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Abstract: This study aims to provide a thorough examination and 
analysis of the political loyalty discourses of two prominent figures in 
Sunnism and Twelver Shiism: the Egyptian-Qatari Sunni scholar Yūsuf 

al-Qarad}āwī (1926-2022) and the Iraqi Twelver Shii scholar Muh}ammad 

Mahdī al-Ās}ifī (1939-2015). I discuss the origins and effects of these 
perspectives on political allegiance, demonstrating how Sunnism grounds 
political allegiance in pragmatic ethics and the context of conflict and 
peace while encouraging equity when interacting with non-Muslims. The 
Twelver Shii school of thought supports principlist ethics, promoting the 
idea that political loyalty to people who represent legitimate religious and 
political authority is an expression of obedience that must be shown 
without exception. In terms of methodology, I use a discourse analysis 
method to determine the major thesis of a statement as well as the 
arguments presented in support of a particular thesis. I place the 
arguments in the context of the ongoing discussions in Islamic political 

ethics. Al-Qarad}āwī and al-Ās }ifī agree on the importance of treating non-
aggressive Muslims fairly and remaining devoted to the Muslim 
community. I conclude that there is more space for a flexible ethics of 
political allegiance and less exclusion between the two schools of thought. 
 
Keywords: Political loyalty; Islamic ethics; Sunnism; Shiism; Yūsuf al-
Qarad}āwī; Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās}ifī. 
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Introduction 
In the secular-liberal West, traditional objects of political loyalty 

(religion, ethnicity, tribe, etc.) have been questioned. Conversely, 
Islamic political thought still places a high value on traditional 
loyalties—especially loyalty to Islam. The latter is even experiencing a 
renaissance, despite the rivalry from nationalism.1 This loyalty should, 
however, be considered in light of other loyalties. Thus, one way to 
express opposition to the West’s cultural and political hegemony is 
through loyalty to Islam.2 Since the 19th century, the Wahhabi 
discourse has modified the idea of al-walā’ (loyalty to Islam, Muslims, 
and God) to justify collaboration with the Saudi government.3 
Contemporary religious authorities in Saudi Arabia also reconciled 
tribalism and Islam in spite of opposition from some Salafis.4 
According to Salafism, remaining faithful to Islam means keeping it 
pure and bringing back practices that closely resembled Islam during 
the time of the Prophet Muhammad.5  

In other Muslim environments, the interweaving of Islam with 
other tribal and ethnic identities is also visible. A man’s strongest 
allegiance in traditional Sudanese society is to his family and the tribe 
(qabīla). Beyond a purely religious commitment to Islam, the tribe 
provides its members with an identity and a foundation for this 
allegiance to religion.6 Similar to Saudi Arabia and Sudan, society and 
politics in Iran are overall shaped by adherence to velāyat-e faqīh and 
loyalty to Islam.7 The 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran demonstrated 

 
1 Bernard Lewis, “Watan,” Journal of Contemporary History 26, no. 3/4 (1991), 530. 
2 Andrew Linklater and Michael Waller, “The Changing Face of Political Loyalty,”, 
in Political Loyalty and the Nation-State, ed. Andrew Linklater and Michael Waller 
(London: Routledge, 2003), 231. 
3 Joas Wagemakers, “The Enduring Legacy of the Second Saudi State: Quietist and 
Radical Wahhabi Contestations of al-Wala’ wa-l-Bara’,” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies 44, no. 1 (2012), 104. 
4 M. Al-Atawneh, “Reconciling Tribalism and Islam in the Writings of 
Contemporary ‘Ulama’ in Saudi Arabia,” in Guardians of Faith in Modern Times: 
‘Ulama’ in the Middle East, ed. Meir Hatina (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 219. 
5 Mohamed Ali, “Al-Wala’ Wal Bara’ (Loyalty and Disavowal) in Modern Salafism: 
Analysing the Positions of Purist, Politico and Jihadi Salafis,” in Terrorist 
Rehabilitation: A New Frontier in Counter-terrorism, ed. Rohan Gunaratna and Mohamed 
Bin Ali (New Jersey: Imperial College Press, 2015), 157. 
6 Lina Fruzzetti and Ákos Östör, Culture and Change along the Blue Nile: Courts, 
Markets, and Strategies for Development (New York: Routledge, 1990), 104. 
7 Paola Rivetti, “Islam and Factional Politics in Iran,” in Routledge Handbook of 
Religion and Politics, ed. Jeffrey Haynes (London: Routledge, 2020), 346. 
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the majority of Iranians’ steadfast loyalty to Islam and the importance 
of the Iranian religious establishment in determining the country’s 
policies.8 In Indonesia, fidelity to parents or traditional education 
might serve as the foundation for allegiance to Islam.9 Thus, some 
Islamic schools in Indonesia use a strategy that upholds commitment 
to Islam while fostering tolerance and respect for other religions to 
promote pluralism among young people.10 Devotion to Islam and the 
Indonesian nation may coexist if the idea of contemporary, 
democratic citizenship is upheld and Islamic law is viewed as ethics 
and spiritual guidance rather than as official laws and regulations.11  

This demonstrates the diversity of political allegiance in modern 
Islam with regard to perceptions of religion, ethics, civilization, etc; it 
is also co-relative in the sense that it is mixed with other allegiances, 
such as those of family, tribe, leadership, or country. In the Muslim 
world, there is rarely the perceived contradiction that exists in the 
West between allegiance to one’s state and one’s religion. In Egypt 
and Syria, for instance, Islamism and extremist Salafism have 
exploited loyalty to Islam to overthrow secular governments; yet, 
political fidelity to Islam has been effectively assimilated into state, 
nation, or ethnicity in most Muslim countries. Political allegiance to 
Islam has undoubtedly aided in the establishment of states in the 
Middle East such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, South Asia such as 
Pakistan and North Africa such as Morocco. 

Whether the sectarian division between Sunnism and Shiism 
has any bearing on how political allegiance is perceived is one of the 
major problems that have developed in contemporary studies 
regarding political loyalty in Islamic ethics. On the one hand, 
Afsaruddin and Hordern have opposed Sunni and Shii political 
loyalties to leadership and authority. According to them, Shia religio-
political theology is based on kinship, with the Imam’s lineage from 
the Prophet’s family serving as the primary reason for the faithful’s 
allegiance and compliance. In contrast, the Sunnis have continued to 

 
8 Hamid Algar, “Forward,” in On the Sociology of Islam: Lectures by Ali Shari’ati, 
Translated by Hamid Algar (Berkeley: Mizan Press, 1979), 5. 
9 Haula Noor, “Perpetuating Loyalty: Parental Influence on Early Radicalization in 
Indonesia,” Asian Studies: Journal of Critical Perspectives on Asia 58, no. 2 (2022), 127. 
10 Asna Husin, “Educating for Islamic Pluralism: Lessons from Indonesia,” Islam 
and Civilisational Renewal 1, no. 1 (2009), 121. 
11 Muhamad Ali, “The Conceptions of Sharia and Citizenship in Indonesia and 
Malaysia,” Journal of Asian Social Science Research 1, no. 1 (2019), 7. 
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elevate the idea of individual moral brilliance as well as the many 
qualities of bravery, compassion, and knowledge above all else in their 
leader.12 Loyalty to the state or community can be differentiated from 
loyalty to a particular leadership and figure of authority. Nonetheless, 
it is a representation of the state and the community and frequently 
captures the political climate of a given society or political structure. 

 On the other hand, Mottahedeh highlighted the difference 
between acquired loyalties (oath, gratitude for interest) and loyalties of 
category (shared class or origin across groups) rather than the Sunni-
Shi’i divide.13 This causes political allegiance to become more erratic 
and dependent on a variety of factors, rather than just being a 
sectarian identity. Mottahedh makes it evident that we should 
approach Muslim communities from a multifaceted perspective that 
transcends religious identification in order to show how intricate 
relationships to one’s ethnicity, social class, and interests can 
influence a given individual or community.  

According to Marina Rustow, loyalty in medieval Islamic 
political thinking indicated (walā’, wilāya, and muwālāt), sustaining one’s 
obligations toward friends, allies, patrons, clients, rulers, and 
groups…reflecting a range of possible objects: God; other human 
beings; political and religious groups; and those higher, lower, or 
equal in the social hierarchy”.14 This suggests that there are multiple 
meanings associated with loyalty in Islamic political ethics. A highly 
elaborated perspective on Islamic allegiances in medieval Islamic 
political thought is credited to Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406). For the latter, 

‘as}abiyya (tribal solidarity) denoted a sense of unity and allegiance to a 
group mostly based on blood relationships. Yet, group loyalty is 

formed by three different kinds of relationships: alliance (h }ilf), 
clientship (walā’), and blood ties (nasab). The strongest bonds of 

solidarity are formed by ‘as}abiyya that originates only from intimate 
blood relations. It is also the most influential and trustworthy. 
However, as the kinship element weakens, alliance and client-ship 

 
12 Asma Afsaruddin, “Loyalty and Obedience to the Ruler: Religious Obligation or a 
Practical Necessity?,” The Muslim World 106, no. 2 (2016), 367; Joshua Hordern, 
“Loyalty, Royalty and Obligation: ‘Good Shepherds under Law’,” The Muslim World 
106, no. 2 (2016), 350. 
13 Roy P. Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1980), 40-174. 
14 Marina Rustow, “Loyalty,” in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Islamic Political Thought, 

ed. Gerhard Böwering et al., (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 318. 
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may assume the prominent element in group relations in weaker 

forms of ‘as}abiyya.15 Everyone in the tribe is supposed to be loyal to 
each other to the extent that they see themselves as a part of the 
whole, and the group is what matters to each person. The main goal is 
protection from outside threats, and the strategy used is allegiance to 
a single leader. Early Islam attempted to convert blood kinship-based 
political loyalty into a religious fraternity. However, the history of the 
Arabs after the first forty years of Islam was essentially a continuation 
of the tribal conflicts that existed before Islam. Ibn Khaldūn’s 
findings on group feeling are relevant today as the modern 

equivalents of Ibn Khaldūn’s ‘as}abiyya can be encountered in national, 
ethnic, and ideological allegiances.16 

Despite the complexity of political allegiance in Islamic political 
ethics, the Salafist concept of al-walā’ wa-l-barā’ (loyalty and disavowal) 
has received much scholarly attention in the midst of the spike in 
jihadist violence in the Middle East, especially between 2001 and 
2015.17 The Muslim discourses of allegiance to non-Muslim states in 
the West are another field of study that has drawn academic interest.18 

 
15 Syed Farid Alatas and Vineeta Sinha, Sociological Theory Beyond the Canon (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 30. 
16 M. Abdul Qadir, “The Social and Political Ideas of Ibn Khaldun,” The Indian 
Journal of Political Science 3, no. 2 (1941), 126. 
17 Gilles Kepel and Jean-Pierre Milelli, al-Qaida dans le texte: Écrits (Osama Bin Laden, 

‘Abd Allāh ‘Azzām, Ayman al-Z}awāhirī) (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 
2005); Joas Wagemakers, “Framing the ‘Threat to Islam’: al-Wala’ wa-l-Bara’ in Salafi 
Discourse,” Arab Studies Quarterly 30, no. 4 (2008), 1-22; Adis Duderija, Constructing a 
Religiously Ideal, ‘Believer’, and ‘Woman’ in Islam (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 
18 Wasif Shadid and Sjoerd van Koningsveld, “Loyalty to a non-Muslim 
Government: An Analysis of Islamic Normative Discussions and of the Views of 
Some Contemporary Islamicists,” in Political Participation and Identities of Muslims in 
Non-Muslim States, ed. Wasif Shadid and Pieter Sjoerd van Koningsveld (Kampen: 
Kok Pharos, 1996), 84-115; Pnina Werbner, “Divided Loyalties, Empowered 
Citizenship? Muslims in Britain,” Citizenship Studies 4, no 3 (2000), 307-324; 
Mohammed Siddique Seddon, Dilwar Hussain, and Nadeem Malik (eds.), British 
Muslims: Loyalty and Belonging (Leicester: Islamic Foundation, 2003); Frédéric Volpi, 
“Constructing the ‘Ummah’ in European Security: Between Exit, Voice and 
Loyalty,” Government and Opposition 42, no. 3 (2007), 451-470; Andrew F. March, 
Islam and Liberal Citizenship: The Search for an Overlapping Consensus (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009); Uriya Shavit, “The Polemic on al-Wala’ wal-Bara’ (Loyalty 
and Disavowal): Crystallization and Refutation of an Islamic Concept,” Journal of 
South Asian and Middle Eastern Studies 36, no. 3 (2013), 24-49; Uriya Shavit, “Can 
Muslims befriend non-Muslims? Debating al-Wala’ wa-l-Bara’ (Loyalty and 
Disavowal) in Theory and Practice,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 25, no. 1 
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Even while these studies have improved our understanding of some 
aspects of political loyalty (as seen by Salafism and Islamic law of 
Muslims living in non-Muslim lands), we still lack a systematic 
investigation of how mainstream Islamic ethics, in Sunnism and 
Shiism, see political loyalty in Muslim contexts.  

Understanding and contrasting Sunni and Shii views on political 
allegiance as a moral foundation for group identity, the self and the 
other, and the processes of establishing alliances and fomenting foes 
is an imperative task. The rationale for this inquiry is that these two 
viewpoints have shaped Islamic thought for more than 14 centuries 
and continue to influence the political climate in the Muslim world. 
Examining whether and in what ways the two points of view differ 
from one another would be a crucial question. This enables us to 
reevaluate a few of Afsaruddin and Hordern’s findings on the sharp 
contrast between Sunnism and Shiism.  

The objective of this study is, thus, to offer a detailed 
examination and analysis of the discourses of two significant figures 
of authority in their realms: the Egyptian-Qatari Sunni scholar Yūsuf 

al-Qarad}āwī (1926-2022) and the Iraqi Twelver Shii scholar 

Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās }ifī (1939-2015). Because both of these 
figures hold prominent positions of authority in their communities 
and have consistently written on the subject of walā’, or loyalty, I 
chose them for analysis. Typically, Salafi authors have dominated this 
field, with mainstream Sunni and Shii intellectuals ignoring it. al-

Qarad}āwī’s influence is regarded as the most significant Sunni scholar 
of the past fifty years especially since he established the International 
Union of Muslim Scholars in 2004 and the European Council for 
Fatwa and Research in 1997, two of the most prestigious 

organizations in Muslim law and ethics today. Although Muh}ammad 

Mahdī al-Ās}ifī may not have the highest rank among the twelve Shiite 
jurists, he did hold a prominent role as Khamenei’s representative in 
Iraq, indicating his influence and trust within the Shiite clerical 

 
(2014), 67–88; Said Hassan, “Law-Abiding Citizen: Recent Fatwas on Muslim 
Minorities’ Loyalty to Western Nations,” The Muslim World 105, no. 4 (2015), 516-
539; Imène Ajala, European Muslims and their Foreign Policy Interests: Identities and 
Loyalties (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2018); Sabine Damir-Geilsdorf, Mira Menzfeld, and 
Yasmina Hedider, “Interpretations of al-Wala’ wa-l-Bara’ in Everyday Lives of Salafis 
in Germany,” Religions 10 (2019), 124; Susanne Olsson, Contemporary Puritan Salafism: 
A Swedish Case Study (Sheffield: Equinox, 2019). 
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system. Among the various Shii jurists, he stood out for having 
devoted a complete volume to the subject of walā’. With regard to 
methodology, I use the discourse analysis method, identifying a 
statement’s main thesis and the arguments made in favour of a 
specific thesis. I address the issues at hand while placing the 
arguments in the framework of the current debates on Islamic 
political ethics. Furthermore, I analyze the potential and limitations of 
a specific discourse from the perspective of political philosophy, 
examining ideas such as the foundation and implications of loyalty. I 

will begin this article by discussing al-Qarad}āwī’s perspective on 
loyalty as a situational attitude. Next, I will look at the Twelver Shii 
perspective on loyalty as principled loyalty as it is understood by al-

Ās}ifī. Lastly, I will contrast the two points of view in terms of the 
basis and consequences of political allegiance. 

 

Yūsuf al-Qarad }āwī: Loyalty as a Contextual Attitude 

Yūsuf al-Qarad}āwī was a well-known Muslim Brotherhood 
figure and an Egyptian Sunni jurist, theologian, and preacher who 
resided in Qatar from the 1960s until his passing in 2022. He was 
born in Egypt in 1926 and attended al-Azhar schools and university 
throughout his education. He earned a doctorate in 1973 on Zakāt 
(obligatory almsgiving) and its role in resolving societal issues. Al-

Qarad}āwī’s participation in political action sets him apart from the 
thousands of other Azharis. Early in the 1940s, he joined the Muslim 

Brotherhood and followed H}asan al-Bannā (1906-1949), the founder 

of the movement. Al-Qarad}āwī was detained twice, once in 1949 and 
once in 1954. He fled the country to Qatar in 1961 where he became 
the director of the newly established Secondary Religious Institute. 
He founded the Qatar University Faculty of Sharia and Islamic 
Studies in 1977, and he served as its dean until his retirement in the 
late 1990s. After moving to Qatar, he no longer had an official 
affiliation with the Muslim Brotherhood. However, he remained a 
person of great influence who provided the Muslim Brotherhood 
with significant intellectual, spiritual, and historical leadership. He 
gained global influence through his fatwas, networks, and the 
translation of his writings (around fifteen of his books have been 
translated from Arabic into various languages). His impact on Islamic 
thought and movements has increased across the Muslim world and 
the West since the founding of the European Council for Fatwa and 
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Research in Dublin in 1997 and the International Union of Muslim 
Scholars in Qatar in 2004 (he served as the president of the 
International Union of Muslim Scholars from 2004 until 2018). His 
contributions to the jurisprudence of minorities in the West, an 
adaptation of Islamic Law to Muslim minority circumstances, Islamic 

finance, and wasat}iyya approach (moderate Muslim thought), the 
higher objectives of Islamic law and Islamic ethics are well-known 
and authoritative, in addition to his realist fatwas. He was also a 
member of the Centre for Islamic Studies at Oxford University. He 
was the most well-known and prominent Sunni theologian between 
the early 1990s and his death in 2022, thanks to his prolific writings as 
well as his religious programs on Aljazeera TV.19  

Al-Qarad}āwī discussed loyalty and disloyalty in a few of his 
writings, especially in his Fiqh al-Jihād in which he approached the 
question of befriending non-Muslims and the disavowal of Jews and 
Christians.20 In a similar vein, in his Fī Fiqh al-Awlawiyyāt, he rejects all 
forms of individuality, clannism, or deviation from the group in Islam 
and declares that allegiance to the group, jamā‘a, and Islamic 
community, umma comes before allegiance to a tribe or an individual. 
Since justice is a duty to God and all living things, a Muslim should 

advocate for justice for both his friends and foes.21 Al-Qarad}āwī also 

emphasized in his Kalimāt fī al-Wasat}iyya al-Islāmiyya wa-Ma‘ālimuhā the 
importance of believing in the Islamic community, its unity, and 
allegiance to the umma, through affection and support for it alone 

among communities.22 In his Malāmih} al-Mujtama‘ al-Muslim al-ladhī 

Nanshuduh, al-Qarad}āwī prioritizes allegiance to God above all other 
forms of loyalty, which implies loyalty solely to God’s party (believers 

 
19 Brigitte Maréchal, Les Frères musulmans en Europe: Racines et Discours (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 2009); Bettina Gräf and Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen (eds.), 

Global Mufti: The Phenomenon of Yusuf al-Qaradawi (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2009); Lena Larsen, How Muftis Think: Manufacturing Fatwas for 

Muslim Women in Western Europe (Leiden: Brill, 2018); Ron Shaham, Rethinking 
Islamic Legal Modernism: The Teaching of Yusuf al-Qaradawi (Leiden and 

Boston: Brill, 2018). David H. Warren, Rivals in the Gulf: Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Abdullah 
Bin Bayyah, and the Qatar-UAE Contest over the Arab Spring and the Gulf Crisis (Milton: 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2021). 
20 Yūsuf al-Qarad}āwī, Fiqh al-Jihād (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 2009), 1264-1266. 
21 Yūsuf al-Qarad}āwī, Fī Fiqh al-Awlawiyyāt (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1996), 148-149. 
22 Yūsuf al-Qarad }āwī, Kalimāt fī al-Wasat }iyya al-Islāmiyya wa-Ma‘ālimuhā (Cairo: Dār al-
Shurūq, 2008), 52. 
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in God). Believing in God’s oneness should entail being hostile to 
God’s enemies. 23 He states that a Muslim society should defend its 
identity and loyalty against open apostasy and proselytizing (for 
apostasy) and that it is treasonous for anybody to try to convert a 
Muslim’s allegiance to an enemy.24 An ideal Muslim community 
should constantly demonstrate its allegiance to Islam and Muslims as 
well as its hostility to those who are hostile to Islam. 25 That said, 
fairness and cordial interactions with non-Muslims who do not fight 
Muslims or rally against them are nevertheless permitted. 26  

However, his most thorough intervention on the topic was in a 
sermon he delivered in 2013, transcribed as an article and widely 
diffused online.27 This sermon was delivered in reaction to jihadist 
discourses on loyalty and disloyalty, which defended the murder of 
both “deviant” Muslims and non-Muslims as an application of the 
dogma of al-walā’ wa-l-barā’. This doctrine has been invoked in the 
conflicts in Iraq and Syria, where jihadist Salafism has spearheaded a 
terror campaign, to eradicate their targets both Muslims and non-

Muslims. For reformists like al-Qarad}āwī, who backed the Syrian 
rebels against the Syrian regime, lacking control over the discourse on 
loyalty and avoiding the extremes displayed by ISIS and other radical 
jihadists in Syria and Iraq was even more of a problem.  

According to al-Qarad}āwī, a believer must uphold loyalty to 
God, His Messenger, and the other believers following Q 5:55-56 
(Your ally is none but Allah and [therefore] His Messenger and those 
who have believed—those who establish prayer and give zakāt, and 
they bow [in worship]. And whoever is an ally of Allah and His 
Messenger and those who have believed—indeed, the party of 
Allah—will be the predominant). He asserts that the concept of walā’ 
or muwālāt (loyalty) implies two things: heartfelt affection and practical 
support. Thus, loyalty can be shown through one of them or both of 

them. Al-Qarad}āwī defines enmity toward God and His Messenger as 

 
23 Yūsuf al-Qarad}āwī, Malāmih } al-Mujtama‘ al-Muslim al-ladhī Nanshuduh (Cairo: 
Kotobarabia.com, 2007), 14-17. 
24 al-Qarad}āwī, Malāmih }, 46. 
25 Ibid., 113. 
26 Ibid., 126-127. 
27 Yūsuf al-Qarad }āwī, “Min Durūs Ramad }ān li al-‘Allāmah al-Shaykh Yūsuf al-

Qarad }āwī, in رابطة العلماء السوريين | روضة المنابر | من دروس رمضان للعلامة الشيخ يوسف

4-القرضاوي - (islamsyria.com) (last accessed December 4, 2023). 
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opposing God and His Messenger and being hostile to them.28 He 
adds that a person can be loyal to the enemies of God, the enemies of 
His Messenger, and the enemies of the Muslim community by making 
friends with them even though they are hostile to God and His 
Messenger.29  

Is it acceptable to befriend a peaceful non-Muslim, knowing 
that it is forbidden to befriend non-Muslims who are at war with 

Muslims? In response to this question, al-Qarad}āwī argues that no 
conflict between non-Muslims and Muslims does not oppose God 
and His Messenger and does not act in hostility toward them and the 
believers. Instead, it is acceptable for a Muslim to wed a Jewish or 
Christian woman following Qur’an 5:5 (This day [all] good foods have 
been made lawful, and the food of those who were given the 
Scripture is lawful for you and your food is lawful for them. And 
[lawful in marriage are] chaste women from among the believers and 
chaste women from among those who were given the Scripture 
before you, when you have given them their due compensation, 
desiring chastity, not unlawful sexual intercourse or taking [secret] 
lovers. And whoever denies the faith—his work has become 
worthless, and he, in the Hereafter, will be among the losers). Al-

Qarad}āwī maintains that love is a prerequisite for marriage and love 
and compassion must exist between the spouses in order for a 
marriage to be valid; that is why Ibn ‘Abbās (d. 687), a major authority 
of early Sunni Islam, stated that it is forbidden to marry women from 
nations at war with Muslims because it is forbidden to befriend 
them.30 

We must make a distinction between two things, according to 

al-Qarad}āwī, when referring to those who are antagonistic to God 
and His Messenger and those who are hostile to the believers. He 
states that God does not forbid Muslims to be courteous to those 
who do not fight them because of their religion and who did not 
force them out of their houses because Muslims are supposed to 
uphold righteousness and justice. Treating people fairly means 
granting them their rights while asserting your own. As for 

 
28 Yūsuf al-Qarad }āwī, “Min Durūs Ramad }ān li al-‘Allāmah al-Shaykh Yūsuf al-

Qarad }āwī, in رابطة العلماء السوريين | روضة المنابر | من دروس رمضان للعلامة الشيخ يوسف

4-القرضاوي - (islamsyria.com) (last accessed December 4, 2023). 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
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righteousness, it is generosity in which one goes above and beyond 
the call of duty in order to grant others their due while renouncing a 
portion of his own. Therefore, as long as non-Muslims do not fight 
Muslims over religion or drive them from their homes, there is 
nothing wrong with Muslims treating non-Muslims with justice and 

righteousness.31 Al-Qarad}āwī adds that what God forbids is allegiance 
to hostile non-Muslims and identification with hostile non-Muslims. 
One unquestionably becomes an infidel if he shows loyalty to hostile 
non-Muslims since the unbelievers are those who resist God and His 
Messenger, those who engaged in religious conflict with Muslims, 
drove them out of their homes, or backed their expulsion; that is why 
it is forbidden for a Muslim to be loyal to hostile non-Muslims.32 

According to al-Qarad}āwī, a Muslim can only be devoted to 
Muslims in the same way that non-Muslims are loyal to non-Muslims: 
by binding together and helping one another. Unfortunately, he 
laments, in the current conflict that we are witnessing (in 2013, 

referring to conflicts in Iraq and Syria most probably), al-Qarad}āwī 
argues, “Some Muslims hastened to follow non-Muslims and walked 
in their shoes, at the expense of their Muslim brothers. This is a 
danger that they will not be aware of until the very end. They will 
realize that this was a risk for them as well. Loyalty to people other 
than God and to non-believers at the expense of believers is the most 
perilous situation Muslims can find themselves in, and this amounts 

to hypocrisy”.33 Thus, al-Qarad}āwī expects Muslim allegiance to reveal 
itself toward other Muslims during times of war, which defines his 
point of view. He fears that certain Muslims may betray the interests 
and unity of Muslims by accepting to play the game of non-Muslims 
in the Middle East. 

Moreover, al-Qarad}āwī contends that taqiyya, or dissimulation, 
is an exceptional case and is only accepted when necessary under 
duress; it is not a religious principle; rather, it is applicable to a 
specific situation and issue and is not a virtue of the religion or of 
Islamic life.34 This is in line with how he views loyalty in general, as he 
denounces duplicity (the practice of certain Muslims betraying other 
Muslims). In the same way that duplicity can destroy trust, 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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dissimulation can do so as well because it upholds two opposing 
loyalties simultaneously. Although it would not be typical for a society 
to function on dissimulation, in extreme circumstances one is willing 
to tolerate dissimulation in order to preserve one’s life. 

Al-Qarad}āwī explains that animosity is what distinguishes 
loyalty from betrayal. So, rather than religion and faith, the factor of 
politics or international relations is more relevant here. Contrary to 
what Salafi theologians assert, the most important aspect is group 
unity, a sociological and political category. It is inappropriate to 
commit to two populations in conflict. Furthermore, it would be a 
betrayal for a group member to change allegiance to one of the 
group’s adversaries, damaging the group’s unity as a whole. Al-

Qarad}āwī further makes it quite obvious that it is only when Muslims 
are the targets of onslaught, and non-Muslims initiating hostilities that 
one ought to be disloyal to non-Muslims. Only in this situation is it 
proper to support Muslims and improper to support non-Muslims.35  

Overall, al-Qarad}āwī nuanced Muslim attitudes toward loyalty 
to non-Muslims by adopting a contextual reading of the Qur’ān, 
which consists of reading all Qur’ānic verses on loyalty/disloyalty as 
complementary, each of which is in reference to a particular situation. 

Al-Qarad}āwī highlights the importance of justice in world affairs and 
decries aggression against Muslims in the Middle East. He also views 
enmity as an aberration rather than the rule, hence marriages between 
Muslims and non-Muslims are legitimate. For this reason, 
dissimulation, taqiyya is considered to be an exception in order to 
avoid undermining trust between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

 

Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās }ifī and the Twelver Shii View on 
Loyalty  

Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās}ifī (1939-2015) was an Iraqi Twelver 
Shiite theologian of Iranian descent who served as Ali Khamenei’s 

representative in Iraq. In 1939, al-Ās}ifī was born in Najaf; he pursued 
both academic and seminary studies, graduating from the College of 
Jurisprudence at the University of Kufa in Iraq with a bachelor’s 
degree. He studied at Najaf under several religious Twelver Shii 

figures, including the Ayatullahs Muh }sin al-H}akīm, Abū l-Qāsim al-
Khū‘ī, and Khomeini. In 1962, he joined the Da‘wa Party, Iraq’s 

 
35 Ibid. 
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leading Twelver Shiite political party, and rose to the position of one 
of its senior cadres. In Najaf, he had a busy academic life. He left Iraq 
in 1970 after being harassed by the Iraqi government in Baghdad, 
moving to Kuwait before subsequently settling in Iran following the 
success of Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution in 1979. He was appointed 

the Da‘wa Party’s official spokesperson in 1980. Al-Ās }ifī upholds the 
Velâyat-e Faqīh notion (the guardianship of the jurist), which accords 
the governing jurist exclusive control over the politics and religion of 
Twelver Shiis inside and outside of the Iranian state. He therefore 
enthusiastically backed Khomeini and later Khamenei. He authored 
numerous works on law, ethics, and political theory, including al-

Walā’ wa-l-Barā’ (Loyalty and Disavowal), al-H{ākimiyya fī Risālāt Allāh 

(Governance in the messages of God) and al-Intiz }ār wa-l-Sirā‘ bayn al-

Mustad }‘afīn wa-l-Mustakbirīn (Waiting and Struggle between the Oppressed and 

the Arrogant).36 Al-Ās}ifī is hence highly regarded as a prominent figure 
of Twelver Shia authority in Iran and Iraq. 

Al-Ās}ifī views the idea of walā’ as loyalty to imams which 
includes recognizing the imam’s authority (wilāya), submitting to him 
with affection, and having complete faith in him.37 The community 
(umma) in which peace, trust, and the proper implementation of 
Islamic law in all spheres of life, including politics, benefit from this 
bond of loyalty to the imam and should stay united. Being faithful to 
the imam is just one component of being devoted to God because it 
involves acknowledging the imam’s authority and following his 
teachings. The Twelver Shii’s commitment to the imam is continually 
reaffirmed in honor of the Battle of Karbala (which took place in 680 

opposing the Umayyad Caliphate and al-H{usayn ibn ‘Alī and his 
partisans). This loyalty should be evident in all facets of Twelver Shii’s 
life, including their beliefs and deeds.38 

Therefore, in Twelver Shii’s thinking, authority (wilāya) serves as 

the basis for loyalty (walāʾ). The community should show loyalty to 
the authoritative person it submits to as the rightful possessor of 
religious and political leadership by virtue of divine selection, which is 

 
36 ‘Alī al-Mu’min, “Nubdha ‘an H{ayāt al-Shaykh Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās}ifī” in 

www.taghribnews.com/ar/news/193929/ الآصفي-مهدي-محمد-الشيخ-الفقيد-العلامة-حياة-عن-نبذة  

(last accessed December 4, 2023). 
37 Muh}ammad Mahdī al-Ās}ifī, al-Walāʾ wa-l-Barāʾa (Wilāyat Allāh) (Tehran: Rābit}at 
al-Thaqāfa wa-l-‘Alāqāt al-Islāmiyya, 1997), 5. 
38 al-Ās}ifī, al-Walā’ wa-l-Barā’a, 6-10. 
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the imam. The idea of loyalty is interconnected: loyalty to God means 
loyalty to the Twelver Shii imam (who was appointed by God), and 
loyalty to the imam implies commitment to the community that 
follows the imam. Political and religious loyalties are entwined 
because the imam has control over both realms. 

Al-Ās}ifī claims that the antithesis of loyalty is disavowal because 
it is impossible to acknowledge imamic authority without also 
severing ties with those who reject it.39 Loyalty alone is insufficient 
and does not convey complete dedication to the imam’s authority. 
Disavowal, which puts the believer in conflict with the enemy, 
requires one to undergo hardship. Disavowal is the price of loyalty 
since abiding by the imam’s divine authority on earth requires a 
considerably greater sacrifice in his social interactions.40 Because of 
this, obedience to authority is the dividing line between Islam and 
unbelief,41 and allegiance to the imam can only be properly expressed 
in conjunction with hatred of the imam’s foes.42  

Who are the imam’s enemies? al-Ās}ifī responded by stating the 
“cursed three communities” in full: 1. The group that battled al-

H{usayn ibn ‘Alī in Karbala (that is the Ummayyads) comes first. 

Second, the group of those who were unjust to al-H{usayn ibn ‘Alī, 
and refused to accept his religious and political authority (a much 
larger group than the Ummayyads and included many Muslims 
outside the Shii community). The third cursed community is the one 

that was informed of al al-H{usayn ibn ‘Alī’s murder and subsequent 

victimhood but chose to remain silent and accept his fate.43 Al-Ās }ifī, 
who is implicitly referring to the Sunni community and the majority 
of Muslims in the third group, believes that this community is sizable 
and undoubtedly does not only include the Ummayads.44 He 
emphasizes the crime committed by the third community, known as 
the silent community, which continues to support injustice today.45 
The conflict between the imam’s allies and detractors is theological, 
political, and civilizational; it not only has historical implications but 
also affects modern Islam. The Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979 

 
39 Ibid., 10. 
40 Ibid., 11. 
41 Ibid., 12. 
42 Ibid., 13. 
43 Ibid., 21. 
44 Ibid., 15. 
45 Ibid., 16. 
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represents a win for Islam over Western imperialism and its Middle 
Eastern allies, who have emerged as the imam’s new foes.46 Loyalty 
has changed with the Islamic revolution: it now entails severing ties 
with all non-Islamic forces and ideologies that oppose the Islamic 
revolution in Iran, demonstrating loyalty to God, the Prophet, and 
those in positions of power in the Islamic Republic of Iran, as well as 
shunning and combating anyone who calls for other allegiances.47 
Thus, men are freed by the Islamic revolution to turn their loyalties 
from humanity to God. 48 

Disavowal essentially has to do with challenging rightful 
authority and power, in Twelver Shii’s opinion. It is necessary to 
oppose Western imperialism and Iran’s opponents of the Islamic 

revolution because they do not respect the clerics’ authority. Al-Ās}ifī 
demands allegiance to a community of destiny (the imam and his 
adherents: the supporters of the Iranian Islamic Revolution) and 
disavowal for anyone who disagrees with it. Although there are 
differences in the person who possesses this authority, the ideas of 
religion and politics are entwined from both Sunni and Shii 
perspectives.  
 
A Comparison of Sunni and Shia Perspectives on the 
Foundations and Implications of Political Loyalty 

Now that we have gained a clear understanding of the Sunni 
and Shii perspectives on disavowal and loyalty, I suggest comparing 
them concerning the foundation and the implications of political 
loyalty. 

Helena Flam has demonstrated how loyalty permeates all 
aspects of contemporary culture and is a common and significant 
social emotion. The majority of well-known social scientists believe 
that loyalty’s binding effects are quite important.49 Jonathan Haidt’s 
research on loyalty and disloyalty shows that it is a moral principle 
that underpins how people and communities create alliances, 
designate territories, negotiate kinship, tribal, national, and religious 
allegiances, build cohesiveness within groups, and participate in 

 
46 Ibid., 21. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 23. 
49 Helena Flam, “Emotions’ Map: A Research Agenda,” in Emotions and Social 
Movements, ed. Helena Flam and Debra King (New York: Routledge, 2005), 19-40. 
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rivalries.50 Furthermore, Scruton observed that as time passes, liberal 
thinkers and social scientists increasingly attribute loyalty to political 
obligations, whereas conservatives and earlier sociologists believed 
that it is more likely to be based on friendship or virtue.51 Carl 
Schmitt has reduced political actions and motives to the specific 
political distinction between friend and enemy.52 

We have seen how, in terms of Islamic ethics, Twelver Shiism 
bases its idea of political loyalty on adherence to the rightful religious 
and political authority, while Sunnis base it on the context of the 
context of war or peace. One could argue that Sunnism distinguishes 
the basis of loyalty to Muslims from that of non-Muslims. While the 
latter is dependent on whether non-Muslims attack the Muslim 
community, the former is based on community membership 
(solidified by the aspect of religion). It is customary for mainstream 
Sunnism to view loyalty to non-Muslims as morally required as long 
as they keep friendly relations with them. Loyalty is therefore based 
on political obligations to Muslims (because of their shared 
communitarian unity) and non-Muslims (because of their peaceful 
relations). In terms of the Twelver Shii viewpoint, it emphasizes 
political theology and holds that allegiance is primarily determined by 
one’s religious convictions. However, merely holding a belief in Islam 
and belonging to the Twelver Shia group is inadequate. Political 
convictions are a component of belief as well as the foundation of 
loyalty. That is to say, a person is only worthy of allegiance or hostility 
if they accept the religious and political authority of imams (and the 
clerics who substitute for them). The condition for inclusion in the 
rescued group is the acceptance of the divine authority granted to 
imams and their deputies. The community is required to demonstrate 
political allegiance to the imam since the imamate represents the 
central religious and political doctrine of Twelver Shiism. Thus, 
politics and religion are equally important in defining the affiliations 
of Twelver Shiites. 

While the two schools of Muslim thought, mainstream Sunnism 
and Shiism, concur that links should be held together by allegiance to 

 
50 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and 
Religion (New York: Pantheon Books, 2012), 155–157. 
51 Roger Scruton, A Dictionary of Political Thought (London: Macmillan Press, 1982), 
277. 
52 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1996), 26. 
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the group, they disagree on the ramifications of disavowal. Both 
distance themselves from Salafism which views non-Muslims or 
(partially) sinful Muslims as inimicus more than as hostis (the public 
enemy).53 That is the enemy is a rival or ally in a struggle (of beliefs), a 
personal foe that one despises. On a larger scale, this enemy could be 
a fighting population that opposes the Muslim population. Sunni 
reformism places a strong emphasis on the idea of hostis (public 
enemy), which Schmitt described as a fighting collectivity of people 
against another collectivity in a similar way. As Schmitt puts it “never 
in the thousand-year struggle between Christians and Moslems did it 
occur to a Christian to surrender rather than defend Europe out of 
love toward the Saracens or Turks. The enemy in the political sense 
need not be hated personally”.54 Regarding Twelver Shiism, the 
enemy is both a private and a public enemy, meaning that one should 
repudiate, hate, and mistrust Muslims who do not submit to the 
imam’s authority as well as see any hostile country or group that 
engages in fighting the shii community as a public enemy. 

Twelver Shiism manifests a principal kind of loyalty that forbids 
multiple allegiances. Therefore, Twelver Shiism forbids loyalty to 
non-Muslims and non-believers in the imamate. Non-Muslims are 
particularly outside the alliance. However, Twelver Shiism and 
Sunnism offer peaceful non-Muslims good relations and peace. Of 
course, non-Muslims who wage war against Muslims are categorically 
excluded by Sunni reformism and Twelver Shiism. Due to the fact 
that Twelver Shiism and Sunnism uphold the fairness-based set of 
ideals that the Muslim community is said to be based on, loyalty to 
non-Muslims is not excluded. Thus, one could be loyal to non-
Muslims who are not antagonistic and to Muslims who are sinners out 
of justice. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

Two Muslim authoritative discourses on loyalty have been 
critically analyzed in this paper from two different angles: mainstream 
Sunnism and Twelver Shiism. I demonstrated how the former 
examines loyalty and disloyalty from a political realism standpoint, 
placing this moral foundation in the context of conflict and peace and 
promoting fairness in dealing with other communities. In particular, it 

 
53 Ibid., 28. 
54 Ibid. 
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encourages loyalty to non-Muslims who avoid engaging in wars with 
Muslims. I also showed that the Twelver Shii school of thought 
endorses enmity toward Muslims and non-Muslims alike who do not 
accept obedience as an imperative necessity towards those who 
represent legitimate religious and political authority. Overall, both 
agreed on the significance of being faithful to the Muslim community 
and treating non-aggressive Muslims fairly. As a result, there is less 
exclusion between the two schools of thought and more room for 
flexible political allegiance. 
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