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English summary 


This study analyses the Islamist movements in Tripoli, in light of Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of a 
 religious field. Its point of departure is the empirical observation that the Islamist movements in 
 Tripoli, a city in North Lebanon with approximately 500,000 inhabitants, are among the most 
 fragmented in the entire Ummah (the Islamic nation). Previous studies have not sufficiently 
 explained this high degree of fragmentation, because they have been unable to bridge the 
 disciplinary boundaries necessary, and take into account the ideosyncracies of Lebanese politics, 
 while at the same time insisting on the transnationalised character of most Islamist movements.  


Seeking to account for the fragmentation within the religious field in Tripoli, the present study 
 seeks to answer five main questions: Firstly, which are the most salient issues that divide the 
 religious leaders within the field? Secondly, which are the endogenous and exogenous factors that 
 account for the fragmentation within the field? Thirdly, do religious leaders in Tripoli relate to 
 political decision makers when the political opportunity structures undergo changes? How is the 
 religious field conquered by the political field, and through with means do its leaders manage to 
 gain autonomy from the political decision makers? And lastly, what does the case of Tripoli tell 
 us about the relationship between the religous and the political spheres in other Islamic centra in 
 the Umma?  


The main findings of this study is that the Islamist leaders in Tripoli are drawn between unity and 
 fragmentation. The Islamist field is in fact located in the intersection between the national 
 political field, on the one side, and the transnational Islamist field, on the other. Their sensitive 
 position in which the religious leaders find themselves create a number of constraints as to how 
 they can express their ideology. The various Islamist rhetorics become more volatile and prone to 
 change, depending on political circumstances. 
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Sammendrag 


Denne studien analyserer de islamistiske bevegelsene i Tripoli i Nord-Libanon, i lys av Pierre 
 Bourdieus feltkonsept. Studien tar som utgangspunkt at de islamistiske bevegelsene i Tripoli, en 
 by på kun 500 000 innbyggere, er blant de mest fragmenterte i hele Ummaen (den islamske 
 nasjonen). Tidligere studier om emnet har ikke i tilstrekkelig grad forklart denne høye graden av 
 intern splittelse, hovedsakelig fordi studiene enten analyserer spørsmålet som en funksjon av 
 kjennetegn ved libanesisk politikk eller baserer seg på transnasjonalismeparadigmet, dvs. at man 
 betrakter Islamisme i Tripoli hovedsakelig som en del av en transnasjonalisert Islamistisk 
 bevegelse. 


Med utgangspunkt i tanken om at den høye graden av fragmentering på det islamistiske feltet i 
 Tripoli utgjør et mysterium, forsøker denne studien å besvare fem spørsmål. For det første, hvilke 
 ideologiske konfliktlinjer finnes på feltet? For det andre, hvordan forholder religiøse ledere i 
 Tripoli seg til politiske beslutningstakere, gitt ulike politiske kontekster og handlingsrom 
 (”opportunity structures”)? For det andre, hvilke endogene og eksogene faktorer kan bidra til å 
 forklare fragmenteringen på feltet? I forlengelsen av dette, hvordan blir det religiøse feltet erobret 
 av det politiske feltet og på hvilke måter kan religiøse ledere oppnå autonomi fra de politiske 
 beslutningstakerne? Og til sist, hva forteller tilfellet Tripoli oss om forholdet mellom religion og 
 politikk i andre Islamske sentra i Ummaen?   


Studiens hovedfunn er at de religiøse lederne i Tripoli er dratt mellom enhet og fragmentering. 


Feltet befinner seg i skjæringspunktet mellom det nasjonale politiske feltet, på den ene siden, og 
 det transnasjonale islamistiske feltet på den andre.  Den utsatte posisjonen som hver av aktørene 
 befinner seg i, setter opp en mengde begrensninger for hvordan de kan uttrykke sin ideologi. De 
 ulike islamistiske retorikkene på feltet blir dermed mer tilbøyelige til å tilpasse seg endrede 
 politiske forhold.   
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1  Introduction 


Despite the newly established relative calm elsewhere in Lebanon, the northern city of Tripoli is 
 going through one of the most difficult tests to its social cohesion since the civil war. More than 
 23 persons were killed, hundreds wounded, and several thousands families have been displaced 
 since early May 2008 in clashes between Sunnis and Alawis in the crowded neighbourhoods of 
 Bab Tebbaneh and Qubbeh, and Bal Mohsen, respectively, throwing a shadow of the past on the 
 city.1 To top off the situation of insecurity, two bomb exploded in mid-August and September in 
 Tripoli, killing 18 and six persons, respectively. In fact, these are the same cleavages that existed 
 during the civil war, now re-activated in a political struggle for the strategic and ideological 
 future of Lebanon, which extends itself to the whole region, in the rivalry between Saudi Arabia 
 and the Iranian Islamic Republic. At the same time, the Sunni clerics in Tripoli, doctors of Islamic 
 law, are far from united in one social movement in this struggle. Rather, they constitute a 
 religious field, a space of ideological struggle over the assignment of meaning to disputed terms 
 in Islam.2 This religious field in Tripoli is tightly linked to the Lebanese political field, and many 
 religious leaders see themselves engaged in the rivalry between the different “political streets” in 
 Lebanon.3 At the same time, dynamics such as the presence of Jihadi cells in the Nahr al-Barid 


1 See “The rocket came through the window at dawn”, the United Nations Relief Web, International 
 Regional Information Networks (IRIN), July 29, 2008, 


http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900sid/VDUX-7GZLUP?OpenDocument, accessed July 2008. 


2 A field is an ideological battlefield, where different political or ideological positions fight each other for 
 influence, the overarching stake of the game being to obtain hegemony over the field. It is a battle over 
 meaning, all the same fought on the basis of a given balance of power between the different actors. The 
 French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu was the one who developed the notion of a field. See Pierre Bourdieu: 


Questions de Sociologie, (Paris: Les éditions de Minuit, 1984). In the particular case of the religious field; 


Bourdieu analysed how and in which circumstances the hegemonic role of orthodox, religious institutions 
 could be to be challenged by heretic sects or prophets, endowed with charismatic legitimacy, particularly in 
 times of political turmoil. Actors within the religious field were, in this paradigm, competing over the 
 legitimate exercise of religious power (power here understood in a Bourdieusian sense) and over the control 
 of what Bourdieu called “salvation goods”. This analysis, indebted to Marxist theory, argues that the 
 ideology and selection of means of each actor can be understood in light not only of factors endogenous the 
 religious creed and the divine revelation, but also as a function of the position of each rivalling actor in the 
 power hierarchy within the field. It must be added, however, that in field analysis, all actors within the 
 particular field share a common set of characteristics and beliefs, which justify analysing the actors within 
 the field as a separate value. Within the Islamist field, actors share a conviction, which certainly can be 
 understood to different lengths, depending on each specific actor, that Islam is a religion, which cannot be 
 separated from any sphere of life and that Islam should be the main reference of the jurisdiction of 


Muslims. When analysing the dynamics within the Islamist field, then, such actors, internal to the field, can 
 be called “specialists” [i.e. special or proper to the field], while, actors external to the field should be called 


“secularists”. See “Genèse et structure du champ religieux”, the key reference to Bourdieu’s writing on 
 religion, Revue française de sociologie, Vol. 12, No. 3, 1971 (July/September), pp. 295-334; in particular, 
 pp. 318-319 and 322. 


3 A political alliance, created in the aftermath of the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, 
 the 14 March alliance see themselves as advocates of the “independence and sovereignty of Lebanon” and 
 of the development state institutions (in the face of Syrian and Iranian influence). It is named after the date 
 of the so-called “Cedar Revolution”. The alliance is formed by Christian parties such as the Lebanese 
 Forces (led by Samir Geagea) and the Phalangist party (led by Amin Gemayyel), and Walid Jumblatt’s 
 Progressive Socialist Party (PSP), in addition to the Future Movement, led by Hariri’s son, Sa‘d. It is 
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 refugee camp, ten minutes from the city, which initially dispatched mujahidin to Iraq, and later 
 engaged in a protracted fight against the Lebanese armed forces (LAF), manifested the plug-in4
 of certain youth in Tripoli with actors connected to the transnational Salafi-Jihadi movement.


1.1  The creation of a Sunni asabiyya in Tripoli in the 1970s- and 80s 


Describing the Islamist movements in Tripoli during the struggle with the Syrians, in his classic 
 study of the Lebanese Tawhid movement, the late French researcher Michel Seurat used the 
 concept neighbourhood asabiyya.6 He argued that the Islamic movements in the city were bound 
 together by an espirit de corps (“group feeling”) or “sense of belonging”.  


The asabiyya had evolved in the 1970s as a primordial loyalty towards the neighbourhood of Bab 
 Tebbaneh.7 This area, an urban shantytown located northeast of the city centre, had become the 
 incarnation of Sunnism in north Lebanon. It housed Sunni countrymen who had emigrated from 
 the impoverished countryside north of Tripoli, in search for a better future. The coastal parts of 
 Akkar and Miniyeh, north of Tripoli, were almost exclusively inhabited by Sunni Muslims.8 The 
 social, economic, and political exclusion of the neighbourhood, mirrored in the margenalisation 
 of north Lebanon compared to Beirut, made the youth in Tebbaneh more prone to become 
 mobilised by protest movements.9  


opposed to the March 8 alliance, constituted mainly by Hezbollah, the Amal movement (led by Parliament 
 speaker Nabih Berry), and Michel Aoun and his Christian allies, actors who defend the Lebanese 


resistance’s (to Israel) right to exist and maintain their weapons. 


4 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the social. An Introduction to Actor-Network theory, (New York, Oxford 
 University Press, 2005), p. 299. 


5 Fatah al-Islam installed itself in Nahr al-Barid around October 2007. The group consisted of different sub-
 groups, which were seduced by Fatah al-Islam with different rhetoric. The group initially consisted of 
 leader Shakir al-Absi and his men, who had arrived in Nahr al-Barid from Syria, via the Palestinian camps 
 close to Beirut. In addition to Shakir al-Absi and Abi Hurayra, the group consisted of a number of Arab 
 youngsters, mostly Saudis and Tunisians, who had been recruited through Jihadi web forums. They had 
 come to Lebanon on their way to “fight the Americans in Iraq or the Jews in Palestine”. The group issued 
 communiqués, claiming to be a heritor of Yassir Arafat’s Fatah movement, returning the Palestinian cause 
 to “the right Islamic path”. It claimed, at the same time, to be a Salafi-Jihadi group, and declared its 
 adherence to al-Qaeda’s ideology. See Fatah al-Islam, “Announcement of the Establishment of Fatah al-
 Islam” (in Arabic) in “A Call to the Knights of Islam in all Parts of the World and Especially in Lebanon, 
 the Announcement of Jihad in Jerusalem” (in Arabic), markaz al-fajr lil-i‘lam, [al-Fajr Media Centre], 
 April 25, 2007, http://kaled.modawanati.com, accessed June 2007. Detailed analyses of the rise of the Fatah 
 al-Islam movement lies outside the scope of this report. For studies on this specific group, see Bernard 
 Rougier, “Fatah al-Islam : un réseau jihadiste au cœur des contradictions libanaises”, Qu’est-ce que le 
 Salafisme?, (Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 2008); and 


Tine Gade, “Fatah al-Islam in Lebanon: Between local and global Jihad”, FFI-report, 2007/02727, Kjeller 
 (Norway), December 2007, http://www.mil.no/multimedia/archive/00102/02727_102478a.pdf.  


6 Michel Seurat, “Le quartier de Bab Tebbané à Tripoli (Liban). Étude d’une ‘asabiyya urbaine”, in Michel 
 Seurat, l’État de barbarie, (Paris, Seuil, 1989), p. 110, 132-133. 


7 Ibid., pp. 118-119, 121. 


8 See Éric Verdeil, Ghaleb Faour, and Sébastien Velut, Atlas du Liban. Territoires et sociétés, (Beirut, 
 Institut Français du Proche Orient/CNRS Liban, 2007), p. 84. 


9 Michel Seurat, “Le quartier de Bab Tebbané à Tripoli, op.cit., p. 127. 
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The persistence of family ties between Tebbaneh and Akkar was one reason why the 
 neighbourhood became a gateway to the Sunni countryside, the role of the market in Tebbaneh, a 
 key commercial outlet for farmers from Akkar, another. The linkage of Bab Tebbaneh to the 


“Sunni reservoir in north Lebanon” would be a crucial element defining the identity of the youth 
 in Bab Tebbaneh in the subsequent period of political crisis and communitarian mobilisation. 


Allied with the Islamo-Palestino-Progressivist alliance, the Sunni youth movements in Tripoli had 
 by 1970 become immersed in the national power struggles, which led to the civil war. When the 
 Syrian forces entered Tripoli in 1976, as part of the Arab Deterrence Force, they implanted 
 themselves in the Alawi-majority hills surrounding the city and singled out Alawi community 
 leaders, such as Ali Id, as their key alliance partners.10 The first clashes between Syrian-backed 
 Alawis and Sunnis in Bab Tebbaneh began in 1978.11


Sunni militant youth in Bab Tebbaneh were outraged by the Syrian meddling in Lebanese affairs 
 and the crash down on the Palestinian resistance movement. The Syrian support of the competing 
 Alawi community leaders and the perception that the Syrians had intervened in Lebanon in 
 support of the Christians paved the way for proponents of a communitarian response. By the end 
 of the decade, a set of local ideological entrepreneurs, inspired by the rhetoric of the Syrian 
 Muslim brotherhood against the Assad regime, framed the struggle of the Sunnis in Bab 
 Tebbaneh against the Syrian army and the Lebanese Alawis, as defence of Sunni identity against 
 heterodox beliefs. After the destruction of the city centre in Hama in February 1982, the 
 population in Tripoli was traumatised, feared for having to live the same fate.12  


After its resilience to the Syrian army and the Lebanese state institutions, following the Israeli 
 invasion of Lebanon in July 1982, Tripoli gained a reputation for being a cité-État combattante – 
 a “Combatant city-state”.13 Many of its religiously engaged youth participated in the joint 
 ideological, military, and political enterprise of Harakat al-Tawhid al-Islami (the Movement for 
 Islamic Unity, or the Tawhid movement), and raised the black banners of Islam and the slogans of 
 the “honour of Tripoli” (karamat trablus) and “purification of Islam”.  


1.2  The transformation of the Islamist field since the heydays of the asabiyya 
 A comparison of the religious movements in contemporary Tripoli with those that existed during 
 the civil war, period during which most of the Sunni Islamist movement present today were 
 created, shows that the field has been subject to profound transformation. Since the heydays of 
 the asabiyya in the first half of the 1980s, the Islamist field in Tripoli seems to have been 
 fragmented and put on the defensive in the face of Syrian control in north Lebanon and the rise of 
 secular Sunni decision makers.14


10 Ibid., p. 134. 


11 Interview with a former fighter in Bab Tebbaneh, Tripoli, February 2009. 


12 Michel Seurat, “Le quartier de Bab Tebbané à Tripoli, op.cit., p. 136. 


13 Ibid., p. 164. 


14 Al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya’s loss of two seats in Parliament after the Lebanese parliamentary elections in 
 1996, compared to the elections in 1992, could be interpreted as a sign of a loss of influence of Islamist 
 parties. For an interesting analysis of Syrian control of religious dignitaries and youth in north Lebanon, 
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 Interviews with religious dignitaries and participatory observation in Tripoli in March-May 2008 
 and February 2009 indicate that the city’s religiously engaged youth (al-shebab al-multazimun) 
 are fragmented in a multitude of different Islamist groups. Many of the existing religious 
 movements give their loyalty to foreign countries and some even take up guns against each 
 others, in what can be seen as a proxy war between Iran and Saudi Arabia.15 Even the local 
 offshoot of the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya, as well as the Salafists, are split in 
 several factions, which regularly lash out against each other in the local press.16 The protagonists 
 in the Islamist field in Tripoli all seem to know each other personally. Why, then, is it so 
 fragmented?  


1.3  The Tripoli puzzle in the current status of research 


A common idea in the study of social movements is that the density of networks of relation, or 


“social circles”, is positively correlated with the occurrence of collective action. Social networks 
 facilitate the emergence of one united social movement, with common interests, similar 
 motivation, and shared goals.17 It is therefore puzzling that Tripoli, a small city, where religious 
 leaders have almost daily interactions, has given birth to such a fragmented Islamist scene. The 
 religious leaders in the city even have a common history of mobilisation and a traumatic 
 collective memory of suffering at the hands of the Syrian regime, and most are part of the same 
 informal economy in one of the marginalised neighbourhoods in the city. Yet, the Islamist 
 movements within its city walls seem to be among the most fragmented in the Umma.  


The academic bibliography on Sunni Islam in Tripoli is rather thin. Despite the great interest 
 given to power politics in Lebanon in the field of Middle East comparative politics, not many 
 academic texts have been written focused specifically on the north of Lebanon. With regards to 
 religious groups in Lebanon, more emphasis has been given to the structure and weakness of 
 Lebanese confessionalism, to religious mobilisation of Shiites, or Maronites, and their 
 connections to different foreign sponsors or custodians. The rather sparse corpus analysing the 
 communitarian mobilisations of the Sunni community, including religious activism, in Lebanon, 
 can be distinguished into two, perhaps three, categories.  


The first category is the Arabic language media reports and writings destined for the broader 
 public, based upon mainly first hand sources. The most detailed report, to this author’s 


prior to the withdrawal in April 2005, see Bernard Rougier, Le jihad au quotidien, (Paris, Presses 
 Universitaires de France (PUF), 2004), p. 231. 


15 Shebab is an Arabic word for youth. Rather than referring to the young age of the persons in question, it 
 refers the neighbourhood youth. It is their zeal and enthusiasm and affiliation to a group, which is 


highlighted. One can very well remain a shabb (singular of shebab) until the age of fifty. Michel Seurat, 


“Le quartier de Bab Tebbané à Tripoli, op.cit., p. 129. 


16 See, for instance, “The Future Movement agreed, so we signed the Memorandum. And when they backed 
 off, we froze it” (in Arabic), al-Sharq al-Awsat, August 21, 2008, 


http://www.asharqalawsat.com/details.asp?section=4&issueno=10859&article=483708&feature=, last 
 accessed in February 2009. 


17 See Jacques Lagroye, “Les pratiques de participation”, in Manuel de sociologie politique, Fifth Edition, 
 2006, pp. 315-337. 
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(14)knowledge, came with the publication of a compendium of 220 pages entitled “The Islamic 
 movements in Lebanon”, published by al-Safir Information centre, in May 2007. A Lebanese 
 writer, Zuhayr Hawwari, published in 2003 a series of articles entitled “Broad journey into the 
 Currents of the Sunni Islamic Political Movement”, for the Lebanese daily al-Safir. Lebanese 
 media reports, although essential in order to follow the day-to-day developments on the ground 
 can hardly be said to constitute independent, academic research.18 In fact, most, if not all, 
 Lebanese newspapers, blogs, and TV channels are partisan, and many are directly sponsored by to 
 political parties, such as al-Mustaqbal [Future] TV station and newspaper, financed by of the 
 Hariri family, and OTV and The Orange Room forum (www.forum.tayyar.org), close to the 
 Aounists. Another exemple of a Lebanese newspaper with a clear editorial line, is the daily al-
 Akhbar, financed by Iran. Some of these media outlets are “Lebanised” in the sense that they tend 
 to link everything that occurs in Lebanon to the power struggle between the two competing 
 political camps in the country. For instance, the rise of the Islamist Fatah al-Islam movement, 
 which claimed to be a Salafi-Jihadi group, was read either as a creation of the Syrians (for the 14 
 March camp) or as a product sponsored by Saudi Arabia and the Future movement (for the 
 supporters of the Hezbollah and the Aounists).  


The emphasis is thus on the Lebanese conceptual frame therefore to the extent that there is even a 
 slight tendency to see Lebanon as the centre around which the regional politics – and sometimes 
 the world – evolves.19 When dealing with Islamism in Tripoli, although giving several reasons for 
 the fragmentation of the field, many studies written by Lebanese journalists, of different degrees 
 of political orientation, seem to explain it primarily as a result of Lebanese politics as being 
 fragmented per se. The Islamist field in Tripoli is rightly placed the within the framework of the 
 Lebanese political system, which is characterised by a weak state, a neo-feudalist political 
 system, where political power is confined to the large, influential families, and a high level of 
 interventions by regional powers in local political affairs.20 A nodal point in this debate is the 
 idea that the political elite is instrumentalising the Islamist movements and that the Islamist 
 leaders have personal interests of in concluding such alliances, to the detriment of the grass root 
 militants, “who are fooled” and utilised at the hands of others. This argument, also echoed by 
 most inhabitants in Tripoli, is however rather simplistic and quite deterministic, since it cannot be 
 falsified (if no proof on financial backing of a group by political leaders is found; it is only 
 because the journalists or researchers have not dug deep enough...). The argument, should it prove 


       


18 Certain books, written by Lebanese journalists or politicians, explicitly state that they do not claim 
 objectivity in the Lebanese political polarisation. See, for instance, Marwan Iskandar, Rafiq Hariri and the 
 Fate of Lebanon, (London, Saqi books, 2006), p. 18. 


19 Of course, there are also counter examples of extremely skilful journalists who cannot be clearly aligned 
 with any Lebanese newspaper patron, such as Hazeem Amin, writing for al-Hayat and Qasem Qasir, 
 working for al-Safir, al-Hayat, and al-Shu’un al-Janubiyya. See, for instance, Hazeem Amin, “How did the 
 group Find a Foothold in the City? Al-Zahiriyyah and the Mitayn Separate the McDonalds Tripoli from the 
 Tripoli of Fatah al-Islam” (in Arabic), al-Hayat (London) May 24, 2007. 


20 See Elizabeth Picard, “Le monde arabe, un ensemble construit par les représentations et structuré par les 
 contraintes”, in Elizabeth Picard (ed.), La politique dans le monde arabe, (Paris, Armand Colin, 2006), pp. 


22-24, 27; and “The Middle East and the State Debate: A Conceptual Framework”, in Nazih al-Ayubi, 
 Overstating the Arab state, (London, Tauris, 2001), pp. 33-34. 
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pertinent, could gain strength if supplemented by a more precise analyses of the different types of 
 relation which can exist between actors within the religious and the political field, respectively. 


The second category of former studies on the Islamist field in Tripoli is the Western, mainly US, 
 think tank reports on Islamism and Jihadism in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan. Most of these 
 analyses seem to be reading the events in Tripoli within the “war on terror” paradigm.21 Often 
 visibly policy- and security oriented, many of these studies occupy a rather large place in the 
 Western discourse on Sunnism in Lebanon (perhaps because Michel Seurat’s article has never 
 been translated to English!) Discursively many of these writings are very close to US neo-
 conservative rhetoric. Certain studies in this literature tend to exaggerate the attraction of al-
 Qaeda-affiliated groups among Sunnis in Lebanon. One example is Emily Hunt’s “Can al-
 Qaeda’s Lebanese expansion be stopped?”, published by The Washington Institute for Near East 
 Policy in February 2006.22 Although much of the work in this line is detailed and very precise, 
 for instance Gary C. Gambill’s article “Ain al-Hilweh: Lebanon’s zone of unlaw”,23 other texts 
 are suffering from inaccuracies or opinionated arguments.  


In this material, there is a tendency that certain lines of argument, cited in numerous texts, are 
 based upon a very thin or biased source selection (for instance based on translation of Arabic 
 language newspapers), to the point of swallowing the propaganda of one of the camps in the 
 Lebanese conflict. An example of how certain Middle East “specialists” writing on violent 
 expressions of Sunni Islamism in Lebanon are inattentive to informants’ possible personal 
 motivations in how they portray the issue, is Seymour Hersh’s famous article, published in The 
 New Yorker in March 2007. In this article, Hersh claimed that the US government had agreed to 
 co-operate with Saudi Arabia and Lebanese Future Movement politicians in funding radical Sunni 
 movements in Lebanon, ideologically close the al-Qaeda, as an attempt to weaken Hezbollah.24
 No such funding, has however, been officially documented and many other researchers writing on 
 Sunni Islamism in Lebanon have questioned Hersh’s source selection.25  


The third source is the French- and English language purely academic sources on Sunni identity 
 in Tripoli and North Lebanon (written for a more specialised public, and often based on extensive 
 field work in the region). Among the studies on Islamism in Tripoli, written in European 
 languages, the most important reference is Michel Seurat’s fine article “Le quartier de Bab 
 Tebbané à Tripoli. Etude d’une asabiyya urbaine”, written in 1984, and published in 1989, after 


21 For an comparison of the Bush administration’s “war on terror” narrative and the “martyrdom” narrative 
 (used by actors linked to the global Jihadi movement), see Gilles Kepel’s latest book, Terreur et martyre: 


relever le défi de civilisation, op.cit, pp. 11-12, 21-25. The book has recently been translated to English, 
 published by Harvard University Press, with the title Beyond Terror and Martyrdom: The Future of the 
 Middle East, (Boston, Harvard University Press, 2008).  


22 Policy Watch 1076, The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 


www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC05.php?CID=2440 , last accessed in March 2009. 


23 Published in Middle East Intelligence Bulletin, vol. 5, No 6, June 2003, last accessed March 2009. 


24 Seymour M. Hersh, “The Redirection. Is the Administration’s New Policy Benefitting our Enemies in the 
 War on Terrorism?”, The New Yorker, March 5, 2007, 


http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/03/05/070305fa_fact_hersh , last accessed in March 2009. 


25 Interviews and informal discussions with a number of Lebanese and foreign researchers writing on Sunni 
 Islamism in Lebanon, conducted in Lebanon and France in 2008 and 2009. 
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the tragic death of the author. Seurat, who lived periods in the Bab Tebbaneh neighbourhood in 
 Tripoil during the Tawhid Emirate, focused as mentioned above on the the body spirit (asabiyya) 
 among the population in Bab Tebbaneh. The most significant recent contribution is Bernard 
 Rougier’s ground-breaking analysis of the militant Islamist groups in Ain al-Helweh, where he 
 features an analysis of the role of the Islamic institutes in Lebanon in spreading the Da‘wa (call to 
 Islam).26 In 2008, Rougier published a well-documented study on the rise of the Fatah al-Islam 
 movement and its connections to Salafi clerics in north Lebanon.27 The contributions of Seurat 
 and Rougier put the rise of Islamic activism in Tripoli in conceptual and idiosyncratic 
 frameworks making it possible for us to understand the Islamic field in Tripoli in 2008. Yet, some 
 time has passed since the publication of these classics, and it could be interesting to note the 
 evolutions since Rougier published his study in 2004, with both a growing transnationalism and 
 increasing political stakes inside Lebanon. Omayma Abdel-Latif has recently written a report for 
 the Carnegie Endowment, “Lebanon’s Sunni Islamists – A growing force”, where she analyses 
 the issue with a clever hand.28 This interesting work, based on interviews with certain shaykhs, 
 sheds particular light on the alleged co-operation between the Future movement and the Salafists. 


Patrick Haenni, writing for the International Crisis Group (ICG), also writes on Salafism and the 
 Future movement, with particular emphasis on the militarisation of the Future movement, and the 
 rise of private security companies.29 His forthcoming book on the history of the city of Tripoli in 
 the second half of the 20th century will fill a void in the study of comparative politics in Lebanon. 


Hence, with a few fine exceptions, many of the former studies on the Islamist field in Tripoli 
 seem perhaps too structural and read the field either as a function of the national political scene or 
 as actors (actors undissociable from the transnational uniform references of the Salafi current) . 
 Religious actors who engaged in politics are seen either within the conceptual frame of the nation 
 state, or within the conceptual framework of transnationalism.  


1.4  Structure and main argument of the dissertation 


In this study I will argue that the key to understanding the Islamist field in Tripoli, and 
 particularly its fragmentation, is to simultaneously study how the field relates to the transnational 
 Islamist field, on the one side, and to the national, political field, on the other. I will aim to 
 structure the analysis along the axis of one central question: in which ways does the religious 
 field in Tripoli constitute a microcosm, or a resonance chamber, reflecting the matters of dispute 
 taking place in other centra in the Islamic nation (Umma)? The general question poses a series of 
 sub-questions: Which are the most salient issues that divide the religious leaders within the field? 


26 Bernard Rougier, Le jihad au qutotidien, (Paris, PUF, 2004), English translation, Everyday Jihad, 
 (Boston, Harvard University Press, 2008). 


27 Bernard Rougier, “Fatah al-Islam : un réseau jihadiste au cœur des contradictions libanaises”, op.cit. 


28 Omayma Abdel-Latif, “Lebanon’s Sunni Islamists – A Growing Force”, Carnegie Papers, Carnegie 
 Endowment, January 2008, 


http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/CMEC6_abdellatif_lebanon_final.pdf.  


29 See, for instance, “Lebanon: Hezbollah’s weapons turn inwards”, Middle East Briefing No 23, May 15, 
 2008, 


http://www.crisisgroup.org/library/documents/middle_east___north_africa/b23_lebanon_hizbollahs_weapo
 ns_turn_inward.pdf, last accessed March 2009. 


FFI-rapport 2009/00915  15 



(17)      


Why are they so divided? How is the religious field conquered by the political field, and does its 
 leaders manage to gain autonomy from the political decision makers? And what does the case of 
 Tripoli tell us, about the relationship between the religious and the political spheres in other 
 Islamic centra in the Umma? 


More concretely, a study of the relationship between religion and politics in Tripoli could be 
 operationalised by an assessment of how and under which circumstances actors operating within 
 the field choose to change parts of their ideology, in order to concur with the more “easily 
 sellable” rhetoric at each political opportunity structure.30 For instance, depending on 
 circumstances; religious leaders actors can easily jump from Umma-oriented discourses (defence 
 of Muslims everywhere) to a more “Lebanised” confessional register – anti-Shia and anti-
 Hezbollah), depending mainly on the liberty of action and access to funding.31 A jump from 
 Umma-oriented Islamism to sectarian Islamism implies a profound change of the diagnosis and 
 prognosis elements in the ideology propagated by the actors, not least a change of blame 
 attribution from being an Israeli or an American soldier in Iraq to being a Lebanese Shia.32 This 
 study will propose to analyse to what extent and how such a transformation of ideology take 
 place, under the severe constraints of Machiavellian realpolitik. As will be seen, since the Syrian 
 withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, Islamist movements find themselves at a crossroads, drawn 
 between the intersecting cleavages of transnational bonds of religion, on the one side, and 
 political bonds of clientilism in Lebanon, on the other.  


Attempting to answer these questions in five chapters, this study aims to analyse three different 
 political temporalities in Tripoli. Starting, after a brief background chapter, with an analysis of the 
 local and national dynamics in the civil war, which will shape the rules on the field, it will shown 
 in chapter three, that by the end of the 1980s, the dynamics are frozen on the local Islamist field 
 in Tripoli, illustrated by the physical exit of many of its protagonists. In chapter four, it will be 
 explained how transnational dynamics were imported to Tripoli during the 1990s and in the 
 beginning of the 2000s. Through this transnational plug-in, the communications revolution and 
 especially the increased availability of Internet facilities in Tripoli, contributed to revitalising but 


30 “Political opportunity structure” refers to the organisational or structural factors, which affect movement 
 mobilisation. The term is used to describe the relationship between changes in the structure of the political 
 opportunities, such as changes in the institutional structure and/or informal relations of a political system, 
 and movement mobilisation. It has been one of the main foci of the research literature on social movements 
 over the past 25 years. See Rober D. Benford and David A. Snow, “Framing and social movements: An 
 Overview and Assessment”, op.cit., p. 628; and David A. Snow et. al., “Frame alignment processes, 
 micromobilizaiton, and movement participation”, op.cit., p. 464. 


31 For a discussion around different Islamist projects, such as state-oriented, nation-oriented, Umma-
 oriented, morality-oriented, and sectarian (anti-Shia) Islamism, see introduction chapter in Thomas 
 Hegghammer, Violent Islamism in Saudi Arabia, op.cit., p. 63. 


32 John Wilson distinguishes, in his classic book on social movements, between three different components 
 of an ideology: diagnosis (presenting the problem), prognosis (solution to these problems and a vision of a 
 better world); and a rationale for the movement. Wilson’s concept of diagnosis framing contains two 
 elements, first, problem identification and second, attribution of blame and causality. Blame for some 
 problematic condition is attributed by identifying culpable agents, who could be either individuals or 
 collective processes and structures”. See John Wilson, Introduction to Social Movements, (New York, 
 Basic Books, 1973), p. 95. 
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also completely transforming, the dynamic of the local field in Tripoli, “linking it in” through 


“imaginary exits” with Islamic centra throughout the Islamic nation. Then after the Syrian 
 withdrawal from Lebanon in spring 2005, Lebanon returns as a matter of dispute. This revival is 
 the topic of the fifth chapter. This last chapter will explore the functioning of the field in the 
 present time, created by local, national, and regional (explained in chapter three), and 
 transnational (chapter four) dynamics. Which ideological debates and political disputes is it that 
 shape the competition on the field? How do the Islamist leaders engage in rivalry over minds and 
 meaning in the local population, and how are the different versions of Islamism in Tripoli re-
 affirmed through collective action? 


1.5  The pertinence of Tripoli to the study of Islamism and comparative politics  
 It could seem rather odd to want to go into the minutiae of local politics in a medium-sized 
 Lebanese city to shed light on the evolution of global Islamism. Yet, if we take as a starting point 
 the fact that every structural phenomena, even culture, language or law, is produced somewhere, 
 we suggest that no place is global – that everything can and must be localised somewhere.33 For 
 the French philosopher of science, Bruno Latour, “no place dominates enough to be global and no 
 place is self-contained enough to be local”.34 With this idea in mind, Tripoli should be seen as a 
 microcosm in which so-called global structures (of Islamism) are reflected.35


The term “microcosm” is derived from the Greek “mikro kosmos” (“little world”). It refers to the 
 idea of “a place, community or situation regarded as encapsulating in miniature the characteristics 
 or features of something much larger”.36 As a microcosm, Tripoli is an interesting case study 
 because the dynamic in the field to a great extent would be a reflex of events taking place within 
 other fields in the Islamic world. Seen as a panorama, Tripoli becomes first and foremost 
 interesting in terms of its passivity: it reflects and echoes dynamics that take place on other 
 Islamic fronts in the Umma.37  It seems to be no more than a resonance chamber echoing sounds 
 of doctrinal and ideological disputes that take place elsewhere (such as in Saudi Arabia between 
 modernist reformers and traditionalist ulama’38 or on the European continent as a response to 


“offences against Islam”) or a Platonian wall with shadows of battles that are being waged miles 
 away (as happens, in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Israel/Palestine). The developments on the field in 
 Tripoli do not seem to have much influence or echo on Islamic fields elsewhere in the Umma.  


At the same time, since the withdrawal of Syrian troops from the country in spring 2005, the 
 religious leaders have become increasingly solicited by political stakeholders. It has led to the 
 religious field in Tripoli becoming partly overtaken by strictly political issues, internalising the 
 disputes that take place within the national political field. Because the religious field in Tripoli is 


33 See Bruno Latour, Reassembling the social. An Introduction to Actor-Network theory, op.cit., p. 175. 


34 Ibid., p. 204. 


35 Ibid., p. 175. 


36 “Microcosm”, entry in Oxford American dictionaries. 


37 Ibid., pp.187, 189 (emphasis added). 


38 For an excellent analysis of the debates on the Islamist field in Saudi Arabia, see Stéphane Lacroix’s 
 doctoral dissertation, Les champs de la discorde: une sociologie politique de l’Islamisme en Arabie 
 Saoudite, PhD thesis, supervised by Gilles Kepel, Institut d’Études Politiques de Paris, 2008. 
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closely connected to the national political field, as well as to other religious fields abroad, 
 religious leaders in Tripoli are pushed to act by mechanisms taking place far beyond their reach. 


They can be seen as intermediaries or mediators between forces external to Tripoli and their local 
 populations of believers. The term intermediary refers to the idea of replaceable actants. With no 


“proper value”, an intermediary “simply transport” dynamics taking place elsewhere and can be 
 replaced by any other actant. Conversely, mediators, are “actors in the true sense of the word”, 
 translating causes before re-applying it.39 If the religious leaders in Tripoli can be analysed as 
 relatively autonomous from their ideological midwives or financial sponsors, we would say that 
 the religious leaders have become mediators in stead of simple intermediaries. 


 The religious field in Tripoli could then also be seen as a local site that not only reflects, but also 
 manufactures global structures (or manufactures transformations to the articulation of “global 
 Islamism”). What distinguishes such a centre of calculation is not size, but the number of 
 connections linking the local site to other places in the world, and the existence of ideological 
 transfers, vehicled through distinguishable “means of transportation”, such as e-mails, text books, 
 and money.40 Latour insists that there are in fact some places that benefit from far safer 
 connections with many more places than others. In order to “localise the global”, he insists that 
 one must follow the trail of those connections, cables, means of transportation, or vehicles linking 
 the different places together myopically to produce a continuous trail.41 This is what he calls to 


“flatten the social”. This method of social investigation, developed by Latour is known as ANT 
 (actor-network theory). According to Latour, only the enquiry will decide what the vehicles are 
 and what are the documents for each case.42


So why it is that in 2008, Tripoli obtains such a special position, as a microcosm or even possibly 
 a centre of calculation, in the Islamic nation (Umma)? Firstly, in the Islamist literature, Tripoli 
 has a mythical status. This is in large part a result of the Tawhid Empire and their resistance to the 
 Syrian regime (See Part Two). Sunni clerics in Tripoli have long been known for their uneasy 
 relationship with the Lebanese state, their secular nation-builders, and the confessional political 
 system. In the imagery of the Islamists, Tripoli is often assimilated with the city of Medina. This 


39 An “intermediary”, in Latour’s vocabulary is “what transports meaning or force without transformation: 


defining its input is enough to define its output. For all practical purpose, an intermediary can be taken not 
 only as a black box, but as a black box counting for one, even if it is internally made up of many parts.” 


According to Latour, a “mediator, on the other hand, cannot be counted as just one; they may count for 
 nothing, for several, or for infinity. Their input is never a good predictor of their output; their specificity 
 has to be taken into account every time.” Bruno Latour, Reassembling the social, op.cit., Ibid., p. 39 
 (emphasis added). In Latour’s Actor-Network theory, intermediaries “transport” inputs, while mediators 


“translate” them. On the concept of actors, Latour writes, […] “all the actors we are going to deploy might 
 be associated in such a way that they make others do things. This is done not by transporting a force that 
 would remain the same throughout as some sort of faithful intermediary, but by generating transformations 
 manifested by the many unexpected events triggered in the other mediators that follow them along the line. 


This is […] the ‘principle of irreduction’ […]: a concatenation of mediators does not trace the same 
 connections and does not require the same type of explanations as a retinue of intermediators transporting a 
 cause”. Ibid., p. 107 (original emphasis).  


40 Ibid., pp.176. 


41 Ibid., p. 176. 


42 Ibid.,, pp. 177-178. 
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is mainly because the city harboured members of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood who fled the 
 country after the massacre in Hama in February 1982.43 Yet, even in the 1920s, Tripoli was seen 
 by Islamic scholars as an ideal city-state, fit for the project of the Islamic state.44 Tripoli is also a 
 city with great historical Islamic legitimacy. It is called the “city of ilm [religious knowledge] and 
 the ulama’”. Since the Syrian withdrawal in spring 2005, Tripoli, for a number of reasons that we 
 shall see in more detail, has become one of the main Sunni capitals in the Islamic Umma (or 
 nation).  


Secondly, the main currents in Sunni Islamism are present in the city, from the moderate Muslim 
 Brotherhood to the most extreme Salafi-Jihadis, from the pro-Saudi Wahhabis, to the Pro-Iranian 
 al-Tawhid, from the local shaykhs financed by the official Dar al-Fatwa Institution, to the 
 internationally oriented and anti-establishment Hizb ut-Tahrir. It is documented that religious 
 leaders in Tripoli, most of them sons of the city, have formed close bonds, though travels and 
 sojourns abroad, to important personalities in Islamist milieu, the most notorious personalities in 
 the Islamic Umma, from Saudi Arabia to Iran, passing through Kuwait, Qatar, the United States, 
 Denmark, Germany, Australia, Afghanistan and Pakistan. In addition, since 2003 Tripoli has 
 functioned as a hub for global Jihadists on their way to join the Islamic resistance movement in 
 Iraq.  


Because of the multitude of different ties connecting actors at the site of Tripoli to actors on other 
 local sites in the Umma, Tripoli is a unique gateway into assessing the conflicts between various 
 Islamist agendas. It could be argued that “the one who holds Tripoli, holds contemporary global 
 Islamism as such”, or rather that “the one who holds global Islamism as such, also holds Tripoli”. 


The case of Tripoli and its Islamist movements seems therefore pertinent far beyond the field of 
 study of Lebanese politics. 


1.6  Methodological notes and the challenges of qualitative interpretation 


This work is the result of several stays in Tripoli and Beirut, April-May 2008, September 2008, 
 and February 2009. The analysis is based on 37 interviews with 23 so-called “specialists” on the 
 Islamic field in Tripoli, that is, religious leaders or “Islamic personalities”.45 In addition, eleven 


“secularists”, two members of parliament, a few journalists, three researchers, one businessman 
 from Tripoli, and several grassroots activists from political, cultural, or humanitarian associations, 
 have been interviewed. While most of the interviews were so-called “semi-directive”, others were 
 closer to consultation (especially in the beginning, when “secular” researchers shared their 
 knowledge of the local history of Tripoli or when former combatants told me about their personal 
 experiences from the civil war (many of these former combatants are today active in grassroots 
 associations in the city). Open questions to launch each interview were always prepared, in 
 addition to a general introduction on the aims of the research and the background of the 


43 Michel Seurat, op.cit., pp. 273-274. “Tarablus al-Sham”, L’Encyclopédie de l’Islam, new edition, 1996, 
 Volume X, pp. 231-233. 


44 Michel Seurat, op.cit., p. 120. 


45 As mentioned above, the terms “specialists” and “secularists” are borrowed from Pierre Bourdieu and his 
 article “Genèse et structure du champ religieux”, op.cit., p. 322. 
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researcher. Hence, the person in question could more easily understand which topics were 
 pertinent for the study. Yet the objective was at the same time to “sense the interviewee” and 
 create an informal tone with the informants, hoping that they would take the researcher into their 
 confidence and respond to questions with a more spontaneous register. As the weeks progressed, 
 and several interviews were already carried out, the understanding of the field could gradually be 
 re-organised. Thus, thanks to the recursivity of the fieldwork, the initial list of questions was 
 gradually re-organised and more pertinent questions formulated in the latter half of the stay. This 
 made it interesting to see some of the informants several times. At the end of the sojourn in 
 Lebanon, especially if “confidence” or “credibility” had been obtained with some of my 
 informants (especially those with whom interactions were almost daily) the interviews were 
 directed more as “conversations”, in order to reduce the “artificiality of the interview situation”.46
 Among the 23 specialists, seven do not carry the title of “shaykh” (notably all four members of 
 al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya as well as the spokesperson of Hizb ut-Tahrir). As has been shown, many 
 of the “Islamic personalities”, who work as “spokesmen” or head of media offices in the largest 
 organizations, such as in al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya (JI) and Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), are without formal 
 training in Islamic jurisprudence. There are also young Islamic journalists in Tripoli, who hold 
 their own radio shows or who publish articles on Islamic affairs in the media, who seem to have a 
 certain impact on the “hearts and minds” of the pious youth.  


Choosing the informants among the “specialists” (religious leaders) within the religious field, 
 special attention was paid as to keeping the sample selection as representative as possible. 


Although the sample of informants were also created on the basis of feasibility, depending on the 
 contact networks, efforts were made to meet with people representing most of the different 
 political projects advocated within the Islamic field in Tripoli. The efforts included participation 
 in several conferences or colloquia to meet people outside those close to the core circle of 
 informants. Since it is focused in this study particularly upon the Islamist field (and not Islamic, 
 which would be a larger, more general field), actors (“specialists”) who were somehow politicised 
 or bearers of specific political projects were often chosen. Thomas Hegghammer defines 
 Islamism as “Islamic activism”, that is, “someone who exerts a systematic religious effort which 
 goes beyond the ritual observance of Islam and which is not organised by the state”.47 Knowing 
 that the question of the autonomisation of the actors vis-à-vis the political decision makers will be 
 discussed all through this study (and particularly in the last part), it suffices to emphasize here 
 that those who were deemed of most interest to this study are shaykh-s or “Islamic personalities” 


who are not primarily “organised” by the state and the official religious institutions, as is the case 
 for the preachers who remain very close to the Dar al-Fatwa institutions. During discussions with 
 spokesmen of the official institutions linked to the state, notably Dar al-Fatwa, they showed 
 themselves to be somewhat sceptical of the sample selection upon which this study is built. 


According to two “specialists” close to the Dar al-Fatwa, the researcher of this study had seen 
 nothing less than “the worst” of Sunni Islam in Tripoli, only “the most extreme shaykh-s”, who 


46 See Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan, “La politique du terrain: sur la production des données en 
 anthropologie”, in Enquête, 1-1995 (pp. 71-109), p. 83. 


47 See Thomas Hegghammer, Violent Islamism in Saudi Arabia, 1979-2006. op.cit, p. 76. 
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did not represent the “moderation” of the “great majority of the religious leaders in Tripoli”.48
 Although pertinent, this criticism also shows the interest of specialists to represent the field from 
 the angle where they themselves seem at most ease. Because of the particular interest of this study 
 in the religious leaders who pronounced themselves on political affairs, i.e., politicised religious 
 leaders, the researcher of this study had to some extent, consciously or not, “neglected” the most 


“official” ‘ulama’, who only had connections to the Dar al-Fatwa. The actors in this study could 
 be characterised as “Islamists”, or “Islamic militants”, following Hegghammer’s definition. It has 
 also been somewhat of an aim to see most of the religious leaders in the city, who receive the 
 largest amounts of money from abroad.   


The ambition was therefore to form a sample selection as objective as possible of politicised 
 Islamism (political Islamism or simply Islamism) in Tripoli, which would include most 
 politicised religious leaders with influence upon the local population in the city. I tried to see 
 representatives from all the different large Sunni religious movements. The sample selection of 
 23 informants (the part of the sample selection constituting the “specialists”, religious leaders or 


“Islamic personalities”), consists of three representatives from the official Dar al-Fatwa 
 institution, four representatives from al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya (JI), and seven representatives from 
 Tawhid, the Islamic Action Front and its avatars, in addition to four representatives of pro-Saudi 
 Wahhabism and four representatives of “private Salafism”. Furthermore, one representative of the 
 transnational pan-Islamist Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT) movement has been interviewed. “Participatory 
 observation” during a colloquium organised by the HT was also carried out. This also turned out 
 to be the occasion for an interview with a dozen of its female members. Lastly, interviews with 
 two journalists, specialising in “Islamic affairs” in the television station of the Future movement, 
 were also carried out, in addition to a meeting two influential shaykh-s with no specific 
 affiliation, apart from the Dar al-Fatwa. 


A quick glance on the sample selection shows that competition within the Islamic field in Tripoli 
 is partly structured along political lines, notably around the ideo-strategic conflict between Saudi 
 Arabia, guardian of Wahhabism and the two Holy places, and Ahmadinejad’s Iran, the only 
 country where the Islamic revolution has been carried all the way through.49 The pro-Iranians 
 represent a minority in Tripoli and Akkar, an area massively invested in by the Future movement 
 during and after the legislative elections in May-June 2005. In the sample selection used in this 
 study, the existence of certain “strategic groups”, that is, aggregations of individuals who, 
 confronted with the same problem, in our case the Lebanese crisis, have globally adopted the 
 same attitude, can easily be noted.50 Six “specialists” hail from Yakan’s Islamic Action Front, 
 who defines itself to be pro-March 8, while thirteen others, representatives from the Dar al-Fatwa, 
 al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya, and the pro-Saudi Wahhabis, characterised themselves as “close” to the 
 Future Movement. Others again, five in total, described themselves as “centre” or “moderate” 


(wasati) or refused to position themselves towards the political crisis. For these individuals in 


48 Interview with Fadi Adra and a student at al-Azhar (shaykh Massaj), Tripoli, May 7, 2008. 


49 See Gilles Kepel, Jihad. Expansion et déclin de l’Islamisme, (Paris, Gallimard, 2003). 


50 De Sardan, “La politique du terrain”, op.cit., 93. 
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particular, Islam was a universal reference, uniting all the believers, beyond partisan divisions 
 (hizbiyya), in the face of the “corrupted” politicians.  



2  Background 


2.1  The problem of authority in Sunni Islam 


In Sunni Islam there is no sole authority to impose solutions to disputes regarding interpretation 
 of the divine revelation. Contrary to the situation in Shia Islam or in the Catholic Church, there is 
 no hierarchically organised body of clerics, which yield loyalty to one over-arching institution. 


This creates a problem of authority. The Hungarian Arabist and Islamologue Ignác Goldziher, 
 often considered one of the founding fathers of modern Islamic studies in Europe, wrote in 1910 
 that “the consensus, the supreme authority to solve questions concerning religious practices, 
 exerts an elastic jurisdiction, in a way that is barely definable, and which is, in addition, 
 conceived in a variety of ways. What is accepted as a consensus by one party is far from being 
 accepted as such by another”.51


At the core of this problem of authority is the indefinite status of the clergy, whose status remains 
 largely un-established in the sacred texts. The clergy defines itself as a corps of “specialists of a 
 regularly exercised cultural enterprise” or as “technicians of the daily worship”, as Max Weber 
 points out.52 When Islam spread across the African and Asian continents in the centuries that 
 followed the death of the Prophet, his successors felt the need to safeguard the dogmas of the 
 creed. With the specialisation of labor and the development of city cultures in the Muslim world, 
 a specialised body of clerics and centralised, official institutions, considered “guardians of Islam” 


in their respective countries evolved.53 In the Levant, the al-Azhar institution in Cairo was 
 founded in the tenth century, while in North Africa, la Zitouna in Tunis was constructed already 
 in 734 and la Qarawiyyin in Fez created by the Almoravids in 859.54


The authority of the clergy has since the first schisms in Islamic history been contested by 


“heretic” movements, such as the Kharijites in the first century of Islam, by the followers of Ali 
 (shi‘at ‘ali) and subsequently by Ibn Taymiyya.55 Since the twentieth century, the Islamic world 


51 Ignác Goldziher, Vorlesungen über den islam, Second Edition, Heidelberg, 1925, pp. 183-184, Cited by 
 Malika Zeghal, Gardiens de l’Islam, op.cit., p. 22.  


52 Max Weber, Économie et Société, (Paris, Plon, 1971), p. 451. Cited in Malika Zeghal, Ibid. 


53 See Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab People, (Oslo, Gyldendal, 1991, Norwegian translation 1994), 
 pp. 155, 190-192. 


54 Malika Zeghal, Gardiens de l’Islam, op.cit., p. 19. 


55 The Kharijites, who contested the authority of both Mu‘awiya and the followers of Ali (shi‘at ‘ali), are 
 considered the first “heretic movement” in Islamic history. The followers of Ali (shi‘at ‘ali) refers to the 
 group of the Companions of the prophet, who remained loyal to Ali, and insisted on the principle of 
 hereditary transmission of the Caliphate (ahl al-beyt), after the death of the Prophet. The community 
 around Ali would later evolve into a fifth school of Islamic jurisprudence, Shia Islam (from shi‘at ‘ali). Ibn 
 Taymiyya (1263-1326), is one of the most important Hanbali Medieval thinkers. Witnessing in his lifetime 
 the Mongol invasions, and the fall of the Abbasid rule in Baghdad, he tried to adapt the Islamic ideals to the 
 difficulties faced by the fellow Muslims in his time. He is known as someone who tried to return to the 
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