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In the Spring of 1978, a leading Saudi Salafi scholar by the name of Aʿbd 
al-ʿAziz b. Baz (d. 1999) staked a claim to the necessity of gender segregation 
in the Islamic University of Medina’s official journal (Majallat al-Jamiʿ a al-
Islamiyya).1 In the article, entitled “The Danger of Women Joining Men in 
Their Workplace,” Ibn Baz argued that individual modest behavior by women 
could not safeguard public morality and that both domestic seclusion and 
gender segregation were necessary. A few months later, Ibn Baz turned to 
al-Tawhid, the flagship publication of Egypt’s leading Salafi organization, 
Proponents of the Muhammadan Model (Ans.ār al-Sunna al-Muh. ammadiyya, 
henceforth Ansar al-Sunna). In this journal, Ibn Baz published a revised ver-
sion of the original article, serialized in three installments, that made the same 
case for domestic seclusion and gender segregation.2 The appearance of this 
argument in publications on either side of the Red Sea reflected the centrality 
of Saudi Arabia and Egypt to Salafism’s development, while Ibn Baz’s concern 
with gender mixing indexed a key concern of this global Islamic movement.

The Salafi claim to the necessity of separating men and women is often 
understood by both academics and Salafis themselves to derive directly from 
this movement’s “literalist” approach to the Quran and the authoritative account 

1. Ibn Baz, “Khatar Musharakat al-Mar aʾ li-l-Rajul fi Maydan ʿ Amalih,” Majallat al-Jamiʿ a 
al-Islamiyya bi-l-Madina al-Munawwara, Spring 1398/Spring 1978, 15:334–46.

2. Aʿbd al-ʿ Aziz b. Baz, “Khatar Musharakat al-Mar aʾ li-l-Rajul fi Maydan Aʿmalih,” al-
Tawhid, Ramadan 1398/August 1978, 14.
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of the Prophet Muhammad’s life (known as the Sunna). In this book, by contrast, 
I show that Ibn Baz’s call to gender segregation does not hearken back to a 
traditional model of Islam (whether that of the seventh century or later), nor 
does it reflect the logical endpoint of a particular interpretative method. Instead, 
the Salafi position on this question—which is central, though not unique, to 
this movement3—emerged in the 1970s out of a transnational debate between 
Egyptian and Saudi scholars as they sought to respond to Islamist and Secular 
Nationalist challengers alike. As Salafi elites worked to meet this challenge and 
to navigate social and economic pressures, they cited not only the Prophetic 
model but also sources as varied as the writings of nineteenth-century German 
philosophers and early-twentieth-century American suffrage activists.

This story of gender segregation was striking not merely because of its 
unorthodox intellectual genealogy, but also because of the considerations about 
female sexuality that animated it. Among scholars of Islamic law (fiqh), the 
concern that women’s sexuality poses a threat of strife (fitna) goes back at least 
to the ninth century, yet the focus was on preventing sexual relations outside 
of marriage.4 Put differently, the longstanding commitment to preventing illicit 
sexual relations depended on and sought to protect the existence of marriage 
as a social structure. By contrast, the notion that women mixing with men 
could corrupt society more broadly simply through their physical presence 
primarily reflects a modernist view of society in which each person is respon-
sible for him or herself and is equally capable of transmitting virtue or vice.

It is the latter view that would define Salafism’s development. Most funda-
mentally, such an approach assumes a broad, anonymous, and homogenous 
space bereft of stabilizing social structures, yet filled with individuals tasked 
with regulating themselves as they communicate ethical positions and political 
allegiances alike. This approach to the social world, an outgrowth of the claims 
that modern states make to regulate their citizens, explains not merely efforts 
by Middle Eastern states to regulate bodily comportment and social space alike, 

3. Other examples include the Twelver Shi‘i Islamic Republican of Iran and Saudi Arabia, 
which is split between Wahhabi-Hanbali and Salafi scholars. On gender segregation in Iran, 
see Nazanin Shahrokni, Women in Place: The Politics of Gender Segregation in Iran (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2020). On gender segregation in Saudi Arabia, see Amelie Le 
Renard, A Society of Young Women (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2014).

4. Marion Katz, Women in the Mosque: A History of Legal Thought and Social Practice (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 103–4, and Judith Tucker, Women, Family and Gender 
in Islamic Law (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 175–99.
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but also why varied social movements embraced such models of individual and 
collective regulation. Accordingly, Salafi calls for gender segregation did not 
reflect a historically-continuous Islamic social order, whether that of the seventh 
century or subsequent to it. Rather, leading lights of this movement sought to 
solve a distinctly modern challenge—that of society—by physically separating 
men from women’s allegedly irresistible sexual powers and by asking men and 
women to comport themselves in a manner that served this broader goal.

In this book, I move beyond the discrete question of gender segregation to 
chart the origins and consolidation of self-consciously Salafi social practices in 
the twentieth-century Middle East with a focus on Egypt. I tell the story of 
Salafi movement and its often-ahistorical efforts to replicate the golden model 
of the early Islamic community in seventh century Arabia. Just as importantly, 
I argue that the development of Salafism is a lens to the broader transformation 
of the Islamic thought and practice in modernity. In particular, I emphasize 
how communication becomes an ethical project and a key consequence of this 
shift: the increasing centrality of visible practices to understandings of piety.

the rise and consolidation of salafism

In the modern Middle East, the question of who has the rightful claim to the 
normative authority of the Prophetic model is inescapable. Over the course 
of the twentieth century, movements as varied as the Muslim Brotherhood 
(al-Ikhwān al-Muslimūn, e. 1928), Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya (e. 1926), 
and the Secular-Nationalist Baʿ th party (e. 1947) sought both inspiration and 
legitimacy for their endeavors by citing the Prophet Muhammad and the first 
three generations of the Islamic community, known as the “pious ancestors” 
(al-salaf al-s.ālih. ).

This book is focused on a subset of these movements, such as Ansar al-Sunna, 
who adopted the term Salafism (al-Salafiyya) and today can be found from the 
Middle East to South Asia to Western Europe and the United States. Members 
of this movement, in turn, distinguish themselves by articulating an interpretative 
commitment not only to neo-Hanbali theology (known as Madhhab al-Salaf)5 

5. Neo-Hanbali theology sets out God’s oneness through three core concepts: The Unity 
of Lordship (Tawh. īd al-Rubūbiyya), the Unity of Lordship or Worship (Tawh. īd al-Ūlūhiyya or 
Tawh. īd al-ʿ Ibāda) and the Unity of God’s Names and Attributes (Tawh. īd al-Asmāʾ  waʾ l-S.ifāt). 
As Joas Wagemakers notes, “The Salafi position is virtually the same as the Hanbali one. . . . 
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and to deriving law from the Quran and Sunna, but also through distinct social 
practices.6 While this movement is not limited to the Arab world, this region’s 
most populous country, Egypt, was a dynamic space of religious contestation in 
which it emerged. Specifically, it was during the 1920s that Egypt saw a cacophony 
of religious appeals, ranging from the Muslim Brotherhood to the Young Men’s 
Muslim Association (al-Shubbān al-Muslimūn) to the Lawful Society For Those 
Who Work According to the Quran and Sunna (al-Jamʿ iyya al-Sharʿ iyya li-Taʿāwun 
al-ʿAmilin bi-l-Kitāb waʾ l-Sunna, henceforth the Jamʿ iyya Sharʿ iyya). In the midst 
of this vibrant religious competition, al-Fiqi, a graduate of Egypt’s leading religious 
institution, al-Azhar University, and former student of the noted Islamic reformer 
Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), founded Ansar al-Sunna.7

Salafis do believe God has a certain form based on the relevant verses, but they do so without 
descriptive designation (bi-lā takyīf). Instead, they accept that God must be different from the 
human form that they are familiar with.” These debates are not merely theoretical, bearing on 
the status of Quranic revelation and the role (or lack thereof) of rationalism (ʿ aql) in engaging 
with the Quran. See Joas Wagemakers, Salafism in Jordan: Political Islam in a Quietist Com-
munity (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 41–42. Furthermore, Henri 
Lauzière notes that “in scholarly parlance . . . a Salafi was an adherent to Hanbali theology 
who could follow any school of Islamic law or none in particular. The term did not have a legal 
connotation [prior to the early twentieth century]” (The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in 
the Twentieth Century [New York: Columbia University Press, 2016], 28). While Islamic Mod-
ernists such as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Aʿbduh have long been categorized 
as Salafis, there is no evidence that they used this term to describe themselves. See Lauzière, 
The Making of Salafism, 6.

6. My usage of the term Salafism and periodization follows Lauzière’s groundbreaking 2016 
book on this topic (The Making of Salafism, 28, 96). What is distinctive about Salafism is that 
it fuses longstanding theological and legal approaches, the latter of which involves the rejection 
of the legal schools. This position can also be found beyond the Arab world, most notably in 
the Indian Ahl-i H. adīth movement. See Martin Riexinger, “Ibn Taymiyya’s Worldview and the 
Challenge of Modernity: A Conflict Among the Ahl-i H. adīth in British India,” in Islamic 
Theology, Philosophy and Law: Debating Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, ed. Birgit 
Krazietz and Georges Tamer (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2013), 493–517. In the late twentieth 
century, scholars from this movement have also claimed the attribution (nisba) of al-Salafi. For 
example, Muhammad Luqman b. Barakallah b. Muhammad Yasin b. Salamat Allah b. Aʿbd 
al-ʿAzim Siddiqi (d. 2020), a member of this movement and author of a prominent Urdu Quranic 
commentary, Taysir al-Rahman li-Bayyan al-Quran, is known as Muhammad Luqman al-Salafi. 
I wish to think Muhammad Qasim Zaman for pointing me to this naming practice.

7. For example, see “Jamaʿ at Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya bi-l-Sudan,” al-Hadi al-
Nabawi, Jumada al-Ula 1360/~May 1941, 27, and “Sawt min Jamaʿ at Ansar al-Sunna al-
Muhammadiyya bi-l-Sudan,” al-Hadi al-Nabawi, Shawwal 1364/~September 1945, 360. The 
approximate Gregorian dates (indicated by a tilde) correspond to the fact that the magazine 
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Scholarship on Salafism in Egypt and beyond has tackled questions of 
theology, legal method,8 ritual practice,9 political participation,10 and military 
conflict.11 Salafism’s broader impact, however, lies in its emergence as a social 
movement that has reshaped Islamic thought and practice in Muslim-majority 
and Muslim-minority settings alike. This book, accordingly, explores an osten-
sibly secondary question that cuts to the heart of Salafism’s development: the 
history of the daily practices through which Salafis have sought to emulate the 
Prophet Muhammad.12 In the following six chapters, I trace the emergence of 
distinctly Salafi social practices between 1936 and 1995 and argue that, far from 
seamlessly replicating either the model of early Islamic Arabia or established 
models of Islamic piety, these embodied routines emerged out of the assumed 
communicative power of the body that is characteristic of modernity. It is 
certainly the case that Salafis competed with and were shaped by their ideo-
logical rivals, whether secular nationalists, Islamists, or traditionalist scholars 
committed to a legal approach based on existing schools of law (s. Madhhab, 
pl. Madhāhib). What is crucial, however, is that they have done so not because 
of their fundamental differences, but rather because they share the same field 
of competition: a commitment to shaping the ideas and practices of a com-
munal body known as “society.”

was published on the first day of each Hijri month. See “al-Majalla fi Thawb Jadid,” al-Hadi 
al-Nabawi, Dhu al-Hijja 1369/~September 1950, 12.

8. Daniel Lav, “Radical Muslim Theonomy: A Study in the Evolution of Salafī Thought” 
(Ph.D diss, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2016) and Emad Hamdeh, Salafism and Tradition-
alism: Scholarly Authority in Modern Islam (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2020).

9. Richard Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity: In the Presence of God (London: Routledge, 2013) 
and Pieter Coppens, “Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī’s Treatise on Wiping over the Socks and the 
Rise of a Distinct Salafi Method,” Die Welt Des Islam (2021, first view), 1-34.

10. Joas Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi: The Ideology and Influence of Abu Muhammad al-
Maqdisi (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Wagemakers, Salafism in Jordan; 
and Zoltan Pall, Salafism in Lebanon: Local and Transnational Movements (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018).

11. Daniel Lav, Radical Islam and the Revival of Medieval Theology (Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2012).

12. The Salafi committment to emulating Muhammad is sometimes classified as an 
example of Fundamentalism. On the broader applicability of the term for Islamic movements, 
see Michael Cook, Ancient Religions, Modern Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2014), 377–98. In the case of Salafism, the framework of fundamentalism reveals a great 
deal regarding how Salafis understand themselves, yet tells us comparatively little about how 
they act in practice.
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Most fundamental to the development of Salafi practice would be the 
relationship between ethics and communication that secular nationalist 
visions, too, had absorbed from the operating logic of modern states. In this 
formulation, bodily practice came to be both a tool of regulating the self and 
an incontrovertible symbol of allegiance to or rejection of particular political 
projects. By carefully tracing the genesis and consolidation of four practices—
praying in shoes, gender segregation, a distinctly Salafi beard, and shortened 
pants or robes—I show the centrality of the assumptions and demands of 
communication in the emergence and consolidation of Salafism and, more 
broadly, in the transformation of the Islamic tradition in the twentieth  
century.

The challenge in writing a history of the emergence of distinctly Salafi 
practices is that both Salafi elites and rank-and-file members are deeply com-
mitted to the proposition that such embodied acts represent a precise repro-
duction of the model of Islam bequeathed by Muhammad and his Companions 
in seventh-century Arabia. Salafis insist that their interpretation of early 
Islamic history is superior to that of other Muslims because it is based exclu-
sively on the Quran and Sunna, and they castigate Islamic modernists and 
Islamists alike for their adoption of self-consciously modern questions and 
concerns. By contrast, Salafis proceed on the epistemological premise that 
they have succeeded in inoculating themselves not merely from “non-Islamic” 
influences but also from what they understand to be the faulty interpretations 
of the madhhab tradition.

A focus on a set of practices which Salafi elites claim emerge directly from 
the Quran and Sunna requires an ambitious approach to sources. In line with 
recent scholarship that emphasizes the role of transnational linkages in the 
movement’s development,13 I draw on leading Salafi periodicals published 
across the Middle East, including in Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, and Yemen as well as pamphlets, some digitized and others culled 
from archives in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. When it is relevant, I also 
use mosque lessons and sermons recorded on audiocassette and digitized as 

13. See Laurent Bonnefoy, Salafism in Yemen: Transnationalism and Religious Identity 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Michael Farquhar, Circuits of Faith: Migration, Edu-
cation, and the Wahhabi Mission (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016); Raihan 
Ismail, Rethinking Salafism: The Transnational Networks of Salafi ʿ Ulama in Egypt, Kuwait, and 
Saudi Arabia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021); Pall, Salafism in Lebanon.
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audio files. Collectively, these sources reflect and reveal an interconnected 
transnational arena of Salafi debate in which it is not uncommon to see the 
same writer appear in multiple publications, for one magazine to quote or 
excerpt another, or for a print debate to be echoed in audiocassette sermons 
and vice versa.

The choice to rely primarily on print media reflects not only the available 
source base, but also the suitability and centrality of this medium to the pro-
motion of strict models of embodied practice. The ease of reproducing printed 
material in the modern period facilitated a call to standardized religious 
practice,14 while magazines and pamphlets constitute what Wilson Chacko 
Jacob terms “a performative cultural space in which the making and potential 
unmaking of subjects was accorded an iterative structure. . . .”15 Furthermore, 
as Benedict Anderson argues, print created an imagining of simultaneous 
readings that allows it to be both a structure for otherwise-unstructured social 
space, and to reflect particular dynamics of authority.16 Print media thus 
served as a site not merely for the transmission of particular models of piety, 
but also as a space for those outside the Salafi scholarly elite to understand 
themselves as Muslims committed to replicating the model of the first three 
generations of the Muslim community. As these readers read about the osten-
sibly unchanging and timeless model of this golden period, they worked to 
translate a theoretical commitment into an ethical project of embodied self-
regulation. Finally, the medium of print reflected and reinforced broader 
dynamics of authority within the Salafi movement by enabling editors –who 
were also elites within the movement more broadly –to police the boundaries 

14. In his classic study of the roots of legal stringency in Jewish Ultra-Orthodoxy during 
the second half of the twentieth century, Haym Soloveitchik similarly highlights the impor-
tance of print in creating standards of precise religious practice that did not reflect this com-
munity’s lived history. See “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contempo-
rary Orthodoxy,” Tradition 28, no. 4 (1994): 68–69.

15. Wilson Chacko Jacob, Working Out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and Subject Formation 
in Colonial Modernity, 1870–1940 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 70.

16. Indeed, Anderson quotes Hegel to draw an explicit parallel with religious practice: 
“The significance of this mass ceremony—Hegel observed that newspaper serve the modern 
man as a substitute for morning prayers—is paradoxical. It is confirmed in silent privacy . . . 
[y]et each communicant is well aware that the ceremony he performs is being replicated simul-
taneously by thousands (or millions) of others of whose existence he is confident, yet of whose 
identity he has not the slightest notion” (Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections 
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism [New York: Verso, 1991], 35–36).

Rock-Singer-In the Shade of the Sunna.indd   7 04/03/22   3:32 PM



8  .  introduction

of acceptable discourse and practice not only by selecting articles but also by 
accepting or rejecting fatwa requests and letters to the editor.17

In this book, I draw on the insights of historians of nationalism, on the one 
hand, and gender, on the other, to offer an alternative approach to the history 
of Islamic reformism and reformist movements. Historians of Islamic reform-
ism tend to focus disproportionately on the development of abstract concepts 
over time,18 while those who study the Muslim Brotherhood emphasize the 
political and intellectual dimensions of this movement’s development.19 Schol-
ars of nationalism and gender, by contrast, highlights the centrality of social 
practice and embodied performance to social movements that span the ideo-
logical spectrum, including nationalist movements that subsequently rise to 
power and use state institutions to further regulate such practice.20 As such, 
this history of Salafi piety brings the history of Islamic reform into broader 

17. While Ansar al-Sunna’s periodicals included fatwa sections, they differed from their 
Islamist competitors in that they did not include letters to the editor.

18. Malcolm Kerr, Islamic Reform: The Political and Legal Theories of Muhammad ʿAbduh 
and Rashīd Rid. ā (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966); David Dean Commins, 
Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990); Itzchak Weismann, Taste of Modernity: Sufism, Salafiyya, and Arabism in late 
Ottoman Damascus (Leiden: Brill, 2001); Muhammad Qasim Zaman, The Ulema in Contem-
porary Islam: Custodians of Change (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002) 
and Modern Islamic Thought in a Radical Age: Religious Authority and Internal Criticism 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Bernard Haykel, Revival and Reform 
in Islam: The Legacy of Muhammad al-Shawkānī (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003); Indira Gesink, Islamic Reform and Conservatism: Al-Azhar and the Evolution 
of Modern Sunni Islam (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2009); Florian Zemmin, Modernity in 
Islamic Tradition: The Concept of ‘Society’ in the Journal al-Manar (Cairo, 1898-1940) (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2018).

19. Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brothers (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1993); Brynjar Lia, The Society of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt: The Rise of an Islamic Mass 
Movement (Ithaca, NY: Ithaca Press, 2006); Victor Willi, The Fourth Ordeal: A History 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, 1968–2018 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2021).

20. James Gelvin, Divided Loyalties Nationalism and Mass Politics in Syria at the Close of 
Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Max Weiss, In the Shadow of Sectarian-
ism Law, Shi`ism, and the Making of Modern Lebanon (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2010); Wilson Chacko Jacob, Working out Egypt; Ilham Khuri Makdisi, “Fin de siècle 
Egypt: a Nexus for Mediterranean and Global Radical Networks,” in Global Islam in the Age 
of Steam and Print, 1850–1930, ed. James Gelvin and Nile Green (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2013), 78–100.
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historiographical debates over the relationship between ideological change 
and bodily practice.

This history of the rise of distinctively Salafi practices also seeks to reorient 
the study of Salafism towards the social. Rather than approaching this trend’s 
history primarily as a story of scholarly engagement with past authorities, a 
focus on religious ritual, or political participation, I argue for the centrality 
of daily practice to both the movement’s development and impact. Put differ-
ently, to be a Salafi is not merely to hold specific theological or legal commit-
ments but also to engage in particular visible practices. In this book, I show 
that the social practices that distinguish Salafis were formulated in the twen-
tieth century in order to enable this movement to compete with its ideological 
foes, thus casting light on the balance among theology, law, and social contes-
tation in the formation of this Islamic movement.

The emergence and consolidation of varied Salafi social practices also 
reveals how Salafi efforts to shape society are inescapably animated by a mod-
ern logic of communication and related linkage of ethics and visible self- 
regulation. The Salafi movement constitutes a valuable lens to the transforma-
tions of the Islamic tradition in modernity precisely because it understands 
its mission as direct and unmediated preservation. While previous scholarship 
acknowledges that Salafism emerges in the modern period,21 I show that 
modernity is constitutive of Salafism and, indeed, of today’s Islamic move-
ments more broadly.22 To make this point more concrete, such an approach 

21. For example, see Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” in 
Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2009), 33–57. Other scholars, however, argue that “Salafism has deep roots in 
Islamic religious development, with various movements throughout history championing the 
revival of Islamic tradition based upon a return to the ways of al-Salaf al-Salih (the pious ances-
tors).” (Ismail, Rethinking Salafism, 28).

22. In making this argument, I build on Thomas Bauer’s study of the shift from ambiguity 
to a commitment to Cartesian-inspired certainty in Islamic history, which includes analysis of 
the Saudi Salafi scholar Ibn al-ʿ Uthaymin. As Bauer rightly declares, “The Salafist position 
. . . is the kind of reform that is based on an intolerance of ambiguity. Thus, it must be understood 
as the most radical attempt so far to modernize Islamic law.” (A Culture of Ambiguity: An 
Alternative History of Islam, trans. Hinrich Biesterfeldt and Tricia Turnstall [New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2021], 128). My argument, which foregrounds the adoption of 
distinctly modern logics of identity and social organization, is distinct from the linked claim 
that Salafis engage in modernity’s political, social and economic processes as they mediate 
social change. See Ousman Kane, Muslim Modernity in Post-Colonial Nigeria: A Study of the 
Society for the Removal and Reinstatement of Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 1–7.
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explains not only why Salafis lay claims to models of facial hair or pants that 
distinguish them from those of their secular-nationalist and Islamist com-
petitors alike, but also why all these factions are concerned with controlling 
their communication as a form of ethical practice in the first place. By contrast, 
a focus on Salafi theology reveals little about the world in which theological 
principles are cited, and is thus of limited value in understanding why Salafi 
calls for the exclusive worship of God (al-Tawh. īd) have powerfully challenged 
entrenched models of sovereignty and society alike in the twentieth-century 
Middle East.

My emphasis on social practice also challenges existing scholarship on 
Islamic piety that separates moral cultivation from social performance. Influ-
ential ethnographic studies, most notably by Saba Mahmood and Charles 
Hirschkind, foreground the continued relevance of a discursive tradition of 
ethical cultivation to varied Muslim communities in Egypt and beyond.23 
Most notably, Mahmood draws on Foucault’s understanding of Aristotelian 
ethics to emphasize the capacity of individuals to act on their own bodies in 
a way that transforms them into willing subjects of a moral discourse.24 In 
this study, I consider embodied ethical practice not as separate from social 
performance, but rather as intimately linked to it.25 It is not that Salafism’s 

23. Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princ-
eton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), and Charles Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape: 
Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006). Other 
scholars that have adopted this approach include Jeanette S. Jouili, Pious Practice and Secular 
Constraints (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015); Arsalan Khan, “Pious Sociality: 
The Ethics of Hierarchy in the Tablighi Jamaat in Pakistan,” Social Analysis: The International 
Journal of Anthropology 60, no. 4 (2016): 96–113, esp. 100; and Rachel Rinaldo, Mobilizing Piety: 
Islam and Feminism in Indonesia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 24–26.

24. Mahmood, The Politics of Piety, 27–31, 120–22. Indeed, while Mahmood notes the 
prominence of “outward markers of religiosity—ritual practices, styles of comporting oneself, 
dress, and so on,” –she sees them as oriented inward (31). Jeannette Jouili makes a similar 
argument that offers a greater emphasis on the limits to such projects of self-cultivation in a 
European context (Pious Practice and Secular Constraints, 14–22).

25. Jouili is an exception to this literature in that she takes seriously “the complicated 
connections between . . . [pious] practices as communicable identity markers and their embed-
dedness in long-standing traditions of self-cultivation. . . .” (Pious Practice and Secular Con-
straints, 13). Her argument, however, is that a concern with visual signification is a consequence 
of these Muslims’ “diasporic context,” rather than an outgrowth of broader shifts of modernity. 
Arsalan Khan, too, emphasizes “pious sociality structured by hierarchical relationships,” yet 
he is not concerned with questions of visual signification (“Pious Sociality,” 105).
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ethical project demands visibility, but rather that its ethics take into account 
the inescapable social condition of constant visibility.26

This study also bridges practices of piety and intellectual history by casting 
light on how Islamic scholars (the ʿulamāʾ ) engage with social practice. 
Muhammad Qasim Zaman and Junaid Quadri have shown how scholarly use 
of longstanding discourses and methods of Islamic law can mask significant 
shifts in argumentation.27 By focusing on practice rather than discourse, I 
bring out the social conditions that animate Islamic legal reasoning, particu-
larly the citation of past authorities, in the modern period.28 Specifically, I 
explore how a claim to the binding nature of a particular practice based  
on citation of reports of the Prophet Muhammad’s statements and actions  
(s. h. adīth, pl. ah. ādīth) is a response to particular political, social and economic 
conditions and an effort to extend scholarly authority into society in a manner 
that mirrors state efforts to regulate individual citizens.29

In line with my argument that communication is central to Salafi social 
practice, I approach citation not merely as a verbal or text-based claim (for 
example, a reference to a particular hadith report), but also as a practice of 
embodied knowledge that echoes, but is distinct from, pre-modern Islamic 
models of embodiment.30 As Salafi men pray in shoes or adopt particular 

26. This approach follows Emilio Spadola’s 2014 argument about Islamic exorcism in 
Morocco; see The Calls of Islam: Sufis, Islamists, and Mass Mediation in Urban Morocco (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 2014), 119–36.

27. On the expanded usage of appeals to the “Common Good” (al-mas.lah. a al-ʿ āmma) 
between medieval and modern Islam, see Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Modern Islamic Thought 
in a Radical Age: Religious Authority and Internal Criticism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2012), 108–39. On the claim by twentieth century scholars to “expertise” in the 
field of religion, see Zaman, The Ulama in Contemporary Islam (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2002), 99–102. Also see Junaid Quadri, Transformations of Tradition: Islamic 
Law in Colonial Modernity (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2021).

28. For a recent work that takes seriously the material conditions of Islamic thought, see 
Leor Halevi, Modern Things on Trial: Islam’s Global and Material Reformation in the Age of 
Rida, 1865–1935 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019).

29. In his study of the Babylonian Talmud, Mouli Vidas argues that “quotation is ‘destruc-
tive’ and ‘aggressive’ in the sense that is destroys continuity. Applied to the Talmud, the 
transformation of tradition into quotations disrupts the chain of tradition” (Tradition and the 
Formation of the Talmud [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014], 15).

30. On pre-modern Islamic embodiment, see Rudolph T. Ware III, The Walking Qurʾ an: 
Islamic Education, Embodied Knowledge and History in West Africa (Chapel Hill, NC: Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 2014), 7–9.

Rock-Singer-In the Shade of the Sunna.indd   11 04/03/22   3:32 PM


