formulating the laws 
and measures by which Shar’ia politics are implemented.”84 

Taj also draws attention to the exceptional importance 
of the Shari’a doctrine of sadd al-dharai’, or “blocking the 
means,” in siyasa shar‘iyya. The sadd al-dharai’ doctrine 
gives rulers the power to block the means that lead to crime 
and corruption. This is why governments may “prohibit 
what is permitted (mubah), if it is used to a great extent as 
a means to commit offenses and evil deeds.” When govern-
ment, for example, deems something that was once legal a 
crime, it can apply its discretionary powers to prohibit it, if 
that is the only way to protect the public interest.85

Since Shari’a protects both God’s rights and human 
rights, these rights should not be jeopardized by political and 

83 Abd al-Wahhab Khallaf, al-Siyasa al-Shar‘iyya fi al-Shu’un al-Dusturiyya wa al-
Kharijiyya wa al-Maliyya (Beirut, Mu’assasat al-Risala, 1993), 313.

84 Abd al-Rahman Taj, Al-Siyasa al-shar‘iyya (Cairo: Matb’ah Dar al-Ta’lif, 1952), 21.
85 Ibid., 21-22. 
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other acts of government. Our distinguished alim Mehmed 
Handžić has laid out the following fundamental and protect-
ed rights and freedoms of citizens in Muslim states: personal 
freedom, freedom of lodging (home), freedom of property, 
freedom of belief, freedom of opinion, and freedom of ed-
ucation and science.86 Analysis of the actions taken by ISIL 
(namely, violence and injustice against numerous groups 
and opponents, including the mass murder and persecu-
tion of people on whom they have imposed their ideology, 
as well as their exclusivism and extremism, etc.) make it clear 
that this violent group –  which calls itself the “Islamic State” 
and which established a self-proclaimed caliphate – cannot 
be characterized as an example of siyasa shar‘iyya, because 
it does not respect the values protected by Shari’a and does 
not serve the general interests of Islam and Muslims. 

Indeed, the “politics” of ISIL are not aligned with maqa-
sid nor are they aimed at opening the door to mercy and 
goodwill among people. On the contrary, theirs are a cruel 
politics of violence, terror, extremism, and such an abuse 
of Islamic institutions that these institutions are being 
ruthlessly discredited in the eyes of the world. This abuse 
of Islam and its institutions must be decisively opposed, in 
accordance with the Islamic directive to “do good deeds 
and repel evil deeds”. For, misunderstandings of traditional 
Islamic teachings lead contemporary advocates of takfir to 
view all Muslims who participate in the adoption of laws 
and regulations viewed as outside the domain of Shari’a to 
be taghut and to proclaim that all those who respect such 
regulations are non-believers. 

86 Mehmed Handžić, Studije iz šerijatskog prava, Book V, “Ogledalo [The Mirror]” 
(Sarajevo, 1999), 462-463. 
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LOYALTY AND DISAVOWAL  
(AL-WALA’ WAL-BARA’) 

The meaning attached by today’s violent extremists to 
the concept of friendship and hostility (al-wala’ wal-

bara’) is not mentioned in early Islamic sources, nor was 
it refelected among the first generations of Muslims. It 
was only in later times that the concept was ideological-
ly instrumentalized, and the meaning now attached to it 
by contemporary extremists is in conflict with key Islamic 
principles related to the attitude of Muslims toward oth-
ers. Philologically, al-wala’ means closeness, loyalty, sup-
port, love, and friendship, while al-bara’ means to give up 
or part.87 Terminologically, al-wala’ implies love for Allah, 
for His Prophet, for Islam, and for Muslims, as well as the 
promise of assistance and support to them; and al-bara’ 
means to give up idols and all that is worshipped besides 
Allah, s.w.t.88 

Extremist views 

Individuals who are inclined to extremist views and exclusiv-
ity have attached an erroneous meaning to the concept of al-
wala’ wal-bara’. According to them, al-wala’ wal-bara’ means 

87 Majid al-Din al-Shirizi al-Fairuzabadi, Al-Qamus Al-Muhit (Beirut: Mu’assasa al-
Risala, 2005), 1344.

88 Murtada al-Zabidi, Taj al-‘Arus min Jawahir al-Qamus (Dar al-Hidaya, 2010), 
1:149.
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to give up infidelity, and in doing so, accept harsh and violent 
behavior toward those who do not believe, with no mercy. 
Any love toward non-Muslims, even natural love grown from 
kinship, is excluded. Muslims who do not accept this are re-
jected and deemed as enemies by extremists who thereby 
justify bloodshed and the usurpation of their property. 

In the view of extremists, it is also an act of infidelity to 
ask for assistance from a non-Muslim in a fight against Mus-
lims. It is under this pretext that they have proclaimed the rul-
ers of some Muslim countries infidels and, later, have applied 
the same label to their people for failing to oust them; which 
has led to violence and killing. Finally, extremists also prohibit 
travel, unless exceptionally urgent, to non-Muslim countries, 
as well as the study of languages spoken in those countries. 

Two aspects of the traditional understanding of al-
wala’ wal-bara’ are most often misunderstood by extremist 
groups. The first is related to the permissibility of love and 
friendship expressed by Muslims toward non-Muslims. If a 
Muslim loves a non-Muslim because of their faith, there is 
no doubt that he ceases to be a Muslim, because one can-
not reconcile the contradiction of love for Islam and love 
for kufr. And if he loves a non-Muslim for reasons that Is-
lam does not allow, then that love is not allowed, but he is 
still considered to be Muslim. But such love is allowed if it 
is based on kinship, benefaction, and other shared values. 
The most reliable proof of this are the words of Almighty 
Allah: “Allah does not forbid you to deal justly and kindly 
with those who do not fight against you because of religion 
and do not expel you from your homes. Indeed, Allah loves 
those who act justly. Allah only forbids that you make allies 
of those who fight you because of your religion, expel you 
from your homes, and have aided in your expulsion. And 
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whoever makes allies of them, then they are the wrongdoers” 
(al-Mumtahana, 8-9). 

Another proof for this is the love of the Prophet, a.s., 
for his uncle Abu Talib, who did not accept Islam but who 
supported and protected Muhammad, a.s., and possessed 
numerous other virtues. Allah did not criticize the Prophet, 
a.s., for that love. Addressing him, Allah said: “Indeed, [O Mu-
hammad], you do not guide whom you like, but Allah guides 
whom He wills. And He knows best who are the [rightly] guid-
ed” (al-Qasas, 56). Furthermore, love between parents and 
children cannot be excluded regardless of their religious affil-
iation, because it is a natural quality. The same goes for love 
between spouses, for which Allah, s.w.t., says: “And among 
His signs is this that He created for you mates from yourselves 
that you may find tranquility in them, and He placed between 
you affection and mercy. Indeed, in that are signs for people 
who give thought” (ar-Rum, 21). And, according to classical 
interpretation, a Muslim is allowed to marry a follower of an-
other revealed faith, under certain circumstances.

Another issue related to al-wala’ wal-bara’ that is mis-
understood by extremists is the consequence of requesting 
and expecting assistance from non-Muslims. If a follower of 
Islam helps a non-Muslim in a fight against Muslims due to 
hatred he feels toward Islam and a love he has for infidelity, 
or if he does it because he wants to eradicate the world 
of Islam and Muslims, then his iman is questioned because 
those motives collide with the Shahada. But if a Muslim 
does the same out of some worldly interest (property, posi-
tion, or supremacy), or out of revenge against a Muslim he is 
hostile to, then that man does not cease to be Muslim, be-
cause his reasons do not collide with the Shahada, although 
he is definitely a sinner.
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To seek assistance from non-Muslims in a fight against 
Muslims is allowed when it is rightly sought, as may be 
needed to eliminate injustice or defend from an attack or 
aggression, and when the harm caused by seeking assis-
tance does not exceed the harm that would be caused by 
the absence of that assistance. However, to seek assistance 
from non-Muslims is prohibited if the fight in question is 
unlawful and unjust and if the harm that would be caused 
would be greater that the harm caused by the lack of assis-
tance. In his tafsir, al-Tahrir wa’l-Tanwir, Muhammad al-Ta-
hir ibn ‘Ashur (d. 1393/1973) – a renowned mufassir (author 
of commentaries (tafsir) on the Qur’an) – discussed ayat 
that address al-wala wal-bara’ and mentioned eight situa-
tions for which there is a regulation.89 The only one in which 
a Muslim goes too far beyond the ambit of Islam in his love 
for non-Muslims or in his request for help from them is 
when his motive arises from his desire for something that 
is not Islam. No other motive banishes him from Islam and 
the scholars of Ahl al-sunnah are in agreement about this.90

The problem with the extremist interpretation of al-
wala’ wal-bara’ is that it views non-cooperation in a time 
of conflict as the only possible model of relations between 
Muslims and non-Muslims. Yet, the life of the Prophet, a.s., 
and Muslim tradition are both full of examples of positive 
relations between Muslims and non-Muslims. Yet, these 
numerous examples are outside the extremist understand-
ing of al-wala’ wal-bara’ because they are based on princi-
pals of tolerance and coexistence, freedom of religion, and 
mutual support by way of good deeds and godliness.

89 Muhammad al-Tahir ibn ‘Ashur, al-Tahrir wa’l-Tanwir (al-Dar al-Tunisiyya li al-
nashr, 1984), 3:217.

90 Ibid., 6:230.   
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NOVELTIES IN FAITH (BID’AH) 

In Arabic, al-bid’ah refers to a phenomenon that is new 
compared to what preceded it.91 When used in the con-

text of Islam, the term implies something that was not 
practiced by the ashab and tabi’ins, and for which there are 
no proofs in Shari’a sources.92 Not every such novelty is neg-
ative; and for a question of faith to be treated as bid’ah in 
the negative sense – as a forbidden novelty – it is necessary 
to establish whether it lies in opposition to the sources of 
Islam and its traditions. This opinion is shared by a majority 
of Muslim scholars.93 

Extremist views  

Some extremist groups resolutely reject any novelty in Is-
lam, along with any option that novelty can be a good thing 
(hasana) and accepted by the faithful. This stance is mainly 

91 Sa‘di Abu Habib, al-Qamus al-Fiqhi (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 1998), 31-32.
92 al-Jurjani, al-Ta‘rifat, 43. 
93 Many scholars believe there are good (hasana) and bad (say’iah) novelties 

(bid’ah) and that negative bid’ah are those with no basis in the sources of Is-
lam or Shari’a, i.e. bid’ah say’iah is contrary to these sources. For example, see: 
the Tafsir of Ibn Kathir; Tafsir al-Qurtubi; Fath al-Bari, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani’s 
commentary on Bukhari’s hadiths; Imam Nawawi’s commentary on Sahih 
Muslim; al-Tahtawi’s Hashiya ‘ala Maraqi; al-Alusi’s Ruh al-Ma‘ani; Ibn al-Athir’s 
al-Nihaya; Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali’s Ihya Ulum al-Din; Ibn Abd al-
Salam’s Qawa‘id al-Ahkam; Ibn Abidin’s Radd al-Muhtar; Imam al-Zurqani’s 
Sharh al-Muwatta al-Malik; Qadi Iyad’s Mashariq al-Anwar ‘ala Sahih al-Athar; 
ash-Shawkani’s Nayl al-Awtar, et al. 
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based on a literal interpretation of certain hadiths, such as: 
“Whoever innovates something which is not in harmony 
with our principles, it will be rejected;”94 and “Beware of 
newly invented matters in religion, for they are in error.”95 
Proponents of this teaching of bid’ah accuse people who 
don’t renounce all novelties of committing haram. They be-
lieve that every novelty in faith is forbidden, but that the 
strictness of this prohibition depends on the type of nov-
elty; still, in some cases, they believe it amounts to outright 
infidelity. 

This literal and exclusivist interpretation of teachings 
about bid’ah may contribute to radicalization and violence, 
and may serve as justification for conflict among Mus-
lims, as it has in the past. Throughout history, some Mus-
lim groups have rejected various practices or traditions as 
bid’ah, including: mevluds, recitation of niyyats in namaz, 
collective zikr after namaz, recitation of Fatiha for the dead, 
the marking of selected days and nights, and many other, 
otherwise permitted, rituals, which were introduced on the 
basis of the ijtihad of earlier generations of ulama with the 
purpose of maintaining sunnah or introducing people to 
faith and to the life of the Prophet, a.s. 

Good novelties

Most of the ulama divide bid’ah into good (bid‘ah hasana) 
and bad (bid‘ah say’iah). Good bid’ah are new phenome-
na that are not contrary to the Qur’an, sunnah, and ijma 
of Muslims. Bad bid’ah are new phenomena that conflict 
with the teachings and regulations of Islam. This division is 

94 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 2697). 
95 Hadith recorded by Tirmidhi (No. 2676) and Dawud (No. 4607).
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drawn from hadiths, as well as from the views of scholars 
from the earliest to later generations. In the hadith most 
often offered as proof, Allah’s Prophet, a.s., said: “Whoever 
brings good into Islam will be rewarded for it and will have 
the reward of all those who act accordingly after him…and 
whoever brings bad into Islam will be punished for it and 
will carry the sin of all those who act upon it after him.”96 

Explaining this hadith, Imam Nawawi (d. 676/1277) wrote 
that it motivates man to do good deeds not yet done by 
anyone else. He emphasized that this hadith constrains the 
meaning of the hadith, “All bid’ah is a delusion [misleading]...” 
to refer only to bad bid’ah.97 Among the valid proofs of the 
legitimacy of good novelties in Islam is a statement made by 
Umar, r.a., about the agreement reached by the ashab that 
tarawih prayer be regularly practiced in jamaats – which 
was not the practice in the time of the Prophet, a.s. – of 
which Umar said: “How wonderful is this bid’ah!” And, there 
are many other practices that were not practiced by Allah’s 
Prophet, a.s., but were practiced later by his ashab, including: 
the compilation of the pages of the Qur’an into a collection 
(mushaf), the writing of salla allahu alayhi wa-sallam after 
the name of the Prophet, and the introduction of the second 
adhan into the Friday prayer by Uthman (Osman), r.a.

According to Imam al-Shafi‘i (d. 204/820): “Bid’ah are 
divided into two kinds: praised and criticized. What is in 
accord with the Qur’an and sunnah is praised, and what 
is contrary to the Qur’an and sunnah is criticized.”98 Even 

96 Hadith recorded by Muslim (No. 1017), Tirmidhi (No. 2675), Ahmad (4/357), 
and Ibn Majah (No. 203).

97 Abu Zakaria Yahya Ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, Sharh Sahih Muslim (Beirut: Dar 
‘ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 2010), 154-155 and 226-227.

98 Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya’ wa Tabaqat al-Asfiya’ (Dar al-fikr), 9: 
113.
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the text of the hadith often cited by those who refuse to 
acknowledge the possibility of good novelties clearly com-
municates that novelties are only bad if they collide with 
sources of the faith: “Whoever innovates something which 
is not in harmony with our principles, it will be rejected.”99

Clearly, ulama agree that bad bid’ah are those novelties 
which conflict with the clear teachings and regulations laid 
out in the sources of Islam. But, there is a counterbalance; 
and bid’ah may, as we have explained here, be either ac-
ceptable or unacceptable, permitted or forbidden, praised 
or criticized. It depends on the nature and circumstances of 
the introduction of novelties, and whether they align with 
the sources of Islam or – if there is no clear guideline – with 
universal principles.

Some scholars have created categories of bid’ah that 
go beyond a two-part dichotomy. Muhammad Amin ibn 
Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz ibn Abidin (d. 1252/1836), known 
as Ibn Abidin, in his Hashiya, Radd al-Muhtar, and Abu 
Muhammad ‘Izz al-Din Abd al-Aziz ibn Abd al-Salam ibn 
Abu Qasim al-Sulami (d. 660/1262), known as Ibn Abd al-
Salam, in his Qawa‘id al-Ahkam fi Masalih al-An‘am, both 
expressed the opinion that there are five different kinds of 
bid’ah, ranging from mandatory to forbidden, and every 
new practice falls into one of these categories. 

99 Hadith recorded by Bukhari (No. 2697). 
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ISLAMIC ESCHATOLOGY 

On the basis of some Qur’anic ayat and many hadiths, 
Muslims believe that certain events will take place be-

fore the end of the world, and that they will be divided into 
minor and major omens of the impending end times. Minor 
omens (ashrat al-sa’ah al-sughra) include: the emergence of 
confusion and chaos, the appearance of false prophets, the 
spread of immorality and fornication, widespread use of al-
cohol, high rates of conflict and murder, and earthquakes 
and natural disasters. Major omens (ashrat al-sa’ah al-ku-
bra) include: the appearance of the Mahdi, the appearance 
of Dajjal, the return of Isa (Jesus), a.s., the appearance of 
Yajuj and Majuj (Gog and Magog), the formation of three 
huge sinkholes on the surface of Earth, the Sun rising in the 
West, and a great fire.100 

Interpretations of the omens  
of Doomsday by extremists 

Some Muslims interpret certain omens of the end times 
in a way that secondarily justifies their beliefs and actions. 
For example, they refer to the hadith recorded by Bukhari 
and Muslim: “[the ummah] will continue to victoriously 

100 This theme is dealt with in numerous works. One of particular significance 
is: Yusuf ibn Abdullah ibn Yusuf al-Wabil, Ashrat al-Sa‘ah (Dammam: Dar Ibn 
al-Jawzi, 1991). It was published in Bosnian as Predznaci Sudnjeg dana: mali - 
srednji - veliki (Sarajevo: Bemust, 2000). 
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adhere to the truth until the Last Hour begins.”101 Different 
versions of this hadith were written down by authors of 
other collections, too, and some versions mentioned that 
this group of steadfast adherents will be attacked, but that 
it will not drive them from their path. This is supposed to 
happen in the vicinity of Jerusalem, i.e. in Sham, and some 
extremist groups, particularly the belligerent ones, argue 
that this hadith speaks about them. Thus, they argue, they 
are the only ones on the right path and others should fol-
low them.

Some of these groups also refer to hadiths which relate 
that, prior to Doomsday, fighters with black flags will come 
from the East, the Mahdi will be among them, and Muslims 
should join this force. Further, they cite this hadith: “The 
rule of the Prophet will last among you for as long as Al-
lah the Greatest wills it, upon which He will lift it from you 
when He wills it. Then, the period of the Caliphs and rule 
based on the model of the Prophet will follow, and it will 
last for as long as Allah wills it, upon which He will lift it 
from you when He wills it. Then, the period of tyrannical 
rule will begin, which will last for as long as Allah wills it, 
upon which He will lift it from you when He wills it. Then, 
the period of the Caliphs and rule based on the model of 
the Prophet will follow.”102  

They also allude to the hadith that mentions a place 
called Dabiq, i.e. Al-A‘maq (Syria), where a great battle 
will be fought between Byzantines (ar-Rum) and Muslims, 
which Muslims will win, upon which they would conquer  

101 Hadith recorded by Muslim (No. 1925) and Bukhari (No. 7311).
102 Hadith recorded by Ahmad, Bayhaqi, Tayalisi, Tabari, and others. Some muhad-

dith are of the opinion that it is credible (sahih), and some classify it as good 
(hasan). 
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Constantinople (Istanbul).103 The hadith reads: “The Last 
Hour would not come until the Byzantines would land at al-
A‘māq or in Dābiq. An army consisting of the best (soldiers) of 
the people of the earth at that time will come from Medina 
(to counteract them). When they will arrange themselves 
in ranks, the Byzantines would say: Do not stand between 
us and those (Muslims) who took prisoners from amongst 
us. Let us fight with them; and the Muslims would say: Nay, 
by Allah, we would never get aside from you and from our 
brethren that you may fight them. They will then fight and 
a third (part) of the army would run away, whom Allah will 
never forgive. A third (part of the army), which would be con-
stituted of excellent martyrs in Allah’s eye, would be killed 
and the third, who would never be put to trial would win 
and they would be conquerors of Constantinople. And as 
they would be busy in distributing the spoils of war (amongst 
themselves) after hanging their swords on the olive trees, the 
Satan would cry: The Dajjal has taken your place among your 
family.”104 This hadith is offered as proof by extremists that 
today’s Turkish government, as well as the citizens of Istanbul, 
and even of the whole of Turkey, are not Muslim.

A response from the perspective  
of authentic Islamic tradition 

Renowned Islamic scholars have written at length about 
the omens of Doomsday, stating that Muslims believe 
in all the omens that are mentioned in ayat and credible  

103 The word al-Rum is used in the Qur’an in relation to Byzantium. However, since 
Byzantium no longer exists, there are several views on what the word refers to 
in this hadith. 

104 This hadith was written down by Muslim (No. 2897) and Ibn Hibban, and is 
considered credible.
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hadiths. However, they note that this is a field in which one 
can easily make a mistake, and warn that the topic should 
be elaborated on and written about only by scholars who 
are knowledgeable about Islamic disciplines, particularly 
hadiths. They say that interpreting hadiths about the omens 
of Doomsday necessitates establishing which hadiths are 
credible and that one must be cautious when linking had-
iths with certain periods of time and space, or with certain 
groups and individuals. 

It has been true in the past, and still is, that some 
groups who fail to observe these guidelines make the claim 
that certain hadiths speak specifically about them and indi-
cate they are the only ones on the right path. Some of these 
groups start insurgencies and establish “Islamic States” or 
“Caliphates,” and some individuals declare that they are 
the Mahdi, or even as Isa, a.s. Indeed, throughout history, 
from the earliest times, there have been dozens of individu-
als who have claimed that they were the Mahdi, many of 
whom have established heretic sects.

In relation to the hadith that “[the ummah] will con-
tinue to victoriously adhere to the truth until the Last Hour 
begins,”105 Muslim scholars claim that some versions of this 
hadith are not credible and cannot be relied upon; while for 
the versions that are credible, they claim “ummah” refers to 
the predominant population of Muslims of the world.106 As 
for the hadith that refers to black flags, the Islamic ulama 
consider many of its versions to be weak and thus view it as 
an insufficient basis for any significant conclusion, particu-
larly for determining which Muslims are loyal to truth. 

105 Hadith recorded by Muslim (No. 1925) and Bukhari (No. 7311).
106 On different versions of this hadith and their credibility, see, inter alia: Imam 

Ahmad, al-Tabarani, and al-Qadi Abu Ya‘la. 
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When it comes to the hadith that speaks about the 
Caliphs re-establishing rule based on that of the Prophet, 
scholars are of the opinion that its line of messengers is good 
(hasan), but caution that one should not relate this hadith 
to any specific group, or state, unless it is absolutely a fact. 
Doing so anyway leads many people to join such groups, 
causing great damage and death and, in the end, they find 
out the group they joined is not the one referred to in this 
hadith. Likewise, it is completely unfounded for a group or 
armed force to claim that conquering Dabiq marks them as 
the ones who will fight against the Byzantines (ar-Rum), be-
cause historically, the territory that constitutes Dabiq has 
been conquered several times already; so, every group that 
has done so could have claimed that the hadith referred to 
them. And, it is even more absurd and unfounded to claim, 
on the basis of the hadith that speaks of the conquest of 
Istanbul in the time of the Mahdi, that modern citizens of 
Istanbul and Turkey are not Muslim.
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CONCLUSION

Ever since their conversion to Islam and the Islamiza-
tion of their culture began, Bosniaks have belonged to 

the Ottoman cultural sphere. Thus, the institutional con-
ception of Islamic religious issues in the Ottoman Empire 
determined the character of the theological and legal ar-
gumentation of Bosnian Muslims in relation to their faith. 
Bosniaks have been Hanafi Muslims in terms of fiqh, and 
Maturidis in terms of ‘aqida (creed). Sufism, particularly the 
Naqshbandi school of Islamic mysticism, also represents a 
recognizable thread in the Islamic tradition of Bosniaks.

This traditional worldview has never been truly chal-
lenged by any group or school of thought, which has not 
been the case among Muslims as a whole. And any challeng-
es to traditional Bosnian Islamic teachings, or to the survival 
of the state and society, have always come from the out-
side; especially after the departure of Ottoman rulers, when 
Bosniak ulama began intensively seeking models for Islamic 
life under new circumstances, while remaining loyal to the 
basic principles of Islamic teachings, based on ijtihad. The 
“needs imposed by the time” were increasingly a factor that 
influenced new legal understandings, particularly in terms 
of living Islam in a secular state, and were a response to in-
fluences from the outside. Yet, never – not then, nor later 
– has any relevant institution of Islamic knowledge, or any 
of its respected alims, questioned the Islamic experience of 
Bosniaks, or the valid foundations of their Islamic tradition.
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During Yugoslav (socialist) times, the Bosniaks lived 
Islam in a reduced form, according to the imposed ruling 
ideology. Muslims in Bosnia preserved basic elements of Is-
lamic life, though, not only at the individual level but also at 
the community level. Yet, during this period, Bosniaks were 
under a sort of glass bell and were excluded, to the greatest 
possible extent, from ideological and other processes un-
derway in the rest of the Muslim world. Of course, some of 
these processes were reflected among a minority of Bosniak 
intellectual elite and in circlies of ulama, but it was hardly 
possible for them to significantly influence the wider Mus-
lim population, or to change the matrix of their practice or 
understanding of their faith. 

This meant that Muslims in Bosnia did not develop 
an “immunity” against different interpretations of Islam, 
particularly those that take a chiefly ideological approach, 
which emerged in the Muslim world over the past century. 
Therefore, the politization of Islamic tradition and the pre-
sentation of Islam as just one more ideology among many 
ephemeral mobilizing ideas has had an especially devastat-
ing effect. Some circles have attempted to overcome the 
serious and burdensome problems of the Muslim world 
and its civilizational crisis through religious populism and 
the instrumentalization of religious feelings and symbols for 
political goals. And Islam has been used equally by ruling 
oligarchies and opposition movements alike; its spirituality 
and tradition reduced to their mobilizing potential to en-
sure the manipulation of the masses in achieving political 
goals. 

This total instrumentalization of faith for political goals 
has assumed different forms, and has been accompanied 
by a general crisis of Muslim intellectualism, which has  
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trended more conservative and has tried to convince Mus-
lims that the best of times have passed and that Muslim 
have ready-made, final solutions at their disposal to deal 
with all the problems of the modern era. This process has 
coincided with the collapse of notions of Arab and other 
nationalisms in Muslim countries, which has strengthened 
particularistic identities, reviving sectarian clashes. With 
political goals in the background, different “orthodoxies” 
are characterized as differences among Muslims, and this 
hyper-ideologized faith, fraught with problems in the Mus-
lim societies where it actually emerged, has been exported 
to other Muslim societies as the only valid model of Islam 
and has destroyed their traditional cultures.

It was during and after the aggression on Bosnia in the 
1990s that Bosniaks and the Islamic Community were, for 
the first time in history, faced with attacks on Bosnian Is-
lamic tradition from within – from different fiqh and mad-
dhab, as well as from sectarian interpretations of Islam. It 
was also the first time, in this part of the world, that foreign 
concepts of the faith were introduced to try to hijack and 
displace the popular spirit of Islam in Bosnia. What seemed 
at first like an incidental confrontation between different 
interpretations of Islamic tradition in a globalized world, 
where the pluralization of Islamic thought had also reached 
Bosnia, soon grew into an extremely ideologized, intoler-
ant, and aggressive assault on the Bosniak Islamic tradition 
and an attempt to change interpretations of faith and tradi-
tions. This forceful and exclusivist ideology is not a product 
of Bosniak Islam, but was imported to destroy it from with-
in – smuggled into a fractured country as Bosniaks faced 
genocide and then, in the years afterward, when we were 
trying to rebuild our state and society.
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Although the Islamic Community has invested efforts 
into stopping assaults on Bosnian Islam from within, which 
is evident in measures it constantly undertakes, it was 
somewhat slow to grasp the scale of the problem. This is 
partly because of how incomprehensible it is to Bosnian 
Muslims that there could be groups in Bosnia that pro-
claim other Muslims infidels and are prepared to use vio-
lence against those who do not share their views. This is 
why this document must serve to inform all imams and re-
ligious teachers, the academic community and members of 
jamaats and, first and foremost, the Muslim public at large, 
so that they understand the ideology of takfir and violent 
extremism. 

This analysis offers a counternarrative to the views of 
extremists from the position of the Islamic tradition and 
the Bosnian experience of teaching and living Islam. It 
clearly shows the degree to which Islam and its tradition 
have been abused by radical ideologists. It also reveals the 
dynamics of how new meaning has been applied to long-
established concepts and traditions, and how reductionist 
interpretations serve the ideologically exclusivist views of 
a small group of Muslims who present themselves – as the 
Kharijites and similar sects have in the past – as the only 
true Muslims.

One cannot help but note that Islam is instrumental-
ized in some political and academic circles in the West in a 
way that is no less dangerous and which also develops, for 
political and ideological purposes, a distorted concept of 
Islamic concepts, such as jihad, Shari’a, hijab, etc. This abuse 
of Islamic teachings is of no less significance and also de-
serves due attention. Still, we have elaborated here only on 
key abuses by ideologues of takfir and violent extremism,  
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to serve as an illustration. This study has no pretensions 
that it is the ultimate analysis of this ideology, but will 
achieve its goal if it becomes a basis for further, more de-
tailed research.

We pray to Allah the Almighty to show us truth as 
truth and to help us follow it, and to show us delusion as 
delusion and to help us avoid it. 




