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This study re-examines the historical and ideological roots of 
modern Salafism by exploring its proto-Salafi antecedents, 
which emerged as localized Islamic reformist movements dur-
ing the 18th and 19th centuries. Through a comparative histor-
ical analysis of key movements in South Asia, West Africa, and 
Arabia, the paper challenges the dominant narrative of Salafism 
as a unified, global, and inherently violent ideology. Instead, 
it highlights the diversity of proto-Salafi movements and their 
responses to distinct socio-political, colonial, and theological 
contexts. Emphasizing shared doctrinal principles such as the 
rejection of bid‘ah (innovation) and the prioritization of tawhid 
(monotheism), the study demonstrates how these movements 
contributed to shaping modern Salafism while contesting its 
portrayal as a monolithic phenomenon. This nuanced explora-
tion provides a framework for understanding Salafism’s foun-
dational diversity, its regional adaptations, and its evolution 
into a multifaceted contemporary movement.
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1. introduction

Salafism, as commonly understood today, is often linked to mod-
ern political upheavals and extremist movements, particularly in 
the Middle East. In public and academic discourse, it is frequently 
portrayed as a rigid and often violent ideology, epitomized by 
groups like al-Qaeda and the Islamic State.1 The events of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, in particular, have reinforced the association of 
Salafism with radicalism and global jihad. This perspective situ-
ates Salafism as a relatively recent phenomenon, emerging as a 
reaction to the political and social turmoil of the 20th century in 
the Middle East.2 However, this interpretation oversimplifies the 
complex origins and historical development of Salafism, ignoring 
the diversity of earlier movements that share similar ideological 
principles but arose in vastly different socio-political contexts.

The prevailing narrative of Salafism as a monolithic, modern, 
and global ideology overlooks the existence of various revivalist 
movements that emerged during the 18th and 19th centuries. 
These movements, though ideologically aligned with the core 
doctrines of Salafism, principally adhering to the practices of pious 
ancestors, developed independently in different regions, shaped 
by their unique political, social, and colonial circumstances. This 
study seeks to challenge the common assumption of a unified, 
global Salafism by exploring the diversity of early Islamic reform-
ist movements, which this paper terms proto-Salafi movements. 
These movements cannot be neatly categorized within the frame-
work of modern Salafism, nor should they be viewed as part of a 
single, cohesive global ideology.
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Existing scholarship on Salafism has made important contribu-
tions to understanding its historical and ideological roots. Some 
scholars have highlighted the significance of localized dynamics 
in shaping early Islamic reformist movements.3 However, much of 
the contemporary discourse still leans toward viewing Salafism as 
a global and modern phenomenon, driven by 20th-century Mid-
dle Eastern political and social forces. This study diverges from 
this view by arguing that early proto-Salafi movements were not 
globally connected, nor were they ideologically uniform. Instead, 
they were responses to local conditions and pressures, which 
influenced their doctrines and strategies. However, many modern 
Salafi groups trace their ideological and religious heritage to them, 
making these movements foundational to the understanding of 
contemporary Salafism.

The central question this paper seeks to address is how the 
proto-Salafi movements that emerged during the 18th and 19th 
centuries contributed to the development of modern Salafism and 
in what ways they challenged the notion of Salafism as a unified, 
global ideology. The main argument of the study is that these 
movements adhered to doctrinal principles now associated with 
Salafism, such as the emphasis on tawhid (Monotheism) and the 
rejection of bid‘ah (innovations), but their diversity in thought 
and practice challenges the idea that Salafism has always been a 
monolithic or inherently violent movement. This study thus seeks 
to reframe the understanding of Salafism by exploring its pro-
to-Salafi antecedents and the complex local factors that shaped 
their emergence and evolution.

While these movements emerged in different contexts and 
responded to local sociopolitical realities, their shared emphasis 
on religious purism and reform made them the predecessors of 
what is now often labeled as Salafism. Modern Salafi movements 
and groups often claim religious and doctrinal inheritance from 
these earlier revivalist movements. Though these movements 
shared common themes: anti-colonial resistance, a rejection of 
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local innovations and syncretic practices, loss of Islamic glory, 
and a call to return to the pristine Islam of the early generations, 
understanding these historical movements as part of a singular 
global Salafi narrative oversimplifies the rich diversity of Islamic 
reformism.

This paper employs comparative historical analysis, focusing 
on key proto-Salafi movements that emerged during the 18th and 
19th centuries in regions such as Arabia, South Asia, and West 
Africa. Through detailed case studies of three such movements, 
the paper examines the socio-political and colonial contexts that 
shaped these movements. Primary sources, including religious 
texts, political treatises, and historical records, will be analyzed 
to highlight the doctrinal and strategic variations within these 
movements, illustrating their contributions to the broader Salafi 
tradition.

The paper begins with a literature review, examining how 
Salafism has been defined and studied in modern scholarship, fol-
lowed by critiques of the global Salafism narrative. The literature 
review will also explore Islamic revivalism and the proto-Salafi 
movements, highlighting the historical continuities and doctrinal 
developments that have shaped modern Salafi thought. The meth-
odology and sources section, besides describing the sources used, 
outlines the comparative historical analysis by way of detailed 
case studies of key Proto-Salafi movements in South Asia and 
West Africa as the primary method employed.

This is followed by a section on the theoretical framework used, 
where an attempt has been made to conceptualize the proto-Salafi 
movements, which are foundational to this study. The findings 
will discuss the empirical evidence that challenges the concept of 
a unified global Salafism, emphasizing the regional and doctrinal 
variations within these movements.
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2. literAture review

The fact that one of the earlier scholarly works on Salafism was 
titled ‘Global Salafism’ explains how Salafism was seen as a unified 
global phenomenon.4 Wicktorowiz, Hamdeh, Maher, Meijer, Rou-
gier, and Wagemakers, were primarily interested in understanding 
how Salafism as a global ideology spread in the Middle East and 
north Africa (MEnA) region and structured itself as a social force 
in varied contexts before spreading to Western countries.5 Roy 
was perhaps the first to argue that Salafism represents a decultur-
alized form of Islam, stripped of local traditions to attain a “pure” 
religion.6 He highlights the globalized appeal of Salafism due to 
modern deterritorialized Muslim conditions.7 Similarly, Haykel 
links Salafism to the 18th-century Wahhabi movement before its 
diffusion to other parts of the world, stressing on key principles 
like tawhid (oneness of God), opposition to shirk (polytheism), 
and bid‘ah.8 Al-Rasheed critiques the Saudi-Wahhabi association, 
arguing that its political ties have fueled global perceptions of 
Salafism as radical.9

Sageman introduces the term “Global Salafi Jihad,” emphasizing 
that the global Salafi jihad movement transcends local contexts 
and represents a transnational religious ideology that is inher-
ently violent.10 Roy sees the global Salafi jihad movement as a 
reaction to the failure of traditional political Islam and argues that 
it has become a transnational force that rejects political structures 
while promoting violence as a means to achieve a utopian Islamic 
state.11 Kepel traces the ideological shift from political Islam to 
violent jihadism, showing how radical Salafism evolved into a 
tool for disenfranchised Muslim populations.12

Many scholars have challenged the notion of a unified global 
Salafism. Ostebe, Bonnefoy Thurston, Gauvain, and Pall inves-
tigated the various indigenous manifestations of Salafism and 
demonstrated that the concept of a unified global Salafism erases 
important historical and regional distinctions.13 Zaman argued that 
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movements like the Deobandi and Ahle Hadith movements while 
sharing some features of Salafi puritanism cannot be categorized 
under a monolithic global Salafism because their concerns were 
often rooted in local issues of colonialism and Muslim power.14 
Roy later critiques Salafism’s supposed coherence, emphasizing its 
fragmentation and regional variations molded by local politics.15

 Wehrey and Boukhars opposed Roy’s thesis of “deterritorialized 
Islam” by arguing that the Salafi movements are not driven by a 
global, immutable ideology but are shaped by local dynamics.16 
For them, seeing Salafism as an extension of Saudi Arabia’s soft-
power projection was a gross distortion of reality and they advo-
cated the notion of ‘hyperlocalism’ to analyze the development 
and evolution of Salafi groups. Dalmasso expands on the regional 
critique, showing that north African revivalist movements, such 
as Libya’s Sanusiyyah, had distinct anti-colonial goals unrelated 
to modern Salafi ideology.17

Although existing scholarship examines Salafism’s global 
spread and variations in its modern manifestations, it largely 
treats Salafism as a reactionary or deculturalized ideology, often 
emphasizing its political and ideological rigidity, especially in 
modern contexts. This overlooks the foundational diversity and 
localized adaptations within the 18th- and 19th-century pro-
to-Salafi movements, which did not uniformly adopt a singular 
approach to doctrine or practice. While many scholars address 
modern manifestations of Salafism as heterogeneous, there is 
limited examination of how early proto-Salafi diversity itself con-
tributed to the plurality within modern Salafism, contesting the 
idea of an inherently monolithic or transnational movement from 
its roots. By addressing this gap, the study seeks to contribute to 
a more granular understanding of Salafism’s foundational diver-
sity, offering insight into the diverse doctrinal approaches that 
challenge the conventional narrative of a monolithic, inherently 
global or violent Salafism.
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3. Methodology And sources

This study aims to compare proto-Salafi movements by examin-
ing their doctrinal principles, socio-political contexts, and influ-
ence on contemporary Salafi ideologies. using a combination of 
comparative historical analysis and case studies, drawn from both 
primary and secondary sources, the research applies a compre-
hensive analytical framework to explore doctrinal and contextual 
variations across three key cases.

The main methodological approach adopted is comparative 
historical analysis as it allows for an in-depth examination of 
how similar ideological movements, proto-Salafi in nature, arose 
independently across different geographic regions in response 
to local political, social, and economic conditions. Comparative 
historical analysis is particularly well-suited as it provides a way 
to trace both continuity and divergence over time and across 
regions. This enables the study of comparison of the movements’ 
common goals, such as the emphasis on tawhid (monotheism) 
and rejection of bid‘ah (innovations), while also recognizing the 
local circumstances that shaped the methods these movements 
employed, whether peaceful reform or violent jihad. It allows the 
study to situate these movements within the broader spectrum of 
Islamic revivalist history while paying close attention to regional 
particularities.

The paper employs a case study approach focusing on three 
key proto-Salafi movements: Tariqa Muhammadiya in India, the 
Faraizi Movement in Bengal, and the Sokoto Caliphate in nige-
ria. The analytical framework compares cases along several key 
dimensions like doctrinal features, responses to colonial forces, 
leadership and legacy, and influence on modern Salafism. The 
study compares how each movement emphasized key Salafi 
doctrines such as tawhid (monotheism), the rejection of bid‘ah 
(innovations), and at times takfir (declaring someone as a kafir or 
unbeliever). It will also analyze each movement’s stance on issues 
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like Sufism, taqlid (imitation of established schools of jurispru-
dence), and their respective interpretations of jihad.

The study also investigates the varying strategies of resistance, 
whether violent or non-violent, that these movements adopted 
in response to their respective political challenges. Particular 
attention is paid to how the leaders used religious ideology to 
mobilize followers and their long-term influence in their respec-
tive regions. Finally, the paper examines how these proto-Salafi 
movements have influenced modern Salafi groups, particularly 
in terms of ideological inheritance, and how these groups have 
invoked the legacy of these movements to legitimize their own 
actions and ideologies.

The research draws on a combination of primary and second-
ary sources to reconstruct the historical context and ideological 
framework of the proto-Salafi movements. Primary sources 
include historical documents, letters, speeches, and writings from 
the leaders of the proto-Salafi movements themselves, such as 
Sayyid Ahmed Barelvi’s writings on jihad and Islamic purity in 
particular, Sirat ul Mustaqim , Haji Shariatullah’s religious edicts, 
proclamations, and writings and uthman Dan Fodio’s numerous 
writings, including Bayan Wujub al‑Hijrah and other treatises 
justifying his jihad and his vision for a purified Islamic state. 
These primary sources will provide firsthand insights into the 
motivations, strategies, and doctrinal positions of the proto-Salafi 
leaders.

Wherever possible, the primary sources are supplemented by a 
vast body of secondary sources in the form of academic literature, 
historical analyses, and contemporary interpretations of these 
movements. Additionally, contemporary accounts from news-
papers, government reports, and writings from colonial officials 
(particularly from British India and West Africa) has also been 
used to provide further context and third-party perspectives on 
how these movements were perceived and resisted by local and 
colonial powers.
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4. theoreticAl FrAMework: 
concePtuAlizing “Proto‑
sAlAFi” MoveMents

The term Salafism refers to a doctrinal movement within Sunni 
Islam that seeks to return to the practices of the Salaf al‑Salih (the 
pious predecessors), understood as the first three generations of 
Muslims—Sahabah (companions of the Prophet), Tabi‘in (the gen-
eration after the companions), and Tabi‘ al‑Tabi‘in (the generation 
following the Tabi‘in).18 While the essence of Salafism is often 
defined by its focus on puritanism and a return to the founda-
tional texts of Islam (the Qur’an and Sunnah), modern scholarship 
presents diverse interpretations of what constitutes Salafism and 
how it has evolved into a global movement.

The concept of ‘proto-Salafi’ movements is foundational to this 
study, as it provides a lens through which to view the 18th and 
19th-century Islamic revivalist movements that share ideological 
and doctrinal similarities with modern Salafism but developed 
independently in response to specific regional and historical 
contexts. The term ‘proto-Salafi’ thus refers to movements that, 
while not explicitly identifying as Salafi, embodied many of the 
core doctrines that would later come to define Salafism, such as 
the emphasis on tawhid (monotheism), the rejection of bid‘ah 
(innovations), and the call for a return to the practices of the 
pious ancestors. These movements sought to purify Islam from 
what they perceived as corrupting influences and emphasized the 
primacy of the Qur’an and Sunnah over local customs and legal 
schools.

The notion of a proto-Salafi movement challenges the dominant 
understanding of Salafism as a modern phenomenon, suggesting 
instead that the roots of Salafi ideology can be traced back much 
further in history. This study posits that the proto-Salafi move-
ments of the 18th and 19th centuries were not merely isolated 
regional events but were part of a broader trend of Islamic reviv-
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alism that sought to restore the purity of Islamic practice in the 
face of political decline, colonialism, and internal divisions within 
the Muslim community.

4.1 Religious Revivalism and Authenticity Debates

Religious revivalism, particularly in the context of Islam, has often 
emerged in response to periods of political decline and external 
threats. The proto-Salafi movements examined in this study are 
no exception, as they arose during a time of significant upheaval 
for the Muslim world, marked by the decline of Islamic empires, 
the expansion of European colonialism, and the internal fragmen-
tation of Muslim societies. These movements can be understood 
through the lens of revivalist theory, which posits that religious 
movements often arise as a reaction to perceived moral and 
spiritual decline, seeking to restore an idealized past.19

Scholars of Islamic revivalism have argued that revivalist 
movements often aim to return to authentic Islam, which they see 
as having been corrupted over time by foreign influences, internal 
divisions, and innovations.20 This framework is highly applicable 
to the proto-Salafi movements of the 18th and 19th centuries, as 
leaders like Sayyid Ahmed Barelvi, Haji Shariatullah, and uthman 
Dan Fodio framed their movements as efforts to restore the true 
Islam practiced by the first generations of Muslims. The move-
ments that emerged during this time, sought to purge Islam of 
what they considered bid‘ah (reprehensible innovations) and 
return to the Qur’an and Sunnah as the sole legitimate sources of 
Islamic law and practice.

Return to the glorious past is another theme of these move-
ments, which they saw as being upended by colonial domination. 
Anti-colonial resistance is thus another key theoretical frame-
work for understanding these movements. The decline of Muslim 
political power and the imposition of colonial rule were often 
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seen as both a symptom and a cause of the moral decay within the 
Muslim community. In this context, religious revivalism became 
intertwined with anti-colonial resistance, as these movements 
sought not only to purify Islamic practice but also to resist the 
political and cultural influence of the colonial powers.

This frameworks of religious revivalism and anti-colonial 
resistance seeks to analyze how the proto-Salafi movements func-
tioned both as religious reform efforts and as political responses 
to the challenges of colonialism and declining Muslim power. By 
framing these movements within this dual theoretical context, the 
study aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
how and why these movements emerged and how they relate to 
the broader history of Salafism.

4.2 Doctrinal Continuity and Local Divergences

Conceptualizing these movements as proto-Salafi is also a way to 
highlight their doctrinal continuity with modern Salafism while 
acknowledging the significant differences in context, methods, 
and goals. However, unlike modern Salafism, which has become 
globalized and often politicized, these earlier movements were 
deeply embedded in their local socio-political environments and 
were shaped by the specific challenges and crises of their time. 
While these movements shared key doctrinal principles with 
modern Salafism, they must be understood within their unique 
historical and regional contexts.

One of the key arguments of this study is that the proto-Salafi 
movements of the 18th and 19th centuries were deeply shaped 
by their local socio-political environments. unlike the modern 
globalized Salafi movement, which often presents itself as a trans-
national ideology, these earlier movements were highly localized 
in their responses to specific political, social, and economic con-
ditions. For example, the Tariqa Muhammadiya in India arose as 
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a reaction to the decline of Muslim political power in the wake of 
British colonialism and the rise of Hindu dominance in key sectors 
of society, the Faraizi Movement in Bengal was a reaction to the 
economic marginalization of Bengali Muslims under the British 
zamindari system, which placed economic and social power in the 
hands of Hindu landlords and Dan Fodio’s ideas were shaped by 
the political fragmentation of the Hausa states and the syncretic 
practices that had become widespread in the region.

5. eMPiricAl AnAlysis

The era of colonialism led to a spurt in revivalist movements in the 
Islamic world in the form of the critique of the contemporary state 
of affairs in terms of a return to an idealized early Islamic period. 
Historically, more often than not, whenever the Muslim rulers 
failed to defend their empires against non-Islamic onslaughts, the 
dominant cause of defeat was attributed to deviation from the 
true path rather than obsolete military tactics, strategic blunders, 
or technological primitiveness.21 A true Islamic establishment, it 
was claimed, was meant to prevail for all times to come.22 The 
destruction of Baghdad at the hands of Mongols drove Ibn Taymi-
yyah to see the inevitability in the form of numerous innovations 
that had crept into the faith.23

The first modern revivalist movement often associated with 
Salafism was the Wahhabi Movement in the 18th century, led by 
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab in Arabia. ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s 
movement emphasized the strict rejection of innovations in 
religious practice and the purification of Islam, drawing on the 
works of medieval scholars such as Ibn Taymiyyah. Around the 
same period, Shah Waliullah in South Asia was advocating for 
a similar return to the foundational texts of Islam, focusing on 
the Hadith and rejecting the blind following of jurisprudential 
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schools (taqlid).24 Similar revivalist movements arose in various 
parts of the Muslim world in the late 18th and 19th centuries.

The table below outlines key revivalist movements across 
various regions in the 18th and 19th centuries, focusing on their 
core ideologies and religious lineages or schools of thought 
(Madhabs).25 Muhammad al-Shawkani, whose ideas were rooted 
in the Ash‘ari tradition,26 in yemen advocated rejecting the 
practice of taqlid (blind following of legal precedents).27 In Bagh-
dad Abu al-Thana al-Alusi, operating within Ottoman regions, 
emphasized prioritizing the Qur’an and Sunnah and followed the 
Shafi‘i school of thought.28 In north Africa, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali 
started the Sanusiyyah movement, rooted in Sufi traditions that 
advocated for a return to life and practices of early Islam.29

These movements were diverse but shared the common theme 
of the revival of the Islamic glorious past. The so-called modern 
accretions to Islam (bid‘ah), for most of these revivalists, were 
the reasons for the decline of Islam and defeat of Muslim rulers. 
The rejection of these innovations (bid‘ah) and return to Islam 
practiced by the first generations of Islam became their primary 
revivalist plank. Thus, the ideational framework of all these 
movements was identical and shared creedal similarities with the 
Salafi ideology. It can be convincingly argued that Sayyid Ahmed, 
Muhammad al-Shawkani, usman Dan Fodio Haji Shariatullah, 
etc. were Salafis, at least in the creed (‘aqidah).

5.1 tariqa e Muhammadiya (south Asia)

The decline of the Muslim Mughal empire and the ascension of 
the British brought about a quick end to the hegemony of Mus-
lims in the political and social landscape of the subcontinent. The 
power relations were upended. With the advent of the British, a 
new scenario emerged where Hindus, who earlier were primarily 
dependent on the patronage provided by the ruling Muslim elites, 
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were replacing Muslims in almost every field of the new British 
dispensation.30 The Muslim reaction to the British discriminatory 
attitude and the perceived Hindu usurpation of Muslim privileges 
was in the form of attempts to regain their former glory. They 
sought to rediscover the ‘forgotten attributes’ that had supposedly 
brought glory to Islam in the past.31 The various Islamic voices 
that emerged were thus single-handedly focused on regaining the 
lost glory.

This sense of loss and the need to revive the Islamic political 
and religious authority provided fertile ground for the rise of the 
revivalist movements in the subcontinent. One of the most promi-
nent and undoubtedly the most influential militant movements of 
the 19th century was started by Sayyid Ahmed of Rae Bareilly,32 
who has been categorized by some western scholars as the first 
modern Islamic leader to lead a religious, military, and political 
movement with a call for jihad.33

His movement called the Tariqa Muhammadiya (Way of 
Muhammad) was heavily influenced by the teachings of Shah 
Waliullah and his son Shah Abdul Aziz, two influential Islamic 
scholars who advocated for a return to the foundational principles 
of Islam. Shah Waliullah emphasized the need to reject innovations 
(bid‘ah) that had corrupted Islamic practice and called for a return 
to pure monotheism (tawhid).34 Sayyid Ahmed Barelvi, a disciple 
of Shah Abdul Aziz, took these teachings further, coupling them 
with an armed struggle (jihad) against the British and Sikh rulers 
in northern India. The Tariqa Muhammadiya was, therefore, not 
only a religious revivalist movement but also a socio-political 
resistance against colonial domination and the increasing influ-
ence of non-Muslims in the region.

Leadership and Ideology
Sayyid Ahmed Barelvi, advocated a strict interpretation of Islam 
that sought to cleanse the faith of practices he deemed un-Islamic, 



JourNAl of the CoNteMPorAry Study of ISlAM | VoluMe 5 | ISSue 1 | 2025
Sajid Shapoo • Roots of Diversity: Re-examining Proto-Salafi Movements and the Foundations of 

Modern Salafism • pages 153–194 • https://doi.org/10.37264/jcsi.v5i1.05

167

such as the veneration of saints in Sufi and Shi‘a rituals. His move-
ment was given the name of the Wahhabi movement35 of India by 
some of the rivals of Sayyid Ahmed and Britishers; since then, 
scholars of different hues and colors continue to call it such even 
when there is not much evidence of any direct influence from 
najd.36 Charles Allen writes, “...the argument that Syed Ahmed 
picked up his ideas of Wahhabi intolerance and jihad while in 
Arabia is untenable. The reality is that he had already accepted 
the basic tenets of Wahhabism….as a pupil of Shah Abdul Aziz...”37 
The creedal similarities of Sayyid Ahmed’s Tariqa with the Wah-
habi movement of Arabia were one among several reasons for the 
British to brand it as a Wahhabi.

Influenced by the Salafi-like principles of Shah Waliullah, 
Barelvi emphasized the importance of following the Qur’an and 
Sunnah while rejecting blind adherence to the four traditional 
Sunni schools of Islamic jurisprudence (taqlid). According to 
Barabara Metcalf, “Sayyid Ahmed’s works stressed above all the 
centrality of tawhid and denounced all those practices and beliefs 
that were held in any way to compromise that most fundamental 
of Islamic tenets.”38 Barelvi’s movement drew heavily on the idea 
of jihad, not only as a means to purify Islam but also as a tool 
to resist British and Sikh rule, which he viewed as threats to the 
Islamic way of life.

The Tariqa also condemned the practices of local Sufi orders, 
which Barelvi and his followers believed had introduced un-Is-
lamic innovations into the faith. Sayyid Ahmed was also strictly 
against the Shi‘a practice of taking out the ta‘ziyah39 processions. 
He condemned the Shi‘a for allegedly following un-Islamic prac-
tices; his followers argued that Sufism, Shi‘a doctrines and prac-
tices, and popular customs were the three sources of threat to the 
Islamic faith.40 His vision for the movement was both theological 
and political, aimed at establishing an Islamic state governed by 
Shari‘ah and free from foreign influences.
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Main Tenets and Practices
The Tariqa Muhammadiya’s core ideological tenets included strict 
monotheism (tawhid), the rejection of bid‘ah, and a return to the 
practices of the early Islamic community. Metcalf writes “Sayyid 
Ahmed’s works stressed above all the centrality of tawhid, the 
transcendent unity of God, and denounced all those practices and 
beliefs that were held in any way to compromise that most funda-
mental of Islamic tenets. God alone was held to be omniscient and 
omnipotent.”41 He condemned the Shi‘a for following un-Islamic 
practices; his followers argued that Sufism, Shi‘a doctrines and 
practices, and popular custom were the three sources of threat to 
the Islamic faith.42

One of the most significant aspects of the movement was its 
emphasis on jihad as a means of achieving these goals. Sayyid 
Ahmed led his followers in a series of military campaigns against 
the Sikh Empire in the Punjab region, with the ultimate aim of 
establishing an Islamic state. Sayyid Ahmed declared himself the 
Imam or the supreme religious leader and was called Khalifah 
(Caliph) by his followers.43 While the movement also sought to 
reform the spiritual life of Indian Muslims, it was highly militant 
in nature, and its reliance on armed struggle distinguished it from 
many other revivalist movements of the period.

In many ways, Sayyid Ahmed’s movement had all the creedal 
ingredients that modern Salafis practice. Athar Abbas Rizvi writes, 
“…Sayyid was known as ghayr Muqqallid44 or Salafi… (H)e urged 
his followers not to follow fiqh texts blindly as they followed aha‑
dith.”45 Sayyid Ahmed’s focus on tawhid, rejection of blind taqlid, 
disdain for bid‘ah, and prioritization of ahadith made Tariqa a 
typical Salafi-like movement. Tariqa also mirrored Wahhabis by 
advocating and waging armed jihad to restore ‘true’ Islam.

Despite criticism of the Shi‘a and certain Sufi ideas and prac-
tices, Sayyid Ahmed refrained from rejecting them or calling them 
mushriks (polytheists). We do not find any discussion in Sirat 
where Sufis and Shi‘a are blamed for committing kufr, or they were 
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declared apostates. In fact, the Sufi connections of Sayyid Ahmed 
Khan and that of his spiritual guide Shah Waliullah, conditioned 
Tariqa’s assessment of Sufi ideology and practices. Also, Sayyid 
Ahmed’s views on Shi‘a were also shaped by his own claim of 
being from the Prophet’s lineage.46

The accommodation of Sufis and Shi‘a, Pearson argues, was a 
result of the need to project Muslims as unified against the British 
and Hindu onslaught.47 The political competition was not with the 
Shi‘a or Sufis but with the non-Muslim Hindus; thus, the group 
power dynamics demanded a united front against the Hindu 
assertion. This showed that doctrinal arguments were tailored to 
suit the needs of the Islamic movements more as political entities 
rather than as religious bodies.

Legacy and Influence on Contemporary 
Salafi Groups in the Region
Sayyid Ahmed’s movement did not die with him. The flag of resist-
ance was carried forward by his disciples, who set up resistance 
camps in different parts of the north and northwest of undivided 
India. The Tariqa had a profound impact on the development 
of Islamic thought and political activism in South Asia and the 
movement’s intellectual and religious legacy lived on in later 
South Asian revivalist movements. The Ahle Hadith movement, 
which shares many doctrinal similarities with Salafism and the 
Deobandi Movement in India, was influenced by Sayyid Ahmed’s 
call for religious reform and rejection of innovations to purify 
Islam and restore its glory.48

Modern jihadist groups in South Asia frequently invoke the 
legacy of Tariqa’s emphasis on jihad, its rejection of local inno-
vations, and its strict interpretation of Islam continue to resonate 
with contemporary Salafi and jihadist ideologies in the region. 
Within minutes of setting off a series of bomb explosions in the 
capital city of new Delhi in 2008, Indian Mujahideen, India’s most 
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potent homegrown militant group, sent an email to various media 
houses claiming responsibility for the attacks. The email was in 
the form of a charter or manifesto that laid down the reasons for 
attacks and their plans. It read, ‘We, the Indian Mujahideen…have 
carried out this attack in the memory of two eminent Mujahids of 
India: Sayeed Ahmed Shaheed and Shah Ismail Shaheed who had 
raised the glorious banner of jihad against the disbelievers in this 
very city of Delhi. It is the great hard work and sacrifices of these 
visionary legends that shall always inspire us to carry on the fight 
against kufr (disbelief) till our last breath.”49

Sayyid Ahmed’s emphasis on jihad as a tool for Islamic revival 
has continued to inspire jihadist movements in South Asia. His 
call for jihad against non-Muslim rulers, as well as his rejection 
of syncretic practices, has been appropriated by contemporary 
jihadist groups, who view him as a precursor to modern Islamist 
militancy. As noted by Ayesha Jalal, the symbolic legacy of the 
Battle of Balakot continues to resonate with jihadist groups in 
South Asia, particularly in India where the memory of Sayyid 
Ahmed’s struggle is invoked in the fight against Indian rule.50 
Balakot continues to play a symbolic role for the jihadists in Paki-
stan and India, both geographically and symbolically. It is thus 
not surprising when the Indian government decided to hit the 
militant training centers in Pakistan after a Jaish-e Mohammad 
terrorist allegedly killed 40 Indian paramilitary soldiers in Kash-
mir in Feb 2019, they zeroed in on Balakot.51

5.2 Faraizi Movement (Bengal)

The loss of power in the form of the unraveling of the Mughal 
empire after the British arrival was most visible in Bengal where 
the Permanent Land Settlement Act of 1793, implemented by the 
British, transferred significant power to Hindu landlords, leaving 
many Muslim peasants economically disadvantaged and politi-
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cally powerless.52 Like the movements started by Shah Waliullah 
and Sayyid Ahmed of Bareilly, similar revivalist movements 
emerged in Bengal that lamented the loss of Muslim glory in 
the subcontinent. Haji Shariatullah was a part of this growing 
intellectual movement in Bengal that evolved as a response to the 
sudden loss of Muslim power and privileges.

Leadership and Ideology
Haji Shariatullah founded the Faraizi Movement, in 1818, in 
response to the socio-economic marginalization of Bengali 
Muslims under British colonialism and the dominance of Hindu 
zamindars (landlords). In a way akin to Sayyid Ahmed, Shariatul-
lah also blamed the impure accretions that had crept into the faith 
with continued intermingling with the Hindus as the primary 
cause of Muslim decline.53 He believed that the socio-political 
decline of Muslims in Bengal was a result of their departure from 
true Islamic teachings and their incorporation of Hindu customs 
and superstitions.54

Shariatullah succeeded in providing political agency to the 
Muslim peasants of Bengal, who saw both British rule and Hindu 
domination ruinous for Muslims.55 Mubashar Hassan argues that 
the revivalist nature of the Faraizi movement gave a sense of 
pride to the Bengali peasants who began seeing themselves as 
the descendants of the ancestors who had ruled India before the 
British came and robbed them of their high place.56 After Sharia-
tullah’s death, his son Dudu Miyan took over the leadership of the 
movement and continued to fight for the rights of Muslim peas-
ants against the Hindu zamindars. under Dudu Miyan, the Faraizi 
Movement became more politically active and engaged in direct 
confrontations with both the Zamindars and British authorities.57

However, in contrast to the Tariqa e Muhammadiya, which 
engaged in armed jihad against the Sikh rulers of Punjab, the 
Faraizi Movement’s political engagement was more focused on 



JourNAl of the CoNteMPorAry Study of ISlAM | VoluMe 5 | ISSue 1 | 2025
Sajid Shapoo • Roots of Diversity: Re-examining Proto-Salafi Movements and the Foundations of 

Modern Salafism • pages 153–194 • https://doi.org/10.37264/jcsi.v5i1.05

173

non-violent resistance to the British colonial system and the 
Hindu landlords who dominated the peasant economy. Shariatul-
lah’s call for Muslim peasants to refuse to pay unjust taxes and to 
resist the exploitation of the zamindars was a form of socio-polit-
ical resistance that aimed at empowering the Muslim population 
without resorting to violence.58

Shariatullah had spent time in Mecca studying Islamic theol-
ogy and called on Muslims to shun innovations and restore the 
practice of fara’id (obligatory Islamic duties).59 His ideology was 
shaped by the Salafi-like principles of returning to the Qur’an 
and Sunnah as the sole sources of religious guidance. Shariatullah 
rejected the taqlid (blind following) of the traditional schools of 
Islamic jurisprudence and advocated for ijtihad (independent rea-
soning) based solely on the foundational texts of Islam.60 He also 
condemned the widespread adoption of Hindu customs among 
Bengali Muslims, arguing that these practices had corrupted the 
true faith.

Main Tenets and Practices
The Faraizi Movement centered on the enforcement of farai’d, or 
the obligatory duties of Islam, such as daily prayers (salah), fasting 
(sawm), and the payment of alms (zakat). The Faraizi movement 
rejected shirk (associating others with God) and the joining of 
any Hindu rites and ceremonies.61 Shariatullah emphasized the 
importance of practicing Islam as prescribed in the Qur’an and 
Sunnah, rejecting all forms of innovation or bid‘ah, particularly 
those that had been incorporated into the religious practices of 
Bengali Muslims as a result of their interaction with Hindu cul-
ture.62

The Faraizi Movement’s religious reforms were closely linked 
to its social and political agenda, as it sought to empower Muslim 
peasants against the Hindu zamindars who had oppressed them. 
The movement also sought to reform Bengali Muslim society by 
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abolishing practices such as shrine worship, the celebration of 
Sufi saints’ urs (anniversaries), and other customs that Shariatul-
lah deemed un-Islamic.63 The Faraizis sought to eradicate these 
practices and restore what they saw as the authentic practices of 
Islam, as practiced by the Prophet and the early generations of 
Muslims (Salaf al‑Salih).64

The focus on absolute tawhid and the condemnation of modern 
rituals, which were believed to be Sufi accretions, led many Brit-
ish and even some Indian scholars to conclude that the Wahhabi 
tradition heavily influenced Faraizi movements like Tariqa-e-Mu-
hammadiya.65 However, Shariatullah was a student of Sheikh 
Tabir, one of the foremost authorities of the Hanafi school in 
Makkah during the early 19th century.66 It becomes pertinent to 
mention here that Wahhabi traditions strictly follow the Hanbali 
jurisprudence and, at the same time, reject the taqlid67 of religious 
scholars. Shariatullah, like Sayyid Ahmed, was an ardent follower 
of the teachings of Sheikh Ahmed Sirhindi and Shah Waliullah.68

Legacy and Influence on Contemporary 
Salafi Groups in the Region
The Faraizi Movement had a lasting impact on the development of 
Islamic revivalism in Bengal and beyond. Its emphasis on the puri-
fication of Islamic practice and its rejection of local innovations 
were key features of later Islamic reform movements, including 
those aligned with Salafi ideology. The movement also laid the 
groundwork for the rise of a strong Bengali Muslim identity, which 
would later play a role in the formation of modern Bangladesh.

Contemporary Salafi groups in the region, particularly those 
advocating for strict adherence to Islamic principles, continue to 
draw on the legacy of the Faraizi Movement as an example of 
Islamic resistance against external cultural and political forces. 
The 2016 edition of an al Qaeda Magazine evokes Shariatullah’s 
legacy in this context,
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no matter how harsh it sounds, a rebellion against this oppressive 
system is what the land of Haji Shariatullah needs these days. And 
as we do so, let us also revive the spirit of the Faraizi movement 
and return to our true roots. A revival of Islam in our individual 
and collective lives should be our answer to those who seek to 
stamp out Islam from Muslim Bangladesh.69

Two of the most prominent Salafi Jihadist groups of Bangladesh, 
Ansar al Islam (AAI) and Jamaat ul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) 
repeatedly invoke Shariatullah’s legacy to justify their action and 
goals. A study of AAI and JMB documents available online, where 
the group took responsibility for the attacks, reveals how these 
groups try to justify their actions by rooting their ideas in the his-
toric traditions of the Faraizi movement. Out of the total sixteen 
documents that were studied and analyzed, fourteen mentioned 
Shariatullah and his ideas as their primary source of inspiration.

Faraizi Movement represents a critical example of how pro-
to-Salafi ideas were adapted to address the specific socio-political 
and religious challenges faced by Muslims in colonial Bengal. 
While it shared key features with other revivalist movements, 
such as a focus on religious purism and the rejection of innova-
tions, its emphasis on socio-economic justice and resistance to 
Hindu domination made it unique within the broader spectrum 
of Islamic revivalist movements in the 19th century. The move-
ment’s legacy continues to shape Islamic thought and practice in 
the region, making it an essential case study for understanding 
the diversity of proto-Salafi movements across the Muslim world.

5.3 sokoto caliphate (west Africa)

Within months of the declaration of a Caliphate by Abu Bakr al 
Baghdadi, thousands of miles away from Iraq, another Abu Bakr 
also declared the establishment of an Islamic State in some areas of 
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north-East nigeria. Many believed that Shekau’s announcement 
was inspired or rather hastened by Baghdadi’s announcement 
of the Caliphate.70 This may very well be true, but there is no 
denying that Shekau’s declaration of a caliphate was not simply 
an opportunistic call for attention rather, there existed a deeply 
rooted historical precedent and resonance for a caliphate in nige-
ria and neighboring countries, the legacy of which Boko Haram 
sought to appropriate.”71

Those who argue that the jihadi campaign of Boko Haram has 
primarily been influenced by the international milieu of Salafi 
Jihadism overlook the deep epistemological and theological tra-
dition of Islamic revivalism akin to the Salafi creed and method 
that took root in Africa in the 19th century. Boko haram leaders 
right since their founder yusuf drew inspiration, both ideological 
and temporal, from the Sokoto Caliphate, which was established 
in the early nineteenth century northwest nigeria by usman Dan 
Fodio. Dan Fodio led an Islamic revivalist movement in Western 
Africa, and his heroics and piety have captured the imagination 
of successive generations of Muslims in West Africa who have 
attempted to emulate his feat.

Leadership and Ideology
Dan Fodio, who was an ethnic Fulani,72 belonged to the Qadiriyyah73 

order of Sufism and led a jihad against the Hausa Kings of Gobir. 
In 1804, Dan Fodio migrated (hijrah) to the Western grasslands 
of Sokoto and established the Sokoto Caliphate.74 This migration 
marked the beginning of a widespread uprising against the Hausa 
kingdoms, culminating in the establishment of the Sokoto Cali-
phate which became the largest centralized Islamic state in West 
Africa. He assumed the title of Amir ul Momineen (Commander of 
the Faithful) and began the expansion of his empire. By 1808, he 
controlled the entire region of Hausa and Sokoto after defeating 
the kings of Gobir, Kano, and Hausa, among others.75 Dan Fodio 
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raised jihad against the Hausa Kings, whom he accused of mixing 
local tribal and regional traditions with Islam.76

The movement that led to the formation of the Sokoto Cali-
phate was rooted in usman Dan Fodio’s desire to reform Islam 
and eliminate what he perceived as un-Islamic practices that had 
crept into the region due to syncretism, local customs, and the 
perceived moral decay of the Muslim rulers in the area.77 The 
turning point came in 1804 when usman Dan Fodio declared jihad 
against the Hausa rulers of Gobir, who had imposed restrictions 
on his preaching activities and were accused of failing to adhere 
to Islamic principles.

The Sokoto Caliphate, under usman Dan Fodio’s leadership, 
was characterized by its commitment to Islamic revivalism and 
the establishment of an Islamic state based on the principles of 
tawhid (the oneness of God) and strict adherence to Islamic law. 
Dan Fodio’s vision was rooted in purifying Islam from local pagan 
practices, emphasizing orthodox Islamic teachings, and establish-
ing a state that implemented the Shari‘ah. He believed that many 
of the Muslim rulers and their subjects in the Hausa kingdoms had 
deviated from the path of true Islam by incorporating pre-Islamic 
and animistic traditions into their religious practices.

usman declared takfır on the rulers of his time for their mixing 
of polytheistic and animistic practices with Islam.78 To rally sup-
port for his jihad against the rulers of Hausaland, takfir of rulers 
provided him with the necessary religious justification.79 Dan 
Fodio’s approach towards takfir was in line with the traditional 
Salafi approach, where making takfir on a Muslim was highly dis-
couraged until or unless he (Muslim) did not make it permissible.80 
It was sufficient for him to make takfir on the rulers and justify 
Jihad in the Dar al‑Harb (Abode of War) and, therefore, satisfy his 
fellow tribesmen.81

usman fought for the removal of bid‘ah from Islamic practices 
and the revival of the Sunnah. Despite being a leading member of 
the Qadariyyah Sufi order, he made it clear that anyone who goes 
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into tasawwuf (spiritual mysticism) should go into it for knowl-
edge of the heart.82 He rejected practices such as whirling around, 
musical playing, or extremism that were not within the Shari‘ah 
limits.83 Fodio tried to bind Sufism within the Shari‘ah practices 
by encouraging every serious student of Sufism to study fiqh.84 
This was his way of restricting Sufi practices within the Shari‘ah 
border. Such a portrayal of Dan Fodio also made his appropriation 
by the Salafis seamless.

Apart from takfir, Dan Fodio, among other ideational dis-
courses, proselytizes the concept of al‑wala wa’l‑bara (avowal 
and disavowal) as a theological weapon to (a) reject the syncretic 
and heathen practices that were prevalent in northern nigeria 
and (b) to use it for a ‘true interpretation’ of Islam as a puritan 
and monotheistic religion.85 In Chapters 4 and 5 of Bayan Wujub, 
Dan Fodio stresses the prohibition of befriending the unbelievers 
and the obligation of befriending the believers, respectively.86 He 
argues that according to the three main sources of Islamic legisla-
tion, viz., the Qur’an, Sunnah, and ijma‘ (consensus), befriending 
an unbeliever is forbidden.87

Impact and Legacy
The Sokoto Caliphate had a profound impact on the religious, 
political, and social landscape of West Africa. Its influence 
extended beyond the immediate region and contributed to shaping 
Islamic revivalism in Africa. Dan Fodio’s ideas pervade the Salafi 
discourse in West Africa despite the fact that he was affiliated with 
the Qadiriyyah Sufi order, whose practices Salafis usually abhor. 
However, Dan Fodio’s acts, deeds, and ideas were consistently 
interpreted as the practice of true Sunnah that inspired Salafists’ 
religious and political agendas.

This Salafi appropriation of Sufi Dan Fodio is neither new nor 
unique. Salafis have not refrained from incorporating outside 
personalities into their fold as long as they serve religious and 
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political purposes.88 Dan Fodio’s memory was invoked by Salafis, 
as this collective memory supported their program of socio-re-
ligious transformation. In Hirsh and Stewarts’ words, Salafi 
remembrance and appropriation of Dan Fodio’s thoughts were 
conditioned by their current needs and sociopolitical conditions.89 
This way, the relationship Salafis established with Dan Fodio was 
one of tradition, i.e., a set of discourses that gained authority over 
time and contributed to the normative framework of the Salafi 
community and its practices.90

Boko Haram regularly invokes Dan Fodio’s memory and 
stakes claim to his legacy. It rejected almost every politician of 
post-independence nigeria as infidel or apostate and not worthy 
of emulation. Shekau claimed that Boko Haram considered only 
usman Dan Fodio as their true leader.

Today, I will say my own. To the people of the world, everybody 
should know his status: it is either you are with us (Mujahideen 
Ahlus Sunnah Wal Jama‘ah, following the creed of al‑salaf al‑sạliḥ) 
or you are with the Christians – the likes of Obama, Lincoln, 
Bush, Clinton, Jonathan, and Aminu Kano. They are your fathers 
of democracy, the likes of Tafawa Balewa. They are all infidels. It 
is uthman Dan Fodio that is our own.91

The application of takfir and the practice of al‑wala wa’l‑bara by 
Boko Haram are usually seen against the backdrop of increasing 
Salafi Jihadi influence on the African jihadist groups.92 The ideas 
and actions of Boko Haram, for some scholars, were explained 
as an African practice of al-Qaedism.93 Such a portrayal of jihadi 
ideas as a foreign import ignores the longstanding traditions of 
jihad, takfir, and other radical ideas in Africa since Dan Fodio’s 
times. yusuf and Shekau while declaring takfir on Muslims or 
advocating the disavowal of Christians were thus drawing on the 
religious inheritance and traditions of takfir and al‑wala wa’l‑bara, 
which already existed in nigeria.
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5. Findings And discussion

The comparative study of the Tariqa Muhammadiya, Faraizi 
Movement, and Sokoto Caliphate reveals a complex picture of 
proto-Salafi movements in the 18th and 19th centuries. These 
movements, although sharing core theological principles associ-
ated with Salafism—such as the emphasis on tawhid, the rejection 
of bid‘ah, and the desire to return to the practices of the early 
Muslim community—were deeply rooted in their respective local 
contexts and responded to distinct political, social, and colonial 
challenges. The findings challenge the notion of Salafism as a 
modern, unified, and inherently violent global ideology, high-
lighting the diversity within these movements and their nuanced 
approaches to reform, revival, and resistance.

challenging the narrative of a unified global salafism

One of the most significant findings of this study is that the pro-
to-Salafi movements in the 18th and 19th centuries were not part 
of a unified global ideology, as is often assumed in discussions of 
modern Salafism. Rather, these movements arose independently 
in response to specific regional and historical conditions. While 
they shared common theological foundations—such as their 
emphasis on returning to the Qur’an and Sunnah and their rejec-
tion of innovations in religious practice—their methods, goals, 
and approaches were shaped by the unique challenges they faced 
in their local contexts.

Tariqa Muhammadiya illustrates how proto-Salafi principles 
were mobilized in response to the political decline of Muslim 
power and the rise of British colonialism. Tariqa Muhammadiya 
was primarily concerned with reclaiming Muslim political power 
in a localized context. In contrast, the Faraizi Movement in Ben-
gal focused less on armed resistance and more on social reform 
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and economic justice for Bengali Muslims oppressed by Hindu 
landlords and British colonial authorities. Dan Fodio’s movement, 
meanwhile, emphasized the need to purge Islam of syncretic 
practices and innovations, though it did not completely reject the 
Sufi traditions that were deeply embedded in the religious culture 
of the region.

Overall, these proto-Salafi movements were not monolithic and 
could adapt to local religious traditions while still advocating for 
reform and purification. These movements were diverse in their 
goals and methods, shaped by their local contexts rather than 
driven by a unified global ideology. The focus on purification and 
reform was consistent across the movements, but how this was 
interpreted and applied varied significantly depending on the 
political, social, and economic conditions of the region.

local contexts in shaping Proto-salafi ideologies

The findings highlight the critical role that local contexts played in 
shaping the ideologies and actions of proto-Salafi movements. The 
Tariqa Muhammadiya, Faraizi Movement, and Sokoto Caliphate 
each responded to distinct local challenges, and their approaches 
to Islamic reform reflected these specific circumstances. In both 
India and Bengal, the decline of Muslim political power and the 
rise of British colonialism were key factors driving the emergence 
of proto-Salafi movements. The Tariqa Muhammadiya’s emphasis 
on jihad against the British and Sikh rulers was a direct response 
to the political marginalization of Muslims following the collapse 
of the Mughal Empire. Similarly, the Faraizi Movement arose 
in response to the economic and social disenfranchisement of 
Bengali Muslims under British rule, particularly as the colonial 
administration empowered Hindu zamindars at the expense 
of Muslim peasants. These movements show how proto-Salafi 
ideologies were mobilized in contexts of political and economic 
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decline, where the leaders saw a return to Islamic principles as a 
means of restoring Muslim dignity and authority.

In northern nigeria, the Sokoto Caliphate’s emphasis on 
purification was driven by the widespread practice of religious 
syncretism, where Islamic and pre-Islamic animist traditions had 
become intertwined. Dan Fodio’s movement sought to eliminate 
these syncretic practices and establish a state governed by pure 
Islamic law. This demonstrates that proto-Salafi movements were 
not always rigid in their rejection of local customs but could 
incorporate elements of existing religious practices as part of 
their broader reform efforts.

continuities and discontinuities Between Proto-salafi 
Movements and Modern salafism

The study reveals both continuities and discontinuities between 
the proto-Salafi movements of the 18th and 19th centuries and 
modern Salafism. While these earlier movements share theological 
foundations with modern Salafi thought, they differ in important 
ways, particularly in terms of their political goals and methods. 
One of the clearest continuities between proto-Salafi movements 
and modern Salafism is their shared emphasis on tawhid and the 
rejection of bid‘ah. All three proto-Salafi movements sought to 
purify Islam by eliminating innovations and returning to the 
practices of the early Muslim community. This theological foun-
dation remains central to modern Salafi thought, particularly in 
its focus on strict monotheism and opposition to practices like 
Sufism, saint veneration, and shrine visitation. The movements 
also shared a commitment to following the Qur’an and Sunnah 
as the primary sources of religious authority, a principle that 
continues to define modern Salafism.

Despite these theological continuities, there are significant 
discontinuities particularly in terms of their political and social 
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approaches. Modern Salafism is often associated with transna-
tional jihadist movements, such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, 
which seek to establish a global Islamic caliphate through violent 
means. In contrast, the proto-Salafi movements were more locally 
focused and adapted their methods to their specific regional 
challenges. For example, the Faraizi Movement was primarily 
concerned with social reform and economic justice for Bengali 
Muslims, whereas the Sokoto Caliphate used military force to 
establish an Islamic state.

The evolution of global jihadist ideology is another area of 
discontinuity between proto-Salafi movements and modern Salaf-
ism. While jihad played a role in both the Tariqa Muhammadiya 
and Sokoto Caliphate, it was primarily framed as a local struggle 
to reclaim Muslim political power in specific regions. Modern 
jihadist groups, by contrast, have adopted a globalized ideology 
of jihad that seeks to challenge Western powers and establish 
a worldwide Islamic state. This shift reflects the changing geo-
political landscape of the 20th and 21st centuries, as well as the 
influence of modern political Islam, which has shaped the goals 
and methods of contemporary Salafi movements in ways that 
differ from their proto-Salafi predecessors.

Implications for Understanding the 
Diversity Within Salafi Thought
The findings of this study have important implications for under-
standing the diversity within Salafi thought. It encompasses a wide 
range of beliefs, practices, and approaches to reform, depending on the 
specific political, social, and cultural contexts in which it is situated. 
The diversity of the proto-Salafi movements highlights the fluid-
ity of Salafism as an ideology that can adapt to different contexts 
and challenges. In some cases, such as the Faraizi Movement, 
Salafi principles were mobilized to address social and economic 
injustices, while in other cases, such as the Tariqa Muhammadiya, 
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they were used to justify armed resistance against non-Muslim 
rulers. This flexibility suggests that Salafism should not be viewed 
solely as a violent or radical ideology, but as a broader theological 
framework that can be applied in various ways, depending on the 
needs and goals of the movement.

conclusion

The study of proto-Salafi movements in the 18th and 19th centu-
ries provides a nuanced understanding of the early roots of what 
is now recognized as Salafi ideology. These movements, while 
sharing common theological foundations, arose independently in 
diverse political, social, and colonial contexts. They were highly 
diverse in their methods, goals, and approaches, despite their 
shared commitment to core principles such as tawhid (monothe-
ism) and the rejection of bid‘ah (innovations). Each movement 
emerged in response to unique local conditions and adapted 
Salafi-like principles to fit the specific political and social needs of 
their communities. The local contexts in which these movements 
arose played a critical role in shaping their development. Political 
decline, colonial domination, and religious syncretism were key 
factors that drove the emergence of these proto-Salafi movements.

These proto-Salafi movements were not part of a unified global 
ideology but were instead locally focused, responding to regional 
challenges rather than adhering to a globalized vision of Salafi 
reform. The movements had distinct regional goals, and while 
they shared some theological similarities with modern Salafism, 
they operated independently of one another. Modern Salafism’s 
tendency to be viewed as a transnational, unified movement is 
largely a product of 20th- and 21st-century geopolitics. These pro-
to-Salafi movements demonstrate the importance of considering 
local contexts when examining the development and impact of 
Islamic revivalism.
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Salafism published in The New York Times and The Guardian during the past 
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intolerance, and Salafism and brutal violence. Few pieces that try to offer 
a nuanced argument, classifying Salafis as either quietists or jihadists, still 
go on to admit Salafism’s alleged propensity towards violence. I used nexis 
uni, a comprehensive academic search engine, for this study. I entered four 
keywords, ‘Salafis,’ ‘Salafism,’ ‘Salafists,’ and ‘Salafiyya,’ and then searched for 
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