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“The split between the Muslim Brothers and the Wahhabis is now at the center of all 
Islamist debates” in Saudi Arabia stated Stéphane Lacroix, a post-doctoral fellow and 
a lecturer at Sciences Po in Paris. Emerging splits within the Sahwa Islamiya (Islamic 
Awakening) movement in Saudi Arabia are particularly salient because the movement is 
a powerful religious force and the only group capable of effectively mobilizing supporters 
in the Kingdom. Lacroix examined the history and challenges ahead for the Saudi sahwa 
at a CSIS Gulf Roundtable on May 29, 2008. 

Lacroix described the sahwa movement as an amalgam of traditional Saudi religious 
thinking and the philosophy of the Muslim Brotherhood to produce a movement that is 
politically aware, religiously orthodox, and well organized. The movement emerged in 
the Kingdom in the late 1960s, as the Arab cold war grew between Saudi Arabia’s King 
Faisal and Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser. Faisal opened his doors to refugees from the 
revolutionary secular regimes of the Levant, and these new arrivals to Saudi Arabia were 
almost immediately influential in their new home. They had significantly more education 
and experience than their Saudi hosts, and they supplied much of the know-how for the 
kingdom’s modernization efforts. Most importantly for the Muslim Brotherhood, their 
adherents helped build much of Saudi Arabia’s education system and thus shaped the 
Kingdom’s modern curriculum, which has ensured a steady stream of sahwa-influenced 
adherents ever since.  To this day, campus networks play a vital role promulgating sahwa 
ideology and winning adherents to the cause. 

To a large degree, the sahwa has a monopoly on religious activism in the Kingdom.  The 
regime clerics have limited appeal, and many in the sahwa leadership rule on issues which 
are seen as more pressing and more relevant to the general public than their more official 
counterparts. Its key competition is not another activist strain of religious orthodoxy, but 
rather orthodox quietists who seek to withdraw from politics. 

Lacroix argued that when the newly arriving Muslim Brothers and the existing Wahhabi 
establishment first mixed in the late 1950s, it was not obvious that a common project would 
emerge. He said that a group of ideologues, led at first by Muhammad Qutb, stitched to-
gether a patchwork of similarities between the two intellectual trends of orthodox Islam. 
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own internal divisions. Recent events within the Islamic world 
have provoked a reprise of the original debates between the Mus-
lim Brothers and Wahhabis over the sahwa’s strategic direction. 
Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have opened two new potential 
grounds for jihad, and rising Sunni-Shi’a tensions have reignited 
the argument over whether the key targets of actions should be to 
purify Islam from within or defend Islam from without. Lacroix 
pointed to a November 2004 religious ruling as a turning point 
in these debates. Known as the “Fatwa of the 26,” a group of 

leading sahwa clerics ruled that jihad in Iraq was both legitimate 
and required the participation of Saudis in any way possible. The 
ruling embarrassed the Saudi regime, which has been at pains to 
distance itself from the image of being a source of religious in-
spired foreign fighters. Equally importantly, however, the fatwa 
split the sahwa movement into two groups. Some, such as Safar 
al-Hawali, argued that the Shi’a in Iraq should be the main targets 
of jihad. Others, such as Salman al-Awda and Awad al-Qarni, ar-
gued that it was important to work with Shi’a on common objec-
tives and to support Iraqi unity. Similarly, during the July 2006 
war between Israel and Hezbollah, some cheered for Hezbollah’s 
attacks on Israel, while others derided Hezbollah’s actions as part 
of a larger Shi’a conspiracy to undermine Sunni interests and de-
stroy Saudi Arabia.  

Lacroix sees the disparity between these trends both as widen-
ing and ultimately irreconcilable, building on the innate con-
tradictions of the sahwa movement itself. ■

Qutb was the brother of Sayyid Qutb, an Egyptian Islamist who 
was executed in 1966 for his opposition to the Egyptian regime. 
Sayyid Qutb’s analysis was predicated on the idea that the world 
had devolved into a state of pre-Islamic ignorance, or jahiliyya, 
and that it was permissible to fight governments in Muslim coun-
tries because they were un-Islamic. Muhammad Qutb’s theology 
linked the central pillar of Wahhabi thought, tawhid, or unity of 
God, with the central pillar of Brotherhood thought, hakimiya, 
or rule of God. He further connected Wahhabi exclusivism with 

Brotherhood opposition to secular regimes, and the blend re-
sulted in an ideology that rejected both non-orthodox Muslims 
and Muslim regimes - except for the Saudi regime, which the 
Sahwa considered as representing the only pure Islamic state in 
the Middle East.

From the beginning, there were competing trends within the sahwa 
movement. The traditional Saudi trend was to fight Muslims they 
saw as unorthodox—Shi’a, spiritualist Sufis, and others—in or-
der to purify the faith. The Muslim Brotherhood had traditionally 
downplayed differences within the Muslim community, seeking 
more allies in a fight against corrupt Muslim regimes and against 
Western influence. It was easy to paper over these differences in 
the early years, and following the takeover of the Grand Mosque 
in Mecca in 1979 by a puritanical religious group, the Saudi gov-
ernment ensured that the movement was flush with cash. 

The movement’s first crisis arose after the Kingdom welcomed 
foreign forces in 1990 to help defend the country from Saddam 
Hussein. To some sahwa adherents, the Saudi royal family’s ac-
tions suggested that the Kingdom was no different from any oth-
er worldly regime, and therefore it was un-Islamic as well. They 
began to speak out against the Saudi monarchy. The Saudi gov-
ernment responded by cracking down on the sahwa movement 
in 1994 and imprisoning many of its leaders. After five years of 
imprisonment, then-Crown Prince Abdallah arranged for their 
release after winning the promise that henceforth they would en-
gage only in social activism and steer clear of politics. 

For Abdallah, the action helped secure his positive relationship 
with the sahwa movement, a relationship that has long been 
smoothed by his reputation for probity and personal piety. La-
croix argued that Abdallah’s longstanding and positive relations 
with the sahwa’s sheikhs have allowed him to pursue a liberal 
social agenda within the kingdom since he ascended to the throne 
in 2005, despite the opposition of this important segment of the 
religious community. 

But while the sahwa has improved its relationship with the Saudi 
monarchy since the crackdowns of the 1990s, it now faces its 
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To a large degree, the sahwa has a 
monopoly on religious activism in the 
Kingdom.


