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Abstract 

 

Abū Muḥammad al-Maqdisī (b. Barqā, West Bank, 1959), is one of the most influential radical 

Islamic ideologues alive. Considering his Palestinian origins, occasional references to Palestinian 

issues throughout his writings and the more recent focus in his work on radical groups in the Gaza 

Strip, some scholars and commentators assume that his Palestinian identity is an important factor 

in his ideology. I argue instead that, while there is indeed some evidence pointing to a soft spot for 

Palestinian issues in al-Maqdisī's work, he lacks a strong Palestinian identity and clearly favours 

the umma (the world-wide Muslim community) over Palestine in his writings. His more recent 

focus on events in the Gaza Strip as well as his earlier references to the Palestinian question should 

be seen in the broader context of his efforts to focus on areas where both daʿwa (calling people to 

Islam) and jihad can be legitimate, effective and fruitful. 

 

IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction 

 

The radical Islamic scholar Abū Muḥammad al-Maqdisī is one of the most influential 

jihadi ideologues alive, whose writings (published on his website www.tawhed.ws) have 

been translated into numerous languages, are read from Europe to Indonesia and have 

inspired militants in various countries. He is also originally a Palestinian. Born as ʿIṣām 

al-Barqāwī in Barqā, a small town near Nāblus in the West Bank, in 1959, he moved to 

Kuwait in his early childhood and grew up in the large Palestinian community there. 

After travelling to several countries, such as Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, he 

eventually settled in Jordan in 1992, where he still lives today – now imprisoned on 

terrorism-related charges – as one Palestinian-Jordanian among many. All of this, 

together with his adoption of the name “al-Maqdisī” (“the Jerusalemite”), suggests that 

he feels a strong connection to the Palestinian people and their land and that his own 

supposed Palestinian identity may well play a major role in his ideology. 

 Despite al-Maqdisī’s background and his links with the country of his birth, 

extremely little has been written about his Palestinian identity and the alleged influence 

it has had on his ideas. Over the past few years, many scholarly publications have 



appeared that deal with al-Maqdisī in detail. They focus on al-Maqdisī’s troubled 

relationship with his former pupil and first leader of Al-Qāʿida in Iraq, Abū Muṣʿab al-

Zarqāwī (1966-2006), specific aspects of his ideas, his ideology as a whole, his alleged 

revisionism and his attempts to curb extreme radicalism or his influence. His Palestinian 

identity and its importance regarding his ideology are all but ignored in the literature. 

The publications that do mention this issue are all in Arabic, and they view al-Maqdisī’s 

Palestinianness in two different ways.  

The first view with regard to this issue is taken by the Lebanese journalist Ḥāzim 

al-Amīn, who claims that the ideology of global jihad espoused by al-Qāʿida has had a 

strong Palestinian backbone going back to the 1970s. Palestinian ideologues in the 

diaspora, al-Amīn argues, have been instrumental in forming radical Islamic ideas since 

their lack of a homeland more or less compelled them to focus on grander issues than 

national liberation. Global jihad was the vehicle that provided them with the means to do 

this, although they never lost sight of their homeland. Tracing back this trend to 

Palestinian ideologues such as Ṣāliḥ Sirriyya and ʿAbdallāh ʿAzzām, al-Amīn sees al-

Maqdisī as one of the main contributors to this trend in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries, thus analysing him through the prism of the Palestinian diaspora. 

The second view, which does not clash with the first but simply focuses entirely 

on al-Maqdisi, holds not only that al-Maqdisī was especially interested in moving his 

activities to the Palestinian territories but also that this interest is connected to his being 

Palestinian. Moreover, this view’s proponents claim that the question of whether or not 

to get involved in activities west of the Jordan river was an important factor in al-

Maqdisī’s conflict with his former pupil Abū Muṣʿab al-Zarqāwī, with the latter preferring 

to go elsewhere to wage jihad. Although literally no more than a few lines are spent by 

these authors to make these claims, they are part of a broader belief that al-Maqdisī’s 

supposed Palestinian identity is not only important to him but that it also partly guides 

his ideology. 

 There is no question that al-Amīn is correct in the sense that there is indeed a 

large number of Palestinian radical Islamic ideologues and his thesis is certainly 

interesting. The focus of this article, however, is on the second view about al-Maqdisī’s 

Palestinian identity. In what follows, I will first give a brief overview of al-Maqdisī’s 

general beliefs and ideology. Then I will focus on the events in al-Maqdisī’s life and the 

references in his writings to the Palestinian question that seem to indicate that he has a 



soft spot for this issue. I subsequently show that these should be explained differently 

and, finally, present an alternative theory to the second view on al-Maqdisī’s alleged 

Palestinianness, which places the latter in the context of his broader ideology. This 

article is based on a close reading of the available secondary literature (including rarely 

used Arabic sources), al-Maqdisī’s own Arabic writings, as well as field work conducted in 

Jordan, including several interviews with al-Maqdisī himself, in 2008 and 2009. 

The goal of this article is two-fold: firstly, I contend that al-Maqdisī’s Palestinian 

background is of very little importance to him; and secondly, I argue that the occasional 

attention he pays to Palestinian issues in his writings should be seen in the broader 

context of his clear favouring of the umma (the world-wide Muslim community) over 

Palestine through his efforts to focus on areas where both daʿwa (calling people to Islam) 

and jihad can be legitimate, effective and fruitful. This is not to suggest that the 

Palestinian question is of no concern to al-Maqdisī, but simply that his focus is on other 

things and that his own background does not play any role in this. 

 

AlAlAlAl----MaqdisMaqdisMaqdisMaqdisī’s Ideologyī’s Ideologyī’s Ideologyī’s Ideology  

 

As with many other radical Islamic scholars, particularly those of a Salafī persuasion, al-

Maqdisī’s ideology starts with the concept of tawḥīd (the unity of God), which he believes 

does not just mean the existence of one God but also that He should be treated as unique 

and absolutely sovereign in every sphere of life, including legislation. This latter 

dimension means that only God’s legislation should be applied in Muslim countries. Since 

every Muslim state – at least in al-Maqdisī’s view – applies some kind of mixture between 

Islamic law (sharīʿa) and what he refers to as “man-made laws” (qawānīn waḍʿiyya), no 

country in the world can actually be called an Islamic state. On the basis of Q. 9: 31, he 

subsequently equates following non-Islamic laws with worshipping other gods, which 

leads him to conclude that presidents, kings, prime ministers and other people engaged 

in applying or upholding “un-Islamic” legislation are actually guilty of polytheism (shirk). 

He therefore applies excommunication (takfīr) to Muslim rulers by describing them as 

“apostates” (murtaddūn), “polytheists” (mushrikūn) and “infidels” (kuffār) because he 

believes they consciously refuse to apply the sharīʿa in full. 

 The importance al-Maqdisī attaches to legislation and the necessity to establish 

an Islamic society and state can hardly be exaggerated. Not only are these issues present 



in most of his writings, but he also believes waging jihad against “apostate” regimes is 

justified. In fact, he even prefers jihad against such regimes over fighting America, Israel 

or other non-Muslim countries, and has held this belief for years. This is because he 

believes that Muslim rulers’ apostasy (kufr al-ridda) is worse than “the original unbelief” 

(al-kufr al-aṣlī) of, say, Christians, and also because he states that – on the basis of Q. 9: 123 

– one should fight the nearest enemy first. 

 

Looking for “Lions and Hawks” 

 

So far, al-Maqdisī may sound like a typical radical Islamic scholar who argues for 

overthrowing the regimes of the Muslim world, but there is more to his ideology than we 

have seen so far. Despite his support for jihad against “apostate” regimes and other 

“enemies of Islam”, al-Maqdisī is highly critical of how jihad is waged. As has been 

pointed out by several scholars, al-Maqdisī has scolded individual fighters (particularly 

Abū Muṣʿab al-Zarqāwī) as well as the community of fighters (mujāhidūn) as a whole for 

their mistakes. Part of this critique is ideological and deals with the apparently easy 

application of takfīr by some jihadis. This became a particular source of concern for al-

Maqdisī in the 1990s, when he saw that some radical Muslims were ignorant of the 

Islamic legal conditions of applying takfīr and, as such, became responsible for not only 

excommunicating many fellow-believers but also for fighting and killing them. Out of 

concern for what he believes to be the pure and correct way to deal with this issue, al-

Maqdisī therefore wrote several tracts in which he deals with this matter extensively, 

arguing for the legitimacy of takfīr but warning against its casual use. 

Apart from strictly ideological criticism, al-Maqdisī also expresses concern over 

the faulty practice of jihad by some fighters. He laments the fact that many mujāhidūn are 

captured and tortured by “the Jews, the Americans and their henchmen (adhnābihim)”. 

Al-Maqdisī states that such treatment of mujāhidūn 

  

undoubtedly influences the fervour of the youngsters (ḥamās al-shabāb) and the 

mujāhidūn and pushes some of them to take the initiative for any action to quench 

their thirst (ayy ʿamal yashfūna bihi ṣudūrahum) [for jihad]. Through it, they take 

revenge for their Islamic community (umma), their religion and their Muslim 



brothers and try to imitate the action[s] of the heroes of the raids (ʿamal abṭāl 

ghazwāt) of New York and Washington [on 11 September 2001]. 

 

While al-Maqdisī does not “want to extinguish any of that fire [burning] in the hearts of 

the mujāhid youngsters” (la urīdu an uṭfiʾa jadhwat tilka l-ḥarāra min ṣudūr al-shabāb al-

mujāhid), he does point out that they, in making their “zealous choices” (ikhtiyārāt 

ḥamāsiyya), do not always “take into account what is most useful and most perfect (al-

anfaʿ wa-l-akmal) in revenge for Islam and the Muslims”. “Real revenge” (al-thaʾr al-ḥaqīqī), 

al-Maqdisī claims, would involve “raising the banner of the unity of God and Islam (rafʿ 

rāyat al-tawḥīd wa-l-dīn) by establishing it (bi-tamkīn lahā) and [through] the consolidation 

of its law (taḥkīm sharʿihā).” 

 The inability (or unwillingness) of mujāhidūn to consolidate their victories by 

setting up an Islamic state or a safe haven is a matter we will return to later. Al-Maqdisī 

also complains about what he considers the naïveté of some fighters, who trust people 

they should not trust, openly discuss their militant plans, proudly flaunt their recently 

acquired weapons and subsequently get arrested without realising what they have done 

wrong. He mentions such examples by mujāhidūn in order to warn them and to 

encourage them to learn from their own and others’ mistakes. Alternatively, he offers 

the example of the Prophet Muḥammad, whom he depicts as a shrewd and cunning jihad 

commander keenly aware of his circumstances. He praises the Prophet’s ability to 

withhold information for tactical reasons or consciously send out false signals to the 

enemy in order to mislead them. Al-Maqdisī also points to the Prophet’s companions 

(ṣaḥāba) as people who prepared well for battle and knew what they were doing. 

 Al-Maqdisī is thus certainly a radical ideologue in favour of applying takfīr to the 

Muslim world’s rulers and even of fighting them through jihad, but he is unsatisfied with 

the way these concepts are being applied. He feels compelled to tell “enthusiastic 

youngsters” (al-shabāb al-mutaḥammisūn) that both jihad and daʿwa are difficult things 

that require knowledge, preparation and perseverance that only “lions and hawks” (al-

luyūth wa-l-ṣuqūr) engage in, not “innoxious birds or dervishes” (bughāth al-ṭuyūr aw al-

darāwīsh). His advice to budding mujāhidūn is therefore that “either you work [on jihad] 

correctly or you do not work at all and engage in daʿwa [instead]”. Although this seems 

unconnected to al-Maqdisī’s Palestinianness, it is such concerns about the proper way to 

apply takfīr, the “purity” of jihad and the necessity of daʿwa – not his supposedly strong 



Palestinian identity – that explain why al-Maqdisī is interested in the Palestinian 

question, as we will see later on. First, however, let us turn to the indications that seem 

to suggest al-Maqdisī does have a preference for Palestinians and their land. 

 

AlAlAlAl----Maqdisi’s Supposed Special Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Special Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Special Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Special Concern for Palestine 

 

As we saw above, several scholars and commentators believe al-Maqdisī’s Palestinian 

background is important to him and ascribe certain choices he made to his alleged 

Palestinianness. There are, however, more indications suggesting there is a special 

connection between al-Maqdisī and the country of his birth. One of them is his 

smuggling of weapons from Kuwait to Jordan in 1992. Because of the PLO’s support for 

Iraqi dictator Saddam Husayn after his invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the Kuwaiti 

government punished the country’s Palestinian community there by expelling virtually 

all of them. Since most of these Palestinians had emigrated to Kuwait from the West Bank 

when it was still Jordanian-controlled territory and subsequently held Jordanian 

citizenship, many of them – al-Maqdisī included – had to start a new life in Jordan. The 

arms that al-Maqdisī smuggled to Jordan had apparently been left in Kuwait by the Iraqi 

army after it withdrew from that country in 1991.  More specifically, these arms are said 

to have included “five anti-personnel mines (alghām muḍādda li-l-afrād), seven hand 

grenades (qanābil yadawiyya) and several rockets (ṣawārīkh)”, which al-Maqdisī apparently 

hid inside the furniture in his home in Jordan to be used in an attack against Israel later. 

 The second incident that ties al-Maqdisī to the Palestinian question is an attack by 

several members of a Jordanian radical group that he led in the early 1990s. The attack 

was aimed at an unspecified Israeli target in response to the murder of 29 Palestinian 

worshippers in the Al-Ibrāhīmī Mosque in Hebron by an Israeli settler called Baruch 

Goldstein in 1994. As leader of this group, al-Maqdisī gave a fatwa permitting this attack 

and, interestingly, he himself has stated that some of the weapons he had smuggled from 

Kuwait were taken by several of his group’s members in order to use them for this 

purpose. Although the attack never came about because it was prevented by the 

Jordanian security services, leading to the imprisonment of the entire group (including 

al-Maqdisī), this incident seemingly confirms al-Maqdisī’s alleged eagerness to stand up 

for the Palestinian cause by committing attacks on Israeli targets. 



  A third reason to suspect al-Maqdisī of Palestinian sympathies is his relatively 

extensive treatment of Israel in one of his books. In Mashrūʿ al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ al-Kabīr 

(“The Greater Middle East Project”, named after the similarly titled project that the 

American administration of President George W. Bush had in mind after the war in Iraq 

in 2003), al-Maqdisī clearly takes aim at Israel, its self-proclaimed Jewish character and 

the strong support it gets from the United States. He also points to the many Palestinians 

Israel has killed, the numerous Palestinian houses it has destroyed, the Palestinian land 

Israel has confiscated and the separation barrier it has erected, while nevertheless 

retaining strong American support. Again, it is tempting to assume that al-Maqdisī 

spends so much time criticising Israel because his own national background makes him 

side with the Palestinians. 

A fourth possible indication of al-Maqdisī’s concern for things Palestinian is his 

own admission that he wanted to move his daʿwa activities to the Palestinian territories. 

As mentioned in the introduction, several authors connect al-Maqdisī’s wish to do so 

with his own Palestinian background. This seems to be confirmed if we look at al-

Maqdisī’s increased interest in Palestinian militant groups in the Gaza Strip since 2008. 

These groups took a more radical approach than Ḥamās, the organisation that has ruled 

the Gaza Strip since 2007, and al-Maqdisī has written several tracts about this trouble 

spot in the past several years. In one of them, he encourages the people of Gaza after the 

Israeli Operation Cast Lead, a large-scale military attack on Ḥamās in the Gaza Strip in 

which some 1,400 Palestinians died in December 2008-January 2009. In a separate fatwa, 

he also calls for help to “the Muslims in Gaza” and even states that it is a duty for people 

to take part in the effort to relieve the suffering of the Palestinians there, despite the 

“deviations of Ḥamās”, which “do not justify hindering the help of our brothers in Gaza 

or refraining from [helping them]”. 

 Criticizing Ḥamās, as other like-minded radical ideologues have done, is 

something al-Maqdisī has engaged in several times since 2008. He has scolded the 

organisation for their closeness to Shiites and secular regimes, their nationalism and – 

not surprisingly, given his general emphasis on legislation – especially their support for 

“man-made” democratic elections and their unwillingness to apply the sharīʿa in full. 

With regard to more radical Salafī groups in Gaza, al-Maqdisī has reprimanded Ḥamās for 

fighting them, particularly considering his belief that these groups do uphold Islam in 

the correct way. This became particularly clear after a radical Salafī group called Jund 



Anṣār Allāh, which had caused trouble for Ḥamās before by violating a cease-fire 

agreement the latter had brokered, decided to have its spiritual leader, shaykh ʿAbd al-

Laṭīf b. Khālid Āl Mūsá (also known as Abū l-Nūr al-Maqdisī), deliver a sermon critical of 

the Ḥamās government. When the sermon was held in the Ibn Taymiyya Mosque in Rafaḥ 

in mid-August 2009, the shaykh did not just criticise Ḥamās, but also declared an Islamic 

emirate. Ḥamās forces took action to defuse the situation, which ultimately turned into a 

battle that killed 28 people, including shaykh ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Āl Mūsá. Al-Maqdisī 

subsequently scolded Ḥamās for attacking Jund Anṣār Allāh and states that scholars such 

as he have always told their followers not to attack Ḥamās but despite this, the 

organisation apparently deemed it necessary to fight their radical Salafī brothers. 

 Al-Maqdisī’s concern for the Palestinians is seemingly taken one step further in 

another tract he wrote in 2009, in which he states that  

 

the Jihādī-Salafī trend – and I say this as one of its sons – has […] clearly fallen 

short (qaṣṣara […] taqṣīran wāḍiḥan) regarding Palestine, as is well known by friend 

and foe (la yakhfá ʿalá ʿadūw wa-lā ṣadīq). It has not practically and directly 

prepared for Palestine, Jerusalem and [the] al-Aqṣá [Mosque]. 

 

As with the other examples of al-Maqdisī’s writings on this topic, it is easy to assume that 

this remark stems from a special concern for the Palestinian question among radical 

Salafīs in general and al-Maqdisī in particular. If we closely analyse the examples 

mentioned above, however, we will see that they can all be explained independent of the 

Palestinian question, which is what we will turn to now. 

 

Explaining alExplaining alExplaining alExplaining al----Maqdisi’s Supposed Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Concern for PalestineMaqdisi’s Supposed Concern for Palestine 

 

Al-Maqdisī’s own Palestinian background, despite having consciously chosen a name 

derived from a city strongly associated with Palestine, appears to mean very little to him. 

He says he only chose the name “al-Maqdisī” because it is related to the most important 

city near his place of birth and preferred this to “al-Filasṭīnī”, which he considered 

linked to colonialism. He and his family left the town of Barqā to move to Kuwait when 

he was only a few years old and he was – by his own admission – not affected by this 

period at all and does not remember anything from his childhood there. He does have 



recollections of his childhood among Palestinians in Kuwait, but he does not seem to 

have been influenced by them very much either. Many Palestinians in Kuwait grew up 

among their own community because they were not allowed to integrate and become 

Kuwaiti citizens and they were also politicised through PLO-controlled education, 

resulting in their having a very strong Palestinian identity. While this also seems to have 

applied to Palestinian Islamists of the Muslim Brotherhood (and not just nationalists), al-

Maqdisī appears not to have had similar sympathies. He claims that he was quickly 

attracted to an Egyptian preacher associated with the Muslim Brotherhood called Ḥasan 

Ayyūb. Although al-Maqdisī recounts that this preacher talked about the Palestinian 

question and that this was attractive to him at the time, it appears this was more because 

of a growing interest in the political implications of his religion than a Palestinian 

consciousness per se. Moreover, al-Maqdisī quickly seems to have gravitated towards the 

broader issues of Islamic politics that would later dominate his writings – legislation, 

implementation of the sharīʿa and takfīr of the rulers – and ascribes concern about the 

Palestinian question in this period to his own youthfulness. 

 The same argument – youthfulness – is used by al-Maqdisī himself to explain why 

he took the arms he smuggled out of Kuwait with him to Jordan. He states that “it was 

easy for me” to take them “from the trenches of the Iraqi army” in the desert, where he 

found them, and he admits he “was thinking of doing something [with these arms] across 

the river [Jordan] against Israel”. Yet he immediately dismisses the importance of this 

idea by adding that “this thing (i.e. an attack on Israel) is something that a youngster of 

that age like me (shābb mithlī fī tilka l-sinn) could not stop thinking about…”. Despite the 

fact that al-Maqdisī was 31 or 32 at the time and had already authored several books and 

could thus hardly be described as an ignorant young man, the incident seems to be 

slightly embarrassing to him now. This is probably because he emerges from this story as 

precisely the type of action-oriented youngster whose ill-conceived plans al-Maqdisī 

would roundly condemn later in life, as we have seen above. If this is indeed the case, it 

was not so much the anti-Israeli aspect of the attack that got the young al-Maqdisī 

excited, but the fact that it was action involving weapons. It is therefore likely that his 

smuggling of these arms was not part of a long-held sympathy for Palestinians rooted in 

his own national background, but rather the poorly thought-out seizing of a lucky 

chance to obtain weapons in order to use them against an uncontroversial enemy. 



 If al-Maqdisi’s intention to launch an attack on Israel can be ascribed to a youthful 

tendency towards armed action, however, how should we explain the planned attack on 

Israel in 1994, for which he gave his blessing? Does that not prove that the argument of 

“youthfulness” is wrong and that al-Maqdisī’s desire to attack Israel finally materialised? 

Perhaps it would, were it not for the fact that al-Maqdisī approved of the attack only 

reluctantly. In a later interview, he states that 

 

I was not against these sorts of attacks, although I always say that the call (daʿwa) 

to tawḥīd in this period and patience (ṣabr) and jihad for its sake (min ajlihā) have 

priority in this land that is empty of anything but irjāʾ groups. 

 

Similarly, he states elsewhere that 

 

 One of them (i.e. of the people who wanted to attack Israel in 1994) asked me for a  

fatwa and I said to him literally that the call (daʿwa) to tawḥīd was more important  

(aʿẓam) than launching an attack but I do not object to launching attacks against  

the Zionist enemy. 

 

These statements are abetted by the words of others who know him and claim that the 

Palestinian question was of very little importance to him in the 1990s. 

 The conclusion that the Palestinian issue is of no special concern to him is 

something that, in fact, al-Maqdisī himself affirms as well. He states that his writings 

concentrate on tawḥīd and arguing against those that oppose it and that this is mostly 

why the Palestinian question is only rarely mentioned in his writings, since that is an 

entirely different issue, except in Mashrūʿ al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ al-Kabīr, the book mentioned 

earlier. This is indeed a correct assessment. While al-Maqdisī spends some ten pages of 

this book on Israel, which seems a lot, this is actually very little when seen in the context 

of his entire oeuvre, which consists of about two dozen books and well over a hundred 

articles and fatwas. Yet even if we were to treat the pages from Mashrūʿ al-Sharq al-Awsaṭ 

al-Kabīr as representative of his writings in general, they would still show that the 

Palestinian question is of no special importance to al-Maqdisī. This is because his 

treatment of Israel in this book is, in fact, all about democracy. Since one of the stated 

American aims of the war in Iraq was to spread democracy in the Middle East, al-Maqdisī 



tries to deconstruct this concept as one based on the people’s will instead of God’s, but he 

deals especially with the motives of those promoting democracy. Taking a conspiratorial 

view, he describes the drive for democratisation in Muslim countries as part of a long-

lasting effort by the West to dominate and control others, including the Muslim world. 

He subsequently deals with Israel as an example of such a democracy and treats Israel’s 

actions against the Palestinians as characteristics of its democratic nature. Although it is 

obvious that al-Maqdisī chose Israel as an example of a non-Muslim democracy, and not, 

say, India or Japan, because only the former arouses such strong negative feelings in the 

Muslim world, it is also clear that he writes about the country to condemn democracy 

and everything it entails, not because of his supposed special love of the Palestinians. 

 

An Alternative TheoryAn Alternative TheoryAn Alternative TheoryAn Alternative Theory 

 

If the aforementioned indications of al-Maqdisī’s alleged concern for his homeland and 

its people do not denote any special relationship between him and his country of birth, 

why does al-Maqdisī refer to moving his activities to the Palestinian territories and why 

has he written so much on the situation in Gaza over the past few years? To explain this, 

I present an alternative theory that incorporates these writings but places them in the 

broader context of his entire oeuvre. I argue that al-Maqdisī is not rediscovering his 

Palestinian background but that he, instead, is in search of the “lions and hawks” 

mentioned earlier to engage in daʿwa and wage a jihad that is legitimate, effective and 

fruitful and believes he may have found them in the jihadi groups in the Gaza Strip. 

 

Not Ready for Jihad 

 

As we saw above, al-Maqdisī lamented the sometimes extreme forms of takfīr, the 

unhealthy enthusiasm and the outright stupidity of some – particularly young – 

mujāhidūn. This attitude partly explains why al-Maqdisī was eager to move his daʿwa 

activities to the Palestinian territories in the 1990s and 2000s: he believed that the 

situation there was not yet ready for a jihad and believed his daʿwa could not only help 

change that situation by teaching young mujāhidūn but he also saw the call to Islam as a 

safe alternative to fighting, in which mistakes would not immediately lead to the arrest, 

torture and possibly even death of those involved. 



 Al-Maqdisī’s belief that the situation in the Palestinian territories was not ready 

for a jihad (and that his daʿwa was therefore needed there) is based on two reasons. The 

first of these is that he believes that jihad in general is sometimes an unorganised affair 

in which extreme violence is used. With regard to the lack of organisation in jihad, al-

Maqdisī claims that an important aspect of jihad that is often ignored, is “the persistent 

effort” (al-ʿamal al-duʾūb) to wage jihad, which must be “limited in goals” (al-muḥaddad al-

ahdāf), “continuous” (al-mutawāṣil) and “uninterrupted” (ghayr al-munqaṭaʿ). He goes on to 

distinguish individual jihad operations from collective ones and expresses a strong 

preference for the former: 

 

[T]he most perfect (al-akmal) and most pious (al-aṣlaḥ) that God loves for this 

religion and its people is for fighting (al-qitāl) and jihad [to be done] through a 

group (jamāʿa) or in ranks (ṣaff), as God the most high calls it. He said: “God loves 

those who fight in His way in ranks (ṣaffan), as though they were a building well-

compacted” [Q. 61: 4, Arberry’s translation]. This is with respect to the legitimacy 

(al-mashrūʿiyya) and preference (al-afḍaliyya) [of such operations], so a sensible 

person (ʿāqil) will not doubt that the fruits (thamarāt) of solid collective action (al-

ʿamal al-jamāʿī al-muḥkam) that is clear in its goals (al-wādiḥ al-ahdāf) is generally 

greater (aʿẓam) than the results and fruits of individual actions (al-aʿmāl al-

fardiyya). [Is this not] all the more so if God the most high stipulates that he loves 

it?! 

 

Al-Maqdisī is not very enthusiastic about individual operations, on the other hand, about 

which he states that 

 

[T]he individual (al-fadhdh) is generally not committed (yartabiṭu) to a clear plan 

(khuṭṭa bayyina) and a specific method (minhāj muḥaddad) or, as they call it in the 

language of today, an “agenda” or a “strategy”, as the basis (al-aṣl) that is needed 

in a group that respects its efforts (juhūdahā) and values the capacities of its 

individuals (ṭāqāt afrādihā) and their lives (aʿmārahum). 

 

Such a lack of a clear plan among individual mujāhidūn, according to al-Maqdisī, leads to 

a situation in which 



 

[T]he individual finds himself fighting in Afghanistan today, tomorrow he moves 

to Chechnya and the day after tomorrow he sees himself seeking knowledge 

(yaṭlubu l-ʿilm) in Yemen or Pakistan. Next, all of a sudden, he moves to fight in 

Bosnia, then the Philippines and then Iraq, etcetera. […] There is no doubt that 

this is among the best of deeds and that the people who do this (aṣḥābahu) are 

among the helpers of Islam (min anṣār al-dīn). This is the situation of many of the 

youngsters of the umma today, may God be praised. Yet there is [also] no doubt 

that it is better, preferable and more perfect for the religion of God to work, fight 

or wage jihad through a group, with its clear plan, its solid strategy and its clear 

goal that strives for what the Muslims need today. 

 

This lack of organisation, as expressed through the desire of some youngsters to go off 

and wage jihad here, there and everywhere without focussing on any specific target, is 

something that clearly bothers al-Maqdisī: 

 

It is not allowed to remain silent about these mistakes. Every group that respects 

itself, wants the effort of its youngsters (jahd shabābihā) and their lives, values the 

capacities of the Muslims, their capabilities (imkānātahum) and their possessions 

(amwālahum) cannot engage in such practices (lā yumkinu an tumārisa mithl hādhihi 

l-mumārasāt) or act with such fickleness (tataqallaba mithl hādhihi l-taqallubāt). 

 

 Apart from the lack of organisation that al-Maqdisī discerns among many 

mujāhidūn, he also claims that some of them use extreme violence. As has been pointed 

elsewhere, this is particularly the case with suicide bombings. Al-Maqdisī considers 

suicide bombings legitimate but only as an exceptional way of attacking the enemy, 

when no other means are available. He complains that radical youngsters sometimes 

seem to equate jihad with bombings and suicide attacks and want to use these all the 

time, even if it is neither wise nor legitimate. He mentions that many of these men, when 

confronted by al-Maqdisī with their mistakes, come up with a ḥadīth (tradition of the 

Prophet) in which Muḥammad is asked whether it is permitted to kill women and 

children during a night raid. The ḥadīth states that the Prophet allowed this, leading 

some mujāhidūn to think that killing women and children is always permitted. Al-Maqdisī 



emphasises, however, that this ḥadīth was only meant to allow the Muslims to continue a 

night raid – in which it was impossible to distinguish the enemy from others – despite 

the presence of women and children, not to permit mujāhidūn to kill them wherever they 

find them. Such a dangerous reasoning leads to the practices we see today, al-Maqdisī 

claims, with Muslim using inherently indiscriminate suicide attacks to target innocent 

people on the basis of this ḥadīth, which merely allows collateral damage if no other 

option is available. 

 The second reason al-Maqdisī believed the situation in the Palestinian territories 

was not ready for jihad is that he maintained that fighting should only be done under the 

right banner. While the criticism he expressed of the unorganised actions and extreme 

violence by some mujāhidūn was general in nature and not specifically aimed at the 

Palestinians – although it does help explain his interest in radical groups in Gaza, as we 

will see – his wish to see jihad being fought under the banner of Salafism is. As we saw 

above, al-Maqdisī is a staunch opponent of Ḥamās for several reasons and he believes 

that a jihad waged by them against Israel should not be joined:  

 

The important thing is that we do not fight (lā nuqātila naḥnu) under their deviant 

banner (taḥta rāyatihim al-munḥarifa) or waste away within their ranks (nadhūbu 

ḍimn ṣaffihim). On the contrary, we have our [own] ranks of [upholding] the tawḥīd 

(ṣaffunā al-muwaḥḥīd) and our [own] pure banner (rāyatunā l-naqiyya). 

 

This attitude towards the “deviant” jihad of Ḥamās was not only because of that 

organisation’s policies and beliefs, but also about what they and other non-Salafī groups 

would do once victory over Israel has been achieved. Al-Maqdisī believes that such a 

victory would only lead to democratic – not Islamic – rule. What is the point, al-Maqdisī 

told me, of “liberating Palestine” only to have it ruled on the basis of secularism and 

democracy? He even went so far as to say that to him, “the Jews” were less bad than men 

such as former Palestinian President Yāsir ʿArafāt and his successor Maḥmūd ʿAbbās, 

since the former are ahl al-kitāb (people of the book), while the latter are apostates. 

 It is within this context of al-Maqdisī’s criticism of some mujāhidūn’s supposedly 

unorganised and extreme jihad on the one hand and the lack of a “pure” Palestinian 

banner under which to fight on the other that we should interpret al-Maqdisī’s call to 

jihad fighters to concentrate on the Palestinian issue, which we saw earlier. This remark 



was not made out of love for al-Maqdisī’s Palestinian homeland, but because focussing on 

this one issue would offer the best opportunity to concentrate and organise the 

mujāhidūn’s efforts in a way that al-Maqdisī wants. Instead of moving from one jihad 

front to another and waging a disorganised and disunited war 

 

the Jewish enemy (al-ʿaduww al-Yahūdī) is an enemy on whose aggression the 

majority in the world agrees (ʿaduww muttafaq ʿalá ʿudwānihi fī l-ʿālam ʿinda l-

akthariyya). Any direct action (ayy ʿamal mubāshir) against it makes the scale of the 

[jihad] trend weightier (yurajjiḥu kiffat al-tayyār) and raises its arrows (yarfaʿu 

ashumahu) in the world. 

 

Moreover, the rest of the document in which al-Maqdisī called upon mujāhidūn to focus 

on the Palestinian territories consists virtually entirely of advice on how to wage a 

legitimate and effective jihad, precisely an issue that – as we saw above – is very dear to 

al-Maqdisī. His advice consists of the emphasis on “proclaiming the banner of tawḥīd and 

jihad in all clarity” (iʿlān rāyat al-tawḥīd wa-l-jihād bi-kull wuḍūḥ) and “the call to tawḥīd 

and the declaration of its importance” (al-daʿwa ilá l-tawḥīd wa-bayān ahammiyyatihi). He 

also focuses on shared efforts among different groups and urges them to unite under “a 

single banner” (rāya wāḥida) “so that not every group takes a special banner” (rāya 

khāṣṣa) and he calls on existing radical Salafī groups to set aside their unimportant 

differences for this purpose. Before these groups are ready for jihad, they need to know 

that they should only engage in “prophetically [and] Islamically legitimate politics” (al-

siyāsa al-sharʿiyya al-nabawiyya), which must not be tainted by conflicts with ordinary 

Muslims, non-Muslims who do not fight Islam, extremism in takfīr or shedding Muslim 

blood. Finally, despite his own vehement disagreements with Ḥamās, he urges radical 

Salafīs not to clash with that organisation, but to use daʿwa to show why Ḥamās is wrong. 

 Al-Maqdisī’s efforts to move his daʿwa activities to the Palestinian territories, in 

other words, were informed by his belief that jihad should not be waged casually but in a 

legitimate and effective way. Because he believed that this was not possible in the 

Palestinian territories yet, he wanted to use his daʿwa to prepare a new generation of 

Salafīs to fight a correct jihad or engage in missionary activities. Although this also partly 

explains why he has written so much about the Gaza Strip in recent years, there is 

another reason for this that we must turn to now. 



 

Consolidating Jihad in the Gaza Strip 

 

Al-Maqdisī has tried to move his daʿwa activities to the Palestinian territories because, for 

reasons given above, he felt he had an important message to preach there. In recent 

years, it has become increasingly clear that he has also found an audience for this 

message in the radical groups in the Gaza Strip. While one of these groups – Jaysh al-

Islām – appears to be a mostly tribal bunch that sometimes engages in widely condemned 

actions, such as the abduction of BBC journalist Alan Johnston, the other groups have a 

strong Salafī character, making them ideologically closer to al-Maqdisī than Muslim 

Brotherhood-inspired organisations such as Ḥamās. This appears to be especially the 

case for the Jamāʿat al-Tawḥīd wa-l-Jihād, which is led by a man called Abū l-Walīd al-

Maqdisī (real name Hishām ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Saʿīdnī) and which is considered to be 

one of the smaller radical Salafī groups in the Gaza Strip. Not only is its name very 

similar to that of al-Maqdisī’s homepage – “Minbar al-Tawḥīd wa-l-Jihād” – but the 

group’s leader has also been a member of the Sharīʿa Council of this website since the 

beginning and has issued numerous fatwas in its name. Moreover, it has been suggested 

that al-Maqdisī has endorsed this group in particular. This would not be surprising since 

the group’s leader has explicitly spoken about the need to refrain from clashing with 

Ḥamās because the time is not ripe yet, has stressed the necessity of preparation and 

daʿwa and is aware of the fact that his group is weak vis-à-vis Ḥamās and Israel and that 

further growth is therefore needed. In fact, the leader of the Jamāʿat al-Tawḥīd wa-l-

Jihād has stated that 

 

[…] patience and perseverance (al-ṣabr wa-l-muṣābara), preparation and education 

(al-iʿdād wa-l-tarbiya), amassing strength (ḥashd al-ṭāqāt) and building cadres (bināʾ 

al-kawādir) is necessary. It is not just about fighting and shooting (qitāl wa-iṭlāq 

nār). On the contrary, [it is also about] raising the banner (rafʿ al-rāya), spreading 

Islam (nashr al-dīn), the subjection of creation (taʿbīd al-khalq) to God, the Lord of 

all Being, putting an end to the temptation of polytheism (qaḍāʾ ʿalá fitnat al-shirk) 

and eradicating the unbelievers (qaṭʿ dābir alladhīna kafarū). 

 



Such statements – though unabashedly radical – show precisely the kind of legitimate 

and effective approach to jihad that al-Maqdisī wants so much. The radical Salafī groups 

in the Gaza Strip (and particularly the Jamāʿat al-Tawḥīd wa-l-Jihād) seem to stay away 

from excessive violence and do operate under a “pure” banner, underlining their 

legitimacy in al-Maqdisī’s eyes. Moreover, the willingness of at least the Jamāʿat al-

Tawḥīd wa-l-Jihād to take a careful and organised approach towards jihad indicates that 

their efforts may be far more effective in the future than the casual attacks by zealous 

youngsters that al-Maqdisī finds so frustrating. To make their efforts not just legitimate 

and effective but also fruitful, however, requires a long-term plan through the 

consolidation of jihad, which explains the final part of why al-Maqdisī has focussed on 

radical Salafīs in the Gaza Strip so much over the past few years. 

 Apart from the concerns about jihad mentioned above, al-Maqdisī is also worried 

that some mujāhidūn go to war fronts in which they will only get themselves killed. This 

was particularly clear regarding Iraq, in which an international coalition of heavily 

armed and technologically far superior forces was fighting an insurgency, of which many 

mujāhidūn were part, since 2003. Unsurprisingly, many mujāhidūn were killed there 

without reaching any of their goals. In an interview with Al-Jazeera, al-Maqdisī stated 

that he did not want “Iraq or some other place to become a crematory (maḥraqa) of the 

sons of this [radical Salafī] trend”. Instead of doing that, mujāhidūn would be better off 

concentrating on efforts that may actually bear fruit. Instrumental in this process is qitāl 

al-tamkīn (fighting to consolidate), which al-Maqdisī distinguishes from qitāl al-nikāya 

(fighting to hurt the enemy). Al-Maqdisī explicitly acknowledges the legitimacy of the 

latter but has a strong preference for the former since it goes beyond simply attacking 

the enemy but actually tries to follow through on this and establish an Islamic state or 

emirate. He states that 

 

[i]t is not allowed from a sharīʿa point of view and from a rational point of view 

(sharʿan wa-lā ʿaqlan) that the sincere mujāhidūn (al-mujāhidūn al-ṣādiqūn) wage 

jihad and free or liberate some Muslim countries with their jihad (yukhalliṣū bi-

jihādihim aw yuḥarrirū baʿḍ bilād al-Muslimīn) so that afterwards someone climbs 

the skulls of the heroes (li-yatasallaqa baʿda dhālika ʿalá jamājim al-abṭāl) and the 

blood of the martyrs (dimāʾ al-shuhadāʾ) and plucks the fruit of their jihad (yaqṭifu 

thamarat jihādihim) by appealing to democracies and elections (min khilāl iḥtikām 



ilá l-dīmuqrāṭiyyāt wa-l-intikhābāt) or some of the other ignorant ways (al-ṭarāʾiq al-

jāhiliyya) that rest on the deviant majority (al-akthariyya al-munḥarifa). 

 

In order to make jihad more fruitful, al-Maqdisī urges mujāhidūn to reconsider their 

goals, move away from simply hurting the enemy and give preference to qitāl al-tamkīn. 

He holds up the attacks on Egyptian President Anwar al-Sādāt in 1981 and those of 11 

September 2001 in the United States as successful acts of jihad, although they are still 

qitāl al-nikāya. Al-Maqdisī even goes so far as to say that mujāhidūn should not abandon 

their daʿwa just to fight qitāl al-nikāya. Only qitāl al-tamkīn is important enough to justify 

leaving one’s efforts to spread the message of Islam. 

 While the desire of radical Salafīs in the Gaza Strip to engage in legitimate and 

effective actions thus explains one part of why al-Maqdisī has taken a great interest in 

them, their willingness to go beyond fighting and to make their efforts more fruitful by 

trying to consolidate their power explains another part of al-Maqdisī’s support. The 

serious and long-term approach these groups take, the efforts made by Jund Anṣār Allāh 

to set up an emirate and the importance, as we saw above, that the Jamāʿat al-Tawḥīd wa-

l-Jihād attaches to daʿwa, which al-Maqdisī considers instrumental in consolidating a 

territory for Islam, show that they want their actions not just to be legitimate and 

effective but also fruitful. The fact that their actions have borne very little fruit so far, to 

the frustration of some, does not seem to matter that much; what is important to al-

Maqdisī is that jihad and daʿwa are “pure”. The Gaza Strip offers perhaps better 

opportunities for such “pure” efforts since it does not have an extremely repressive 

government like the ones many Arab countries had until recently. Al-Maqdisī’s focus on 

radical Salafī groups in Gaza can thus be explained by pointing to their ability to live up 

to the idea of “lions and hawks” that al-Maqdisī envisions is needed for jihad, not his 

supposed special concern for Palestinians. This is further underlined by the fact that al-

Maqdisī has engaged in efforts to support other mujāhidūn in their legitimate, effective 

and fruitful jihad in Somalia and, especially, the Northern Caucasus. 

 

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion 

 

This article has shown that Abū Muḥammad al-Maqdisī, a radical Salafī ideologue of 

Palestinian origin who lives in Jordan, does not have a strong Palestinian identity and 



that his ideology is not informed by his national roots in any way. His radical ideology 

focuses mostly on the legislation and rulers of Muslim countries, leading him to conclude 

that no state in the Muslim world is entirely ruled by Islamic laws and that their leaders 

are all apostates. Justifying this conclusion and calling for jihad against those leaders 

covers most of al-Maqdisī’s work. At the same time, al-Maqdisī has also been engaged in 

warning people not to take his writings and the ideas underpinning them too far. He 

warns against extremism in excommunication (takfīr) and is worried about young jihad 

fighters (mujāhidūn), whose actions are sometimes illegitimate, ineffective and yield no 

results because of their lack of knowledge, training and organisation, and long-term 

vision. Instead, he yearns for “lions and hawks”, who can truly raise the banner of Islam 

and fight a “pure” jihad, not for the “liberation of Palestine”. 

 The indications that al-Maqdisī does have a special concern for Palestinian issues 

should be explained in different ways than some scholars or commentators have done. 

Al-Maqdisī does not attach much value to his own Palestinian background, having no 

memory of his early childhood in the West Bank at all and having opted for the explicitly 

a-national Salafism in his later years. He did smuggle weapons from his home in Kuwait 

to Jordan in 1992, in order to use them for an attack against Israel, but later ascribed this 

to youthful enthusiasm and even seems a bit ashamed of such ill-advised actions, which 

he now warns others against. His fatwa allowing an actual attack against Israel in 1994, 

moreover, was not a ringing endorsement of jihad against “the Jews” but a reluctant 

legitimisation of an attack he did not encourage because he wanted to focus on 

missionary activities (daʿwa) in Jordan. Similarly, his relatively extensive treatment of 

Israeli democracy in one of his books was not an act of pro-Palestinian resentment 

against that people’s enemy but simply an attack on the supposedly un-Islamic nature of 

a government of, by and for the people. 

 Finally, al-Maqdisī’s expressed wish to move his daʿwa activities to the Palestinian 

territories and his support for Palestinian radical Salafī groups in the Gaza Strip in recent 

years should not be interpreted as expressions of a special love for his country of birth, 

but must be seen in the context of his criticism of mujāhidūn. Firstly, apart from his 

critique of excessive takfīr and ill-conceived jihad, al-Maqdisī also believes that the 

Palestinians are not ready for a jihad yet because of the general disorganisation of jihad 

and extreme violence among some mujāhidūn on the one hand and the lack of a “pure” 

banner for Palestinians to fight under on the other. Al-Maqdisī seems to have wanted to 



move his daʿwa west of the river Jordan to educate Palestinians about jihad and also to 

keep them busy with activities that are less harmful when they go wrong. He seems to 

have found a willing audience for this message among the radical groups in the Gaza 

Strip, who also fulfil a condition for jihad that provides us with the second reason why al-

Maqdisī has invested so much of his time in Palestinian radical Salafīs: they not only try 

to wage the “pure” jihad he wants so much but they also try to consolidate their gains by 

not discarding daʿwa and trying to set up an Islamic emirate. Although these groups have 

not been successful until now, al-Maqdisī seems to care more about the “purity” of their 

efforts than the greatness of their results. As he has taken a similar approach towards 

mujāhidūn in Somalia and particularly the North Caucasus, it seems that al-Maqdisī’s 

interest in the Palestinians has nothing to do with his own background, but much more 

with his continuing search for those “lions and hawks” who can wage a jihad that is 

legitimate, effective and fruitful.  

 


