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Over the past decades, numerous studies have enhanced the understanding of the Salafi milieu,
revealing a diversity within the movement that goes beyond the traditional classifications of quietist,
jihadist, and political Salafism. This research builds on recent scholarly work by exploring the porous
boundaries of the Salafi realm, emphasizing the concept of hybridization. It examines the blending of
registers and repertoires of action from other social worlds with Salafism, utilizing a social movement

perspective and first-hand field data.

The study investigates Salafi trajectories of engagement beyond the religious sphere in Tunisia and
Algeria during perceived periods of constraint. This comparative analysis is both empirically and
theoretically significant, given the distinct socio-political landscapes of the two countries. Tunisia was
recognized as a democratic exception in the MENA region in 2011. In contrast, Algeria, rising from the
ashes of its civil war, is regarded as a resilient rentier state largely unaftected by the Arab uprisings but
significantly impacted by the Hirak movement in 2019. Despite these differences, both countries have
experienced revolutionary moments and repressive campaigns, offering opportunities for the

transformation of Salafism.
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Introduction

Numerous studies in the last decades have improved the study of Salafism (Blanc, 2023; Bonnefoy,
2018; Hegghammer, 2009; Lacroix, 2024; Lauziere, 2015; Wehrey & Boukhars, 2019; Wiktorowicz,
2000, 2004, 2006; Meijer, 2009). The central contention revolves around the diversity within the
Salafi milieu, which goes beyond the established classifications of quietist/purist, jihadi, and political
Salafism. These works suggest that the Salafi landscape is multifaceted and does not fit into traditional

categories, thereby challenging the conventional understanding of this ideological spectrum.

While recent works have concentrated on questioning the traditional categories of Salafism, this study
seeks to advance the academic debate by exploring the porous boundaries of the Salafi realm.
Utilizing the analytical concept of hybridization, it highlights the blending of registers and repertoires
of action with those from other social worlds. By integrating a social movement perspective with
first-hand field data, the analysis investigates Salafi trajectories of engagement beyond the religious

sphere in Tunisia and Algeria during perceived periods of constraint.'

Tunisia and Algeria offer distinct socio-political contexts—Tunisia has been recognized
internationally as the democratic exception in the MENA region, whereas Algeria is often viewed as
a resilient rentier state that remained largely unaffected by the Arab uprisings. Despite these
differences, the two countries share similarities, such as experiencing revolutionary moments that,
although in different ways, provided opportunities for the transformation of Salafism. Additionally,
both nations have seen increasing repressive measures under Presidents Kais Saied and Abdelmadjid

Tebboune, who both assumed power in 2019.

The study of Salafi movements in Tunisia and Algeria offers valuable insights into how these groups
have adapted to oppressive environments, leading to similar hybridization processes despite their
differences. By examining the post-2013 period in Tunisia and the aftermath of the Algerian civil war
until the outbreak of the Hirak movement in 2019, this research sheds light on the micro-level
dynamics where the Salafi milieu intersects with various social spheres. This includes the shift from
strictly religious activities to broader societal and political involvement, such as participating in anti-

corruption/anti-caste/anti-politics campaigns that utilize populist rhetoric.

The examination of Salafi trajectories within novel forms of sociopolitical engagement is relevant for

understanding the recent transformations within this milieu, particularly during a period when

'Data collection involved 30 in-depth interviews and informal conversations with Tunisian and Algerian individuals
identifying as ‘Salafi.” Interviews with Tunisian activists were conducted in Tunisia between 2015 and 2019, while those
with Algerian activists took place in 2021 and 2022. For participants residing in Algeria, interviews were carried out
online using encrypted devices. In contrast, face-to-face interviews were conducted with diasporic activists based in Paris
and London. To protect the privacy and safety of the interviewees, who expressed concerns about heightened repression,
all interviews have been kept anonymous.



numerous actors have abandoned their religious reference to maintain a presence in the public sphere.
The hybridization dynamics highlighted in this study raise questions about what remains of the

normative framework of Salafi groups.

In this context, the study aims to enrich the academic discourse on post-Salafism (Meijer, 2009; Blanc
and Roy, 2021; Sinani, 2022), defined as a revision of Salafis’ exclusivist tendencies through a
reinvention of their modes of engagement with society at the religious, political, and cultural levels
(Blanc and Roy, 2021: 20). In doing so, this article highlights not only the paradigm shifts beyond
rigid doctrinal boundaries (Blanc and Roy, 2021) and towards a more participatory approach (Meijer,
2009) but also their adaptability to diverse social and political agendas. As demonstrated in this
article, the hybridization dynamics involving non-religious frames and repertoires of action, as well
as their engagement in secular mobilizations, are not incompatible with Salafi normativity. Indeed,
the actors involved justify their new engagements by implicitly referencing Salafi norms and

principles.

This article is structured into three main sections. The first section presents the theoretical framework,
exploring how a social movement approach serves as an effective tool to reveal hybridization
dynamics and its role in shaping and interpreting post-Salafism. The second and third sections focus
on the empirical analysis, examining the recent transformations within Salafi milieus in Tunisia and

Algeria.

Unveiling hybridization strategies through a social movement perspective

Since the early 2000s, numerous scholars have employed social movement theories to examine
Islamic activism (Wickham, 2002; Kurzman, 1998; Lacroix, 2024; Merone et al., 2018; Sigillo, 2023;
Wiktorowicz, 2004; Bayat, 2005; Hansen, 2014). Nevertheless, hybridization dynamics have received

relatively little attention. This article seeks to address this gap.

The Political Opportunity Structures theory (McAdam et al., 2001) analyzes how broader political
processes influence the development of social movements. By examining the political opportunities
and constraints faced by Salafi activists—such as legal frameworks, state policies, and international
influences—scholars can evaluate how these factors shape the strategic decisions of Salafi groups
and individuals. Drawing on literature that explores Salafi adaptations to evolving opportunities and
constraints (al-Anani and Maszlee 2013; Utvik 2014; Lacroix 2016; Cavatorta and Merone 2017),
this analysis demonstrates how Salafi actors engage in hybridization dynamics both with secular

groups and within themselves in response to shifting political environments in Tunisia and Algeria.

Social movements often rely on resources to sustain their activities (McCarthy and Zald, 1977). By
analyzing the resource mobilization strategies employed by Salafi activists, such as financial support,

human resources, or ideological frameworks, we can identify how these strategies adapt and diversify.



This understanding sheds light on how Salafi actors navigate their socio-political environments,
contributing to hybridization. In this regard, the theory also emphasizes the role of networks and
alliances (Diani, 1992). Investigating the alliances formed by Salafi activists with other activists
belonging to other social worlds illuminates how these interactions contribute to hybridization. In
other words, understanding the networks Salafi actors engage with offers valuable insights into the

diverse influences shaping their socio-political trajectories.

Social movements often employ framing strategies to interpret and communicate their goals (Benford
and Snow, 2000). Studying the framing processes within Salafi activism provides insights into how
Salafi actors reinterpret and re-signify traditional religious doctrines to accommodate new socio-
political agendas. By exploring the framing of Salafi ideologies, researchers can discern the
hybridization of religious beliefs with political objectives, illustrating the dynamic nature of Salafi

engagement.

Examining framing processes within Islamic activism allows us to grasp how the actors reinterpret
and modulate doctrines, principles, and religious referents to adapt to new socio-political agendas
that are not necessarily Islamic. The analysis shows how in contemporary Algeria and Tunisia, as
well as in other countries (Lacroix, 2024), Salafi actors have adopted populist registers, riding the
revolutionary wave in Tunisia and mobilizing within secular groups in anti-corruption campaigns in
Algeria. Although populism and Salafism may initially appear to be incompatible categories, the
definition provided by Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017) may highlight significant compatibility
(Lacroix, 2024). They describe populism as ‘an ideology that lacks substance’ and consider society
divided into two opposing groups: the pure people versus the corrupt elite. This definition of ‘people’
emphasizes an ideal community, which in principle could also refer to the ideologically constructed
community of Salafist believers, linked to the pious predecessors (al-salaf al-salih) (Lorch and

Chakroun, 2020).

Overall, the findings of this study emphasize the transformation of Salafism from a purely religious
movement to a complex socio-political phenomenon, where ideological purity intersects with
practical socio-political engagement. The observation of hybridization dynamics contributes to
enriching the understanding of post-Salafism by highlighting the adaptive nature of contemporary
Salafi actors. As the latter engage with diverse political and social environments, they adopt hybrid
strategies that blend traditional religious principles with modern socio-political agendas. This
adaptation includes forming alliances with secular groups, participating in populist movements, and
reinterpreting religious doctrines to address current socio-political issues. In other words,
hybridization dynamics demonstrate the flexibility and pragmatism within Salafi activism, countering

the conventional view of Salafism as an inflexible and uniform doctrine.



Hybrid Trajectories of Tunisian Salafism After 2013

Tunisian Salafism before 2011 has its roots in the dissatisfaction with the actions of the Islamist
movement, which had made democratic compromises with the regime to survive in the public arena
(Lacroix and Koch, 2014).* In post-2011, Salafism in Tunisia underwent significant changes and
diversification. The newfound freedom of expression enabled the rise of diverse Salafi groups, each
interpreting Salafism differently. These ranged from non-violent purists promoting strict adherence
to traditional Islamic practices to radical factions endorsing extremist ideologies. The political
landscape also played a crucial role, with Salafi groups participating in the democratic process through
political parties, such as the formation of Jabhat al-Islah al-Islamiyya al-Tunisiyya (Tunisian Islamic
Reform Front). However, the Tunisian government, under pressure to maintain stability and curb
extremist influences, implemented stricter regulations and surveillance of religious activities. Despite
these challenges, Tunisia’s experience with Salafism reflects the tension between religious
conservatism and post-revolutionary aspirations of the society, showcasing the never-ending struggle

to strike a balance between religious freedom and national security.

In parallel to the creation of Salafi parties, Ansar al-Sharia in Tunisia (AST) emerged as the most
popular expression of Salafism in Tunisia after 2011 (Merone, 2015). As underlined by scholars,
Tunisian individuals who joined AST in 2011 did not have Salafi knowledge before joining the
movement (Marks, 2013; Merone, 2015). AST quickly gained ground among a part of the population
sidelined by the state in areas suffering from high poverty and low levels of education. The
movement’s appeal was considerable in marginalized neighborhoods of bigger cities such as Douar
Hicher and Etthadamen (Torelli et al., 2012). As such, AST began to develop into a large youth social
movement, similar to traditional Islamic movements rather than resembling the various jihadi

vanguards across the region (Cavatorta, 2015; Merone, 2015).

The summer of 2013 marked a significant turning point in the country, altering the political landscape
and creating new opportunities for Salafi actors. After the political assassinations of two secular
activists, Chokri Belaid and Mohamed Brahmi, secular forces in the country reacted strongly by
organizing protests against the Islamist party Ennahda blamed as responsible for the outbreak of
violence in the country (Merone et al., 2018). In light of the conflict escalation, the Islamist party

accepted to officially cut its ties with Salafi groups and to withdraw from power in favor of a

2 Islamism and Salafism are related concepts of Islamic political and social thought, but they have distinct features.
Islamism refers to the political ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood that advocates the application of Islamic principles
and laws, derived both from the Quran and the Hadith, as the foundation of the state and society. In other words, Islamists
aim to establish Islamic states governed by Sharia law. Salafism, on the other hand, is a specific Islamic revivalist
movement within Sunni Islam advocating the return to the practices and beliefs of the “Salaf”’, which refers to the early
generations of Muslims, including the Prophet Muhammad and his companions. As such, it emphasizes a strict and literal
interpretation of Islamic texts. Overall, Salafism can be one of the ideological foundations of Islamist movements, but not
all Salafis are necessarily politically active or involved in politics (Rumman, 2014). As a matter of fact, depending on the
context, Salafi and Islamist actors might compete (Lynch, 2010; Skovgaard-Petersen, 2011; Hamid, 2016).



government of national unity. At the end of August 2013, Ansar al-Sharia was declared a terrorist
organization. Thus, in the given context, Ennahda, having solid relations with Salafi actors in 2011
and 2012, eventually shifted its alliances after 2013 (Gana et al. 2023). In doing so it framed, together
with secular actors, Salafi groups as the enemies of the stability in the country and allying with secular
forces against the new challengers (ibid.) Against this background, the Salafi organization became
the scapegoat to reassure the national and international audience about the genuine democratic
commitment of Ennahda after 2011. Indeed, the interior ministry Ali Laraayedh (Ennahda) banned
all ‘non-authorized’ public religious activities. This action aimed at targeting those religious actors

not affiliated with Ennahda (ibid.)

After the ban on AST, the technocratic government led by the Jomaa government established in
January 2014 started a campaign of securitization vis-a-vis religious associations suspected of having
ties with Salafi-Jihadi movements inside and outside the country. In October 2014, following the
legislative elections, Ennahda made a compromise with the secular party Nidaa Tounes, counting
among its members several remnants of Ben Ali’s regime. This new alliance marked the rupture of

the Islamist party’s relationship with the Salafi constellation developed in Tunisia after Ben Ali’s fall.

In June 2015, a number of imams labeled as "radicals" by the government were dismissed. Among
them was Sheikh Jawadi, imam of the central Lakhmi Mosque in Sfax and vice-president of the
Imams’ Association, a prominent figure in Tunisian Islamic activism. During a campaign targeting
unauthorized imams, Jawadi was asked to vacate his position in favor of an imam selected by the
Ministry of Religious Affairs. This decision sparked protests from the mosque’s attendees, who
argued that Jawadi was a popular imam, chosen by the congregation. The protests were also directed
at the government, accused of infringing on religious freedom. The mobilization of Jawadi’s
supporters became a focal point for the broader resistance among Islamic social movements. On
September 15, 2015, Jawadi was formally removed, and Abdelaziz Loukhil, a former Ennahda
activist, was appointed by the government as his replacement. This event marked the start of a new
political phase, characterized by the exclusion of religious leaders who had enjoyed widespread public
support during the revolution. In their place, the Ennahda party, with the approval of secular forces,

introduced a top-down method of appointing imams (Merone et al. 2018).

During the terms of Mehdi Jomaa and Habib Essid’s governments (February 2015-August 2016), there
was a crackdown on Salafi associations and schools as part of the state efforts to promote
‘normalization’ and stability (Merone et al. 2021). This action was motivated by concerns over illegal
foreign funding and potential links to terrorism. This repression aimed to eliminate Salafi activists
challenging the government. In this regard, the government introduced new legal measures to
enhance transparency and oversight of religious associations. Simultaneously, a campaign promoting

a ‘moderate Tunisian Islam’ was launched alongside the crackdown (ibid.). Efforts were made to



monitor religious education content, including scrutinizing teachers’ backgrounds (banning for

instance recruitment from abroad) and evaluating materials like books used in religious studies.

During the administrations of Jomaa and Habib Essid (February 2015—August 2016), the government
escalated its crackdown on Salafi associations and schools, citing concerns about illicit foreign
funding and terrorism as part of broader efforts toward 'mormalization." This repression was
particularly directed at Salafi activists seen as challenging the authority of the state (Merone et al.
2021). In this context, new legal measures were introduced to increase transparency and oversight of
religious associations. Concurrently, a campaign promoting a ‘moderate Tunisian Islam’ was
launched in tandem with the crackdown. This included efforts to monitor the content of religious
education, with a particular focus on scrutinizing teachers' backgrounds—such as banning the

recruitment of foreign educators—and assessing religious study materials like textbooks (ibid.).

In this context, the central question arises: what remains of Salafism and its adherents in Tunisia post-
2013? The following pages explore the hybrid trajectories of Salafi socio-political engagement in an
increasingly restrictive environment. After 2013, those Salafis who survived the securitization
campaign found themselves without both symbolic and material reference points. The ban on Ansar
al-Sharia created a vacuum within the Salafi sphere. In response to heightened securitization, many
Salafis adopted various adaptive strategies, resulting in divergent paths. Some turned to associative
work, while others explored new avenues of political participation. Meanwhile, several activists were
arrested, others joined Ansar al-Sharia in Libya, and some aligned with local militant groups like

Ogba Ibn Nafa’. A small number, however, adapted to the new securitized landscape.

Shifting from Religious to Societal Commitment

The first adaptive strategy that one can observe is the shift from religious to societal commitment.
Social work in charitable or social and human development associations became the new legitimate
form of engagement under a new political opportunity structure where any religious reference was
viewed with suspicion by local authorities and international donors (Sigillo, 2023). Associations that
before 2013 presented themselves as Salafi-inspired organizations relinquished their religious
references after 2014 and changed their names and logos (Sigillo, 2022). Moreover, the evolving
situation has spurred other changes that have gone beyond mere superficial restyling. My interviewees
explained the desire to broaden the range of da ‘'wa (preaching) activities. For instance, in recent years,
many associations combined da 'wa activities with customized courses on ‘personal’ or ‘human
development’ (tanmia bashariyya), also described as ‘individual coaching’ for women, men, and
children (Sigillo, 2023). As acknowledged by the President of an association in Ettadhamen: “Today,

being a Salafi in Tunisia means being a terrorist, so I can't tell you that I am a Salafi [...]. Nobody will



tell you that he is a Salafis [...]. But we are all Salafis. Salafis just means being pious, that’s all”.?

Despite these changes, certain continuities with Salafi norms remain evident. Most notably, the actors
I interviewed legitimized their stance by positioning themselves as apolitical. They view involvement
in the associative sphere as the purest form of engagement, contrasting it with politics, which they
see as compromised by corruption. The interviewees expressed strong criticism of both the Ennahda
party and its Islamist ideology, as well as so-called political Salafis, such as members of Jabhat al-
Islah, whom they accused of “dirtying their hands with politics.” * According to my interlocutors,
civil society, unlike professional politics, is portrayed as the more authentic expression of religious
engagement, remaining untainted by corruption. In their view, politics—especially professional

politics—represents a realm of corruption often linked to the old regime and authoritarianism.

Interestingly, the construction of this ‘civil society vs. politics’ dichotomy has progressively been
translated into populist terms. As stated by the president of an association of ‘human development’
in Sfax: “Charitable work and human development mean to feed people from a material and moral
perspective, it is our highest goal, as the people as the purest sphere of society in a corrupted political

system”.’

This populist rhetoric is not incompatible with an orthodox religious framework, even if that
framework is not presented as the official objective of the associations. The individuals interviewed
justify their involvement in associations as a gradual, non-violent approach to building an ideal, pure

society from the grassroots level. As the president of an association in Médenine put it:

We cannot be labeled as a religious association as we don’t claim sharia. This is not a
favorable time for including sharia in our society, because our society is not ready. But
the good time will come. We are indirectly working on this project through our mission

of social and human development, aiming at recreating unity from below.’

From this perspective, engagement in civil society is viewed as a strategic battle against the corrupt
establishment, the “rotten elite”, and the “caste”, to denounce an uneven democratization process
overly focused on seeking political compromises at the expense of socio-economic justice (Marzouki

and Meddeb, 2016).

The Engagement with Itilaf al-Karama: A New Form of Radicality

The second trajectory is one of hybrid political engagement, with Salafis rooted in the associative

? Author’s interview with the president of a charitable association in Ettadhamen, Tunis, July 2019.

4 Author’s interview with the president of an association with in 2014 changed its name from Rahma (meaning Mercy)
to S., Sfax, July 2018.

5 Author’s interview, Sfax, May 2016.

¢ Author’s interview, Médenine, May 2016.



field joining Itilaf al-Karama (Dignity Coalition), which was positioned as the fourth political actor in
the parliamentary elections in 2019. ltilaf al-Karama is not a Salafi party but a heterogeneous
coalition where Salafis meet other actors. It comprises a wide array of highly diverse forces, including
Salafi actors, but also a fraction of the Congress for the Republic (CPR) party, former members of
Ennahda, remnants of the dissolved Leagues for the Protection of the Revolution (LPR), independent
journalists and bloggers, and independent preachers (Blanc and Sigillo, 2019). However,
interestingly, the Coalition discourse merges populism with a conservative ideology, that intersects

with Salafism in various respects.

First and foremost, the Coalition rejects the party structure, which by definition “divides the society
into parts [...]. We would like to unite society instead”.” Indeed, Salafis reject politics for the sake of
politics and justify their engagement as their duty to pursue a moral order. In this regard, it is not a
coincidence that some leading activists, such as Ridha Jawadji, recently decided to leave the Coalition,

as it became too embedded in party politics.

Second, the Coalition presented itself as a radical actor, a revolutionary force seeking to fulfill the
unaccomplished goals of the 2011 revolution. In this regard, revolutionary narratives are mostly
identitarian, and the main goal is to represent the general willingness of the people by defending the
Tunisian identity and its values “freed from the material and cultural French hegemony over the
[country’s] politics and economy.”® Moreover, during the COVID-19 crisis, Itilaf al-Karama has
likewise sought to identify itself with the pure, marginalized people ruled by an uncaring and

“corrupted elite.”

Salafis' engagement with Itilaf al-Karama displays a continuity of radical registers linked to new
topics. Leading representatives of the Coalition hailing from the Salafi milieu have used anti-
colonialist and anti-imperialist rhetoric to frame the completion of the revolution as being inextricably

linked to ending French domination over Tunisia’s politics and economy (Blanc and Sigillo, 2019).

During the 2019 electoral campaign, Seifeddine Makhlouf, the leader of the former coalition,
threatened to revoke all treaties with France, stating in Parliament: “I will eliminate the traces of the
colonialization and I will demand that France presents its excuses. France must acknowledge that 70

years after the end of the colonialization, they continue to steal from us.” (Lorch and Chakroun, 2020).

Populist, nationalist, anti-imperialist, and revolutionary narratives do not overshadow conservative
rhetoric that is close to the Salafis pillars, such as the fight against drugs, alcohol consumption, gay

marriage, and equal heritage.

During a parliamentary session in late February 2020, Mohamed Affes, a deputy from the a/-Karama
Coalition, strongly criticized former Prime Minister Elyes Fakhfakh of the secular Ettakatol party.

7 Author’s interview with a member of Itilaf al-Karama, Tunis, July 2019.
8 Ibid.



Affes claimed that Fakhfakh embodies a continuation of the “Francophone mafia” that has dominated
Tunisia since the protectorate era. He further accused Fakhfakh of promoting an “extremist secular
agenda” that endorses “abhorrent rights for homosexuals, permits individuals to check into hotels
without marriage certificates, advocates for the decriminalization of cannabis, supports equal

inheritance rights between men and women, and allows restaurants to operate during Ramadan”.’

Despite these ultraconservative positions, it is interesting to note that the Salafis involved in the
Coalition emphasize nonviolent actions and highlight the need to address socioeconomic divides by

fostering grassroots unity as a solution to combat terrorism in the country (Blanc and Sigillo, 2019).

The hybridization of Salafi registers observed in Tunisia is not an isolated phenomenon. In the
following section, we will examine the evolution of Salafi trajectories in Algeria, focusing
particularly on the Rachad movement, which includes some former members of the Islamic Salvation
Front (FIS). This case study offers valuable insights into the hybridization of Salafism with populism

and other crosscutting ideological currents.

Hybrid trajectories of Algerian Salafism after the civil war

Since the civil war (1991-2002), Salafism in Algeria has taken diverse paths. It’s important to note
that hybridization processes began with the emergence of the FIS. The latter, created in 1989,
represented different strands of Islamic activism in the country: Islamists inspired by the Muslim
Brotherhood, Islamic intellectuals, secular activists with populist tendencies, and Salafists. In an
interview that appeared in the daily Al-Masar Al-Maghribi on 26 March 1990, Abassi Madani —the
movement’s leader— defines the FIS as follows: “It is a “front” because (...) it is the front of the
Algerian people with all its social classes, and on its vast territory. It is open to the variety of

tendencies and ideas that are realized through the richness of diversity and a coherent unity”."’

The most prominent Salafi-Jihadi movement (Thurston, 2017) was the Armed Islamic Group (GIA)
(Al-Jama'a Al-Islamiyya Al-Musalah), which emerged as a radicalized splinter group of the FIS in
1991 after the Algerian government led by the National Liberation Front (FLN in its French acronym)

refused to recognize the election result favorable to the Front.

The GIA attracted numerous militants during a period marked by increasing government repression.
Between 1993 and 1994, it saw a constant rise in its ranks, both in its stronghold of central Algeria

and in the eastern and western regions of the country (Hafez, 2000). The year 1994 witnessed the

? See:

https://www.businessnews.com.tn/Mohamed+A ffes+s%92attaque+%EQ+Fakhf%20akh+en+prof%E9rant+des+propos+
homophobes+et+extr%E9mistes,534,95670.3.

10 This part of the interview is quoted in Mustapha al-Ahnaf et al., 1991, p.31.
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emergence of Islamist armed bands, groups of disenfranchised young people from neighborhoods

who formed spontaneously under the ideological umbrella of the GIA (Martinez, 1998).

Following the success of the GIA, FIS leaders proposed the establishment of the Islamic Salvation
Army (AIS, its French acronym) at the end of 1992 as the armed wing of the movement. Their aim
was to unify all existing armed factions under a new banner controlled by the FIS leadership (Burgat,
1995). The AIS was officially created in July 1994 by FIS militants and emerged as a form of
‘militarily correct’ jihad in opposition to the GIA's extremist ideology, which advocated for an
indiscriminate ‘total war’, targeting not only regime officials but also civilians and intellectuals

accused of betrayal or collusion with the regime (Martinez, 1998).

However, the AIS/FIS experiment failed militarily due to its inability to control the violence
perpetrated by the GIA (Martinez, 1998; Hafez, 2000). By 1996, ideological differences between AIS
and GIA had become evident. Both organizations focused more on legitimizing themselves as the
sole national jihadist movement rather than uniting forces in the fight against the regime. In particular,
the GIA's concept of 'total war' implied an unlimited struggle against any form of opposition or even
neutrality concerning the jihadist fight (Martinez, 1998). This radical approach led the GIA to launch
not only ruthless attacks on military targets but also the systematic elimination of surviving FIS

militants and leaders, declaring its intention to wipe out the AIS as well.

In 1997, the GIA signed a unilateral truce with the Algerian regime. The GIA, severely weakened by
the repressive action of the security forces, suffered from internal conflicts and isolation. This led to
the fragmentation of the group. Some GIA members created a new formation in 1998, the Salafist
Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC). Frustrated by their failure to overthrow the regime; and
opposed to the brutal tactics of civilian massacres that had done so much damage to the GIA's
popularity, those who formed the GSPC refused to recognize the end of the civil war and, with it, the
legitimacy of the Bouteflika’s regime. They particularly denounced the ‘national reconciliation’
process that the Algerian authorities undertook to put an end to jihadist violence (Lounnas, 2014).
The idea was to offer an opportunity to those who surrendered and accepted reintegration into society,

a society hitherto considered by the GIA as apostate and deserving of excommunication - fakfir.

Similar to the situation in Tunisia, where many activists shifted to quietist forms of engagement
following the ban of Ansar al-Sharia (Merone et al., 2012), Algeria saw activists transition to other
forms of Islamic mobilization after the FIS was banned in 1992 and the GIA weakened at the end of
the 1990s. The Da 'wa Salafiyya (Salafi Call) movement, which had emerged in the country in the

1980s, provided an alternative path for several Islamic activists from the generation that experienced
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the civil war (Boubekeur, 2008; Ghanem, 2019)."' The movement’s calls to reject the Westernization
of Algerian society while avoiding confrontation with authorities have resonated with many
Algerians, particularly those disillusioned by a political landscape dominated by the FLN since 1962,
who also express skepticism toward radical Islamists and their legacy of violent extremism during

the civil war.

During the national reconciliation process initiated in 1999 led by former President Bouteflika,
individuals who had embraced Jihadi-Salafism, along with repentant former GIA and GSPC
members, transitioned to quietist Salafism. This shift facilitated connections with extensive Salafist
networks internationally, which not only strengthened the transnational Salafi community but also

opened up business opportunities abroad (Boubekeur, 2008)."

Additionally, Da’'wa Salafiyya provided an alternative approach to mobilization distinct from
traditional Islamist political parties. While moderate Islamist politicians, like the Movement of
Society for Peace (MSP), have been increasingly seen as co-opted and unable to present a meaningful
challenge to the regime, grassroots movements like Da’wa Salafiyya have established a strong

presence within society (Boubekeur, 2008).

Da’wa Salafiyya has been identified as a form of quietist Salafism, as the movement did not engage in
overt political action and did not aim to overthrow the government (Ghanem, 2019). As such,
followers of the movement claimed to be against jihadis who breed fitna (conflict) and against
moderates who propagate bida’ (religious innovations). However, despite this reputation for
apoliticism, many da 'wa members have strong political views and comment prolifically on political
events (Boubekeur, 2008). While members of the Da'wa Salafiyya refrain from direct involvement in
political activities, the movement's shuyukh actively participate in shaping discussions on both
national and international politics. One of the main representatives of this movement in Algeria is Ali

Ferkous, considered by Saudi Arabia as the doyen of the quietist strain in the country'.

Some prominent members of the FIS integrated into this milieu and broadened their influence across
various (non-religious) social spheres at the international level. In this regard, Mourad Dhina's

trajectory serves as a notable example of the hybridization of Salafi ideologies and action

"' This movement was propagated by many young Algerians who, after training in Islamic sciences in Saudi Arabia,
returned to Algeria to teach (Boubekeur, 2008).

2 Transnational opportunities emerged when numerous members of the Salafist-led FIS sought refuge abroad during the
civil war. As shown below, some of these individuals established organizations that, although not overtly religious, still
advance values and viewpoints consistent with their original beliefs.

" Ferkous was born in Algeria in 1954 at the beginning of the war of liberation and spent his formative years in Saudi
Arabia where he studied Islamic sciences and established close ties with prominent Salafist personalities. Ferkous was
symbolically appointed by Saudi Sheikh al-Madkhali as the official voice of Salafism in Algeria. He is very active on
social networks, his website publishes documents in three languages (Arabic, English and French):
https://ferkous.com/home/
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repertoires.'*

On 13 October 2004, a year after the release of Abassi Madani and Ali Belhadj, the president and
vice-president of FIS, respectively, Dhina announced his resignation from the party. In his statement,
he cited organizational dysfunctions as the reason for his departure. After leaving the FIS, Dhina,
aligned with the Da 'wa movement, continued to assert his position independently by joining Al/-
Karama, a non-overtly religious human rights organization established in 2004 in Geneva, where he

became the executive director.

Al-Karama, a secular organization that incorporates some elements close to the Da 'wa Salafiyya in
several Arab countries, particularly Qatar, Algeria, and Egypt, serves as a bridge between
international human rights organizations and individuals facing the threat of execution, torture, or
arbitrary detention in the Arab world. In particular, the association is known for its interest in
individuals and groups that, according to the association, are arbitrarily accused of terrorism by
authoritarian regimes as a pretext to launch repression campaigns against political opponents. For
example, the organization has criticized the Qatari government for the arrest of individuals suspected
of links to Al-Qaeda and has simultaneously launched accusations against the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) for the arbitrary arrest and detention of Muslim Brotherhood members in the country.
Precisely because of its involvement, the association itself is at the center of controversy over
accusations of links to and financing of terrorism leveled at its founding leaders. ' In 2013, the US
Treasury Department designated one of the three founding members of 4/-Karama, Abdulrahman Al
Naimi as a ‘Specially Designated Global Terrorist’. ' In 2014, the UAE listed Al-Karama as a

terrorist organization. '*

Overall, Dhina’s transition from an activist of the FIS to a member of a secular human rights
organization that still incorporates elements of the Da’wa movement exemplifies a significant
adaptation of practices and ideas to new contexts. This journey highlights how a former activist from

an Islamic party can navigate diverse social spheres while maintaining a strong political commitment.

!4 Mourad Dhina was a prominent member of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). In 2012, he was arrested by French
authorities following allegations from the Algerian government regarding his connections to extremist groups. Dhina
joined Al-Karama in 2007, the same year the Rachad movement was founded (see the paragraph below) and served as
the executive director of the association until 2018. He is currently a member of the Advisory Committee.

"The association A/-Karama, which should not be confused with the Coalition Itilaf al-Karama in Tunisia, was
established as an association in July 2004 in Switzerland by human rights activists from Qatar and Algeria: Abdulrahman
Al Naimi, Rachid Mesli, and Abbas Aroua. According to the association's statutes, the association's goal is ‘to contribute
to an Arab world in which all individuals live free, with dignity and protected by the rule of law’. See:
https://www.alkarama.org/en/about

16 See: 'Algerie Patriotique'; 'Algere 54', 'Le Temps'https://www.algeriepatriotique.com/2014/09/02/long-al-karama-
financee-par-doha-et-dirigee-par-dhina-entretient-des-reseaux-terroristes-en-syrie/ ; https://algerie54.dz/sahara-
occidental-111/; https://www.letemps.ch/suisse/ville-geneve-finance-une-ong-accusee-liens-algaida

17 http://enarchive.alkarama.org/1187-press-release-by-the-council-of-the-alkarama-foundation

18 https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/fr/actualites/2014/11/18/la-liste-des-organisations-terroristes-des-eau-fait-
scandale
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The Rachad Movement: Hybridization of Registers and Repertoires of Contention within the Hirak

Rachad, was a movement set up in April 2007 by a group of activists, academics, former diplomats,

intelligence defectors, and former FIS members in exile, most of them in Paris, London, and Geneva."

Mourad Dhina was among the most emblematic co-founders of the movement. According to one of

his members, in line with Salafi precepts, Rachad was created as a movement and not as a party

because the founding members believed that the political system could not allow for real political
99 20

activity, considered as “corrupt by the game of seeking for a compromise”,” and Algerians could not

freely choose their delegates to implement the program for which they were elected.

Rachad encompasses individuals from diverse ideological backgrounds, including secularists,
Islamists, and nationalists. This ideological diversity allowed the movement to appeal to a wider range
of people who have different political beliefs but share a common goal of opposing the regime.
Indeed, the movement was born as the hybridization dynamic of human rights and Islamic values and
ethics. From this perspective, Rachad has been influenced by both global and local factors. Leaders and
activists often drew inspiration from international human rights movements, democratic principles,
and global anti-corruption campaigns. At the same time, the movement is deeply rooted in the local
Algerian context, addressing issues specific to the country, such as government corruption,

unemployment, and political repression.

Since its inception, the Rachad has maintained one single message, which boiled down to the urgent

need for nonviolent but radical change in the Algerian regime.”' Rachad defines itself as:

“a political force for unity and change, as well as an instrument for popular mobilization,
aiming for radical, democratic change that will enable Algerians to live in a free country,
under the rule of law and governed by a system of good governance, with alternation of

power as an intangible constitutional principle”.”

It claims to be “open to all Algerians, respecting their differences, banning all forms of extremism,
exclusion, and discrimination”.” Its leaders are favorable to debate with non-Islamist players from
civil and political society as opposed to political power, whom they see as objective partners and

allies.

The prominent figures at the forefront of the movement have been actively engaging in media and
online platforms, working towards the consolidation of opposition activists and groups, both within

Algeria and among those in exile. Rachad has collaborated with another significant Algerian

' Data presented in this section were collected by the author during fieldwork in Paris and London in 2021 and 2022.
20 Author’s interview with a member of Rachad living in Paris, February 2021.

*! See: https://rachad.org/fr/

2 Art. 2 of the Rachad statute.

 Tbid.
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opposition movement, the Front for National Change (FCN), headquartered in Paris, along with
influential activists. Together, they aim to formulate a cohesive strategy, taking advantage of the

altered political landscape following the Arab Uprising.

Mourad Dhina was the architect and driving force behind the Rachad television project, first on the
Internet in 2010, and then by satellite in 2011. Rachad TV was designed as an alternative media to
“provide a space for dialogue between Algerians”, to “give voice to the voiceless”, to “reflect the
diversity of culture and opinions in Algerian society”, to “encourage non-violent political change”,
“to promote good governance” and “contribute to a genuine reconciliation which meets the
requirements of truth, memory, justice, and forgiveness”.** Its code of ethics requires representing
even the positions of the regime through its spokesmen. More recently, Rachad activists have become
very active on social media platforms, disseminating slogans such as “Moukhabarat irhabia” (secret

services are terrorists) or “Khawana generals” (treacherous generals).

The political movement, thanks to its human and symbolic resources, was the most structured political
group serving the Hirak. Initiated in February 2019, by Bouteflika's candidacy for a fifth presidential
term, the Hirak is an umbrella grassroots anti-regime protest movement characterized by its diverse
and ideologically varied nature (Allal et al., 2022). Unlike many political movements, the Hirak does
not follow a single ideology or leader; instead, it encompasses a broad range of participants with

perspectives from secular to Islamist.

As one of the components of the Hirak, Rachad originally allied with the other secular socio-political
forces engaging in popular mobilizations, including students and feminist groups. The Movement has
been particularly able to perform systematically in the digital space to support street protests. As
explained by an interviewee, “most of its members, as former FIS members, were forced to leave the
country due to their political affiliation, so they had the opportunity to train themselves abroad,

especially in Europe and in the US, as “online community managers”.*

Following Bouteflika's resignation, the Hirak maintained its mobilization against the 'military caste.'
Prominent figures within the Rachad movement represented the more radical elements of the popular
movement, urging the Algerian people to boycott the parliamentary elections scheduled by President

Tebboune in 2021.

Acknowledging the potential influence of the diaspora in energizing protests, particularly those led
by former FIS activists affiliated with Rachad living abroad, the Ministry of Justice introduced a

proposed law on March 3, 2021.This legislation poses the risk of revoking Algerian nationality for

% See: Hoggar Institute (2012). “Mourad Dhina. A  brief history of Algeria’s future”.
https://hoggar.org/documents/hoggar/MDBiographieEn.pdf
2 Author’s interview with a member of Rachad living in Paris, March 2021.
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citizens residing abroad if charged with compromising the country's integrity.*® The authorities frame
the notion of integrity as a value to preserve in a country that was hit by a bloody civil war, and whose

specter was still alive.

In the meantime, the regime tried to exploit the emerging divisions within the Hirak movement,
between local and foreign activists mainly based in Paris and London. Indeed, the national authority’s
decision to punish exiled activists abroad was a (successful) effort to gain legitimacy from those living
in Algeria against the backdrop of a major threat: the resurgence of radical groups that might hinder
the country's stability. This narrative fueling public fear of the return of obscurantism in the country
has been widely backed by several national media, far from being neutral in the reconfiguration of
power relationships after the fall of Bouteflika.”” In this scenario, the President of the Republic, after
a meeting of the High-Security Council in May 2021, declared Rachad a “terrorist movement aiming
to destabilize the country and undermine its security”.” This statement was indirectly endorsed also
by opposition parties which started negotiating with the government on possible reforms in light of a

perceived greater “threat”: the alleged Islamization of the country.”

In conclusion, what does Rachad represent? As put forward by Zerrouky (2020) Rachad is above all
the expression of a repositioning of Islamism and Salafism in a context that is no longer that of the of
the 1990s. It is more an intellectual force which, more than others, thanks to its mastery of social
networks and the support of E/ Magharibia TV, has the means to advance its discourse, reconciling

political liberalism and implicit Islamic principles (ibid).

The Populist Traction: When the Religious Precepts Meet the Anticorruption Rhetoric

In recent times, activists close to the Rachad movement emerged as anticorruption leaders. The most
popular leader affiliated with the movement is London-resident Mohamed Larbi Zitout, who through his
YouTube channel (counting more than 830.000 subscribers), launched an anti-corruption campaign
“against the caste which is still in power in Algeria” even after the fall of Bouteflika’s regime.’® In

light of this, he motivated hundreds of Rashad’s militants to start a daily and systematic campaign of

6 Mona A. (2021). “Alger prépare une loi sur la déchéance de la nationalité & I’encontre de la diaspora algérienne”, Ouest
France, 5 March, https://www.ouest-france.fr/monde/algerie/alger-prepare-une-loi-sur-la-decheance-de-la-nationalite-a-
l-encontre-de-la-diaspora-algerienne-7176289

Aljazeera  (2021),  “Algeria  issues  ‘terrorism’  warrants for  exiled activists”, 22  March,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/22/algeria-issues-terrorism-warrants-for-exiled-activists.

" Orus-Boudjema, S. (2021). “Algérie: qui sont les figures de Rachad, le mouvement islamiste accusé d’inflitrer le
Hirak?”, Jeune Afrique, 5 May 2021. https://www.jeuneafrique.com/1166584/politique/algerie-qui-sont-les-figures-de-
rachad-le-mouvement-islamiste-accuse-dinfiltrer-le-hirak/

® TSA Algérie (2021). “L’ Algérie classe Rachad et le MAK comme organisations terroristes”. TSA4 Algérie, 18 May
2021. https://www.tsa-algerie.com/alerte-rachad-et-le-mak-classes-organisations-terroristes-en-algerie/

% In this regard, see: “Press release: Rachad refers to the UN regarding its arbitrary classification as a terrorist organisation
by the Algerian authorities”, 5 December 2021. https://rachad.org/fr/?p=1922

30 See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RzyfLR3GDw4&t=3s
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dissemination of slogans to fuel the contention with the state’s apparatus.’’ Larbi Zitout is perceived

as a moral authority in London’s Salafi milieu.*

Independent bloggers living abroad - most of whom are in exile and have connections with the
movement - also became very popular on social media platforms and contributed to carrying out the
anticorruption struggle against the regime. Amir Boukhors, residing in Paris and widely recognized
as Amir DZ on social media platforms, stands out as an emblematic figure with a substantial online
presence. He boasts an impressive following of 2 million on his now-banned Facebook page and 1.17
million subscribers on his YouTube channels. The blogger became a reference for Algerian
whistleblowers living in Algeria wishing to report cases of corruption related to the regime. In his
YouTube channels, he usually reveals such scandals to the public.* In his videos, radical registers go
hand in hand with populist registers, wishing to unite the Algerian people under the same struggle

against the “corrupted elite” (Mattoni and Sigillo, 2022).

As observed, social media and online platforms provide a space for these activists to disseminate their
anti-corruption messages. The widespread reach of social media allows them to connect with a broad
audience, including individuals who may be influenced by religious teachings against corruption. The
use of these platforms amplifies the message of anticorruption, reaching a large number of people

who might be motivated by religious principles to support the cause.

As explained by an interviewee attending prayers in the Salafi Abdul Aziz Bin Baz Mosque in
London: “According to our doctrine, corruption is viewed as morally wrong, aligning with the
teachings of honesty, integrity, and social justice. Larbi Zitout is a good moral guide showing

Muslims what is allowed and what is forbidden”.**

If the figure of Larbi Zitout gets almost all the religious actors interviewed to agree, that of Amir DZ
is more controversial. Indeed, while some were more critical of the latter because of his suspected

links to one of the regime's clans, others partly legitimized him as a community leader.

Conclusion: Towards A Post-Salafism Paradigm?

This research on Salafi hybridization dynamics contributed to the academic debate on post-Salafism
by illustrating the permeability of Salafism's boundaries to other social realms and questioning the

remnants of its doctrinal normativity. Notably, the article focused on the hybridization of Salafi norms

31 Author’s interview with the member of Rachad, Paris, March 2021.

32 Author’s interview with a member of Rachad, London, May 2021.

3 https://www.youtube.com/c/AMIRDZBOUKHORS

** Author’s interviews with a sympathizer of Rachad attending the Salafi Mosque, London, May 20, 2021. If the figure of
Larbi Zitout gets almost all the religious actors interviewed to agree, that of Amir DZ is more controversial. Indeed, while
some were more critical of the latter because of his suspected links to one of the regime's clans, others partly legitimized
him as a community leader.
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and values with populist frames highlighting two key trajectories of Salafi actors in the two countries:
the shift from religious to socio-political engagement by abandoning religious references, and the
reinterpretation of Islamic principles through new secular radical platforms. Notably, the populist
rhetoric is translated into an anti-political discourse, characterized by the perception of politics as
dominated by corrupt, self-serving elites, disconnected from ordinary people who are seen as the true

bearers of dignity and whose needs have been long ignored.

In Tunisia, political platforms like Itilaf al-Karama, technically not of a religious matrix, launched an
attack on the agreement between the Islamist party Ennahda and elements of the old regime. An
agreement perceived as betraying both Islamic principles on a moral level and political principles
such as revolutionary radicalism that the Coalition wanted to preserve. In Algeria, Rachad combined
the radical demand for the effective democratization of the country with the mobilization of former

FIS leaders against the regime.

The hybridization with the populist register and the involvement in non-Islamic groups such as Itilaf
al-Karama and Rachad also signal a cross-pollination of ideas on various issues. Salafi actors within
Itilaf al-Karama embrace an anti-imperialist stance, blending it with cultural nationalism that aligns
with the Salafist ideals of purity and authenticity. Meanwhile, Rachad incorporates former FIS
members who advocate for human rights, particularly highlighting the abuse of prisoners in Algerian

jails.

Against this background, one might ask: what is left of Salafism and what new forms has it adopted?
As observed, Salafism endures as a phenomenon through other frames, as evidenced by individuals
who continue to interpret and engage socially and politically through the framework of its principles.
This enduring relevance of Salafism, even as it merges with populist and non-Islamic discourses,
underscores its dynamic nature and its ability to adapt and transform in response to contemporary

socio-political challenges.

In conclusion, the evolving nature of Salafism in Tunisia and Algeria highlights the adaptability of
this movement. By integrating with broader social and political agendas, Salafism demonstrates an
ongoing capacity for reinvention, challenging traditional boundaries and contributing to new forms
of activism. This study thus calls for continued research into the transformative trajectories of Salafi
movements in other contexts, to better understand their impact on contemporary political landscapes

and their potential future directions.
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