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Abstract  This chapter explores why religious extremist is on the rise in 
the Middle East. It highlights how the Salafi’s textualization of faith has 
inadvertently enabled theocratic regimes to cement their dictatorships; 
creating a state of “religious cronyism”; before concluding that encour-
aging uncompromised adaptation of Sharia law cements the position of 
otherwise corrupted rulers. This chapter also discusses the interrelation 
between financing jihad and tax evasion. It finally explores how Salafi-
Jihadist have succeeded in mischaracterizing criticism leveled against 
their violent means to achieve their political agenda as an attack on Islam 
per se; creating a form of “religious dilution.”
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This chapter seeks to answer the question of why extreme groups are on 
the rise in the Middle East. To this end, first, we investigate the interlink 
between Salafism and autocracy, highlighting the role of autocracies and 
theocracies in fueling extremism in the Middle East. Second, we exam-
ine how tax evasion is used as a mechanism to funding Jihad. Finally, we 
briefly assess the viability of religious extreme speech as a business model.
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Salafism as a Form of Political Suppression

Various findings in this book suggest a range of answers to the question 
of why radical groups are on the rise. A chief amongest them is the his-
toric tension between Sunni and Shia1—a toxic point that so far has 
made it easier for extreme sub-state groups to rally support for their 
cause. The tension between Shia and Sunni has increasingly become a 
noticeable destabilizing force in the Middle East, particularly in the after-
math of the Syrian cataclysm—the result of which has led to record a 
number of people displaced from their homes due to conflicts and per-
secution on political and/or religious grounds. Utilizing the power of 
social media, the conflict in Syria and Iraq has handed a golden opportu-
nity to all types of extreme organizations to leverage the age-old tension 
between Sunni and Shia to their own political advantage, seriously push-
ing the European Union, Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey to their limits.2

In this space, however, we limit our discussion to the following query: 
All considered, it is fair to argue that the Salafi Jihadist Movement clearly 
represents an unpopular and violent interpretation of faith, why then is it 
thriving? While there might not be one concrete answer to that question, 
one thing is clear: Autocratic regimes play a role in fueling extremism. 
Next we explain how and why.

As discussed above, one of the most notable aspects of the Salafi 
Jihadist Movement’s ideology is the literal interpretation of faith. By 
relying on carefully selected verses of the Quran of hadith, textualization 
of faith is used as a principle to justify violence against other subgroups. 
The question to be raised here is why political establishments in the 
Middle East put up with such a clearly questionable school of thought? 
The answer is that the very same concept that makes Salafi Movement, at 
least in some people’s view controversial, namely the literal interpretation 
of faith, does in fact, inadvertently, serve the interests of the autocratic 
elite in the Middle East. The stricter the interpretation of Sharia law is, 
the more stable autocratic regimes will be.

To understand the link between Salafism and autocracy, one has to 
pay regards to one of the Islamic concepts which has rarely been dis-
cussed in the context of religious extremist, namely the principle of 
“obedience” (the obligation to obey the Muslim ruler). According to the 
Quran,3 Muslims must follow and submit to their leader so long as he 
rules according to Islamic law. The Muslim ruler is entitled to the advice 
and support of his people if/when needed.4 A strict interpretation of this 
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religious mandate makes it very difficult for Muslims to rise against a 
corrupted dictator (ruler) so long as he is a dedicated Muslim.

According to Taymiyyah, the Muslim leader, who might be a prince 
or a Muslim cleric,5 owes his followers absolute loyalty.6 So long as he 
does not violate God’s orders, such as preventing his follow citizens from 
praying or fasting, they must not rebel against him.7 This principle also 
applies even when the leader serves his own interests—as appose to serv-
ing the community at large.8 The fact that the Muslim leader does not 
serve justice and treats his people unfairly does not justify violent rebel-
lion against him.9 A corrupted, yet an ideologically dedicated leader, 
is not to be opposed using violent means.10 Those who rise against 
a Muslim ruler die as infidels, Taymiyyah argued.11 Put differently, a 
Muslim may advise or criticize his leader but he may not go as far as 
revolting against him.12

The Salafi’s textualization of faith has inadvertently enabled theocratic 
and autocratic regimes to cement their dictatorships in the Middle East, 
creating a state of “religious cronyism,” where appointed clerics bolster 
the dictator’s otherwise illegitimate reign by depicting him as a “faith-
ful,” and thus forcing Muslims to obey him.13 In this particular context, 
both Salafism and autocracies work hand in hand to secure the submis-
sion of otherwise rebellious population.14 This is where a strict interpre-
tation of faith becomes handy. A rigid interpretation of the “obedience” 
principle means that a dedicated Muslim cannot revolt against his/her 
corrupted Muslim ruler without running the risk of being branded as 
unbeliever. From this perspective, among other issues and keeping the 
obedience doctrine in mind, encouraging a strict literal and uncompro-
mised adaptation of Sharia law, inadvertently, cements the position of 
otherwise corrupted rulers.

Citing Taymiyyah and hadiths by the Prophet Mohammad,15 a promi-
nent Salafi scholar, made it clear that a Muslim might revolt against his 
ruler upon two high threshold conditions: first, where the ruler clearly 
and “publicly” renounces Islam; second, where rebellions can demon-
strably prove that they have enough power and public support to 
oust the ruler, and thus, are capable of establishing peace and stabil-
ity.16 Absent of these two threshold conditions, it is in the interest of 
the Islamic nation not to revolt against the ruler.17 Offenders are to be 
killed, whoever they are.18

To cement their otherwise illegitimate reign therefore, despite their 
public disapproval of a strict interpretation of faith, autocracies, and 
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theocracies in the Middle East take the privilege of “absolute obedience” 
seriously. For autocracies and theocracies alike, the radical organiza-
tions’ strict and literal interpretation of faith acts as an insurance pol-
icy. It shields them against the fury of their deprived and disfranchised 
population. This, in part, explains why the political establishments in the 
Middle East, to a varying degree, tolerate extreme groups that do not 
directly challenge their reign.

Extreme Speech and Tax Evasion?
How extreme groups finance their activities is a question of great sig-
nificance. In addition to other sources of income, does Salafi Jihadism 
provide extreme groups with a sustainable and legitimate source of cash?

The Quran encourages Muslims to spend their money for the “sake of 
Allah.”19 It explains in detail how tax money should be spent, providing 
a list of eight categories of personal and activities that tax payers’ money 
should be spent on, including the “poor,” the “needy,” and spending 
for the sake of Allah.20 While there is no straight rule as to when financ-
ing Jihad becomes a religious mandate, the conventional wisdom is 
that once a prominent Muslim cleric(s) calls for Jihad, supporting the 
Mujahedeen with all possible means becomes a religious mandate.21 In 
special cases, funding Jihad trumps other necessities.22 Examples include 
where Muslim fighters (Mujahedeen) are besieged or underfunded.23 In 
these cases, Muslim fighters are deemed poor, and, thus, helping them 
financially or otherwise becomes an absolute priority.24 Under such cir-
cumstances, many Muslims may choose not to pay taxes to their gov-
ernment.25 Instead, they may pay directly to the Mujahedeen, often 
using private channels.26 Consensus as to who has the right to declare 
Jihad in a given community is hard to come by. Whose opinions are rel-
evant for Jihad is a question that is still relevant to most ideologically 
driven groups. Does the scholar of a small community have the right to 
declare Jihad against a given enemy or a group of people as is currently 
the case in many areas of Syria? Is there a minimum number of scholars 
required to declare Jihad, as happened in Cairo in 2012 where roughly 
500 scholars declared Jihad against the Syrian regime? Do the scholars 
of the Islamic State have the right to unilaterally declare Jihad? There 
is no straightforward answer to any of these questions. What is clear 
however is that by declaring Jihad and thus evoking the religious duties  
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of Muslims to help finance Mujahedeen, most extreme groups have so 
far managed to stay afloat.27

Monetizing Jihad: Extreme Speech as a Business Model?
Religion plays a pivotal role in peoples’ lives in the Middle East. 
Ideologically driven groups, such as Fateh al-Sham and the Islamic 
State, have to compete in a consumer marketplace with a myriad of 
other Islamic groups. The proponents of the al-Salafiyya al-Jihadiyya 
Movement seem to appreciate and significance of “religious branding.”28 
As a group with a clear political agenda,29 Salafists realize the need for a 
moto to sure up their base. By systemically and meticulously linking their 
activities to verses of the Quran or hadith of the Prophet, Salafi-Jihadists 
have succeeded in characterizing criticism leveled against their agenda as 
an attack on Islam and Muslims per se and thus to rally huge crowed.30 
The self-proclaimed Islamic Caliphate’s slogan “lasting and expand-
ing,”31 concisely sums up this effective survival strategy. Radical Jihadists 
have long justified their own politically driven goals using carefully 
selected metaphoric verses of the Quran or hadiths of the Prophet.32 
This form of “religious dilution”33 has already reflected adversely upon 
Muslims well beyond the shores of the Middle East.34

Al-Salafiyya al-Jihadiyya is a very powerful brand that enjoys the free 
publicity of a significant number of religious TV stations. The latter is a 
notable factor given that roughly 28% of all TV programs in the Middle 
East show religious themes.35 Religious TV shows are a lucrative source 
of income. With the help of social media platforms,36 a modest religious 
station could easily survive and profit. So much so that in a four-year 
window (2009–2013), the number of religious TV stations tripled.37 
A significant number of these stations adhere to the austere Wahhabist 
creed,38 and most of them are lightly regulated and are privately 
funded,39 giving them the opportunity to host some Salafi clerics who 
cite Taymiyyah’s fatwas to justify or encourage hostility toward other sub-
groups40; using the current Syrian civil war and the atrocities committed 
by the Syrian regime against its own people to support radical Jihadists by 
depicting the Syrian calamity as “Jihad” and, thus, a religious mandate.41

Due to mostly political reasons, many Salafi scholars and religious TV 
stations oppose the political aspiration of ISIS, where the followers of the 
Islamic State are usually referred to as “Khawarij” (a group of ultra-Mus-
lims).42 Still, the bulk of podcasted materials on those stations provide 
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the ideological backbone for the Islamic State and its supporters.43 Such 
free support intentionally or inadvertently helps lend legitimacy to the 
Islamic State and like-minded groups legitimacy that makes it easier for 
those groups to persist, to recruit members, and to raise funds, all of 
which facilitate more terrorist attacks.
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