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Abstract

A prominent genre of contemporary Salafī literature is critical editions of texts from the Middle Period with editorial introductions and footnotes. These editions allow Salafī editors to bolster their views on various subjects, sometimes by criticizing the text’s author. This article analyzes Salafī editors’ critical engagement with medieval ḥadīth commentators by focusing on the problem of divine attributes in the ḥadīth commentary literature. It argues that Salafīs attempt to rebut their opponents—particularly Ashʿarī ḥadīth scholars—by utilizing different discursive strategies, such as rejecting mutashābih, majāz, and taʾwīl as hermeneutical categories, re-defining the concepts of bi-lā kayf and tafwīḍ, and emphasizing the inconsistencies in the Ashʿarī doctrine of divine attributes. Their footnotes also function to reproduce group identity and tradition, presenting Salafī Islam as the core of ahl al-sunna, and appealing to the Muslim public with a concrete image of God.
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Introduction

Salafī Islam
 has a dual approach to the past. On the one hand, it cherishes early perceptions of Islam by the first three generations. On the other, it subjects the full body of the past intellectual tradition to a critical investigation. This article examines how contemporary Salafī scholars critically engage with the ḥadīth authorities of the Middle Period
 by focusing on a highly disputed theological problem, the attributes of God, in the ḥadīth commentary literature. Given that Salafīs champion a ḥadīth-centered articulation of Islam, particularly in matters of creed, a study of their objections to revered ḥadīth scholars of the past provides us with a unique opportunity to better understand their reproduction of group identity and tradition. The present study traces Salafī rhetorical strategies in their engagement with past scholarship in recent editions of medieval ḥadīth commentaries, an intriguing yet mostly underestimated literary enterprise. By analyzing their editorial footnotes, it demonstrates how Salafī editors employ the “editor’s space”, made available by modern publishing practices, as a venue to challenge rival theological positions.

The focus of this article is on the contemporary puritan version of Salafī Islam that spread across the Muslim world in the latter half of the twentieth century. Partially distinct from modernist and jihadi currents, this puritan version, albeit under different labels, is commonly characterized by a literal and unmediated reading of scripture (Qurʾān and sound ḥadīth), political quietism, and its rejection of speculative theology (kalām), popular Sufism, and the blind emulation of legal schools.
 While Salafī Islam is a global phenomenon patronized by different countries, Saudi Arabia has significantly contributed to its spread by providing both financial support and scholarly networks.

In his path-breaking book, The Making of Salafism, Henri Lauzière argued that the beginnings of this puritan Salafī current could not be dated to earlier than the 1920s.
 But other historians have suggested that there are certain commonalities between puritan Salafī Islam and pre-modern Muslim reform movements.
 Since this article covers the post-World War II period, it does not directly address the academic debate on the origins of puritan Salafī Islam. Nonetheless, it sheds light upon Salafīs’ identity and tradition-construction efforts through the discussion of divine attributes, whose significance for them has been repeatedly emphasized in relevant studies.

As the present article operates on two different levels—addressing the problem of divine attributes and the literary production of contemporary Salafīs—it offers introductory remarks on both matters with reference to recent literature. My examination focuses specifically on the problem of God’s attributes that have equivalents in human beings and can be attested only from scripture (Qurʾān and ḥadīth), known as “reported attributes” (ṣifāt khabariyya). The nature of the reported attributes related to both essence and acts of God, such as God’s face (wajh), hands (yad), descending (nuzūl), and coming (majīʾ), has been hotly debated since the early centuries of Islam because it risks leading to anthropomorphism (tashbīh) and corporealism (tajsīm).

Stressing the divine transcendence (tanzīh), the Muʿtazila advocated a figurative interpretation of such attributes, taking them only as metaphors. At the other end of the spectrum, the Ḥanbalīs opted for affirming these expressions with their apparent (ẓāhir) meanings without asking how (bi-lā kayf).
 Though some of their members, including Abū Yaʿlā (d. 458/1066) and Ibn ʿAqīl (d. 513/1119), moved relatively close to rational theology, in general, Ḥanbalīs avoided figurative interpretation. Positioned in between these poles, the Sunni theological schools of Ashʿariyya and Māturīdiyya
 have adopted a moderately rational interpretation of reported attributes.
 Even such ḥadīth-oriented Ashʿarī scholars as Muḥyī l-Dīn al-Nawawī (d. 676/1277) and Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī (d. 852/1449) did not refrain from engaging in allegorical renderings when they sensed the potential undermining of God’s transcendence in the apparent meaning of scripture. In general, Ashʿarī ḥadīth commentators neutralized problematic expressions in prophetic ḥadīths by utilizing a number of hermeneutical tools.
 

Concerning the role they attach to reason in theological issues, the Ashʿarīs occupy a middle ground between the Muʿtazila and the Ḥanbalīs; yet the most fervent rivalries took place between the latter and the Ashʿarīs. The tension that escalated in the capital city of Baghdad during the fifth/eleventh century survived for centuries with numerous scholarly confrontations and social upheavals.
 It was against this backdrop that Ashʿarīs’ treatment of reported attributes presented a source of profound discontent for the Ḥanbalīs.

Though recent studies plausibly question whether contemporary Salafīs’ ideas on divine attributes truly conform to the Ḥanbaliyya of the Middle Period,
 in general terms, Salafī Islam was built upon the protest attitude of Ḥanbalīs towards classical Ashʿarī theology, even turning it into a hallmark of their whole doctrine.
 Criticizing Ashʿariyya on the particular issue of reported attributes is as important to Salafīs today as it was to Ḥanbalīs of the past, allowing them to assert their creedal tenets and reproduce their group identity distinct from other theological schools.
 The first major task of the article, then, is to conduct an analysis of the Salafī critique by focusing on its argumentation, strategies, and functions.

But where can we find the Salafī deconstruction of medieval theology on the specific subject of reported attributes? This question brings us to the issue of the literary production of contemporary Salafīs, where the second contribution of this article lies. Though one can trace the development of the Salafī critique through their monographs, independent works of refutation, or academic dissertations, my primary sources are modern editions of medieval ḥadīth commentaries, prepared for publication and footnoted by Salafī editors. Since much of the debate on reported attributes revolves around the Prophet’s statements, the benefits of the ḥadīth commentary literature for this study are twofold: it includes clues of both how pre-modern Ashʿarī commentators elucidated the related ḥadīths and how contemporary Salafī editors critically engage with their interpretations.
 Given their aversion to classical texts of theology and their abstract language, Salafīs regard ḥadīth commentary as one of the most convenient mediums to securely confront Ashʿarī theologians, particularly in the body of the editorial notes located typically below a horizontal line at the bottom of printed pages.

The rise of editorial footnotes as part of the booming Salafī publishing industry was made possible by the accelerated printing of ḥadīth commentaries in the last quarter of the twentieth century. Modern printing practices in the Muslim religious literature allowed editors to make their scholarship visible.
 Eager to adopt new communication channels, Salafī scholars not only employed the “editor’s space” for conventional purposes, such as demonstrating the base text’s variant readings or locating its references, but also to criticize their opponents.

Western academic literature has increasingly paid attention to the significance of printing and literary production for Salafī Islam.
 Focusing on Salafī works on al-ʿAqīda al-ṭaḥāwiyya, Wasim Shiliwala, and partially Philipp Bruckmayr, have recently demonstrated the role of literary production, including commentaries, corrections, annotated/critical editions (taʿlīqs or taḥqīqs), and refutations in Salafī tradition-construction.
 Their case studies can also be taken as further verification of what Nabil Mouline had briefly observed of modern editions of medieval books: 
In order to establish themselves as the heirs of this tradition [i.e., Hanbali cultural heritage], the ulama had to establish a clear line of descent from it and also appropriate it. This attempt to appropriate the tradition concerned not only what are regarded as its more orthodox works, but also works that conflict with the doctrines of modern Hanbali-Wahhabism. These latter have been either faithfully edited, with footnotes and critical introductions correcting what are seen as their more “unorthodox” aspects, or simply republished absent the objectionable content.

Though several studies paid attention to the pivotal role of editors as a professional class in Salafī publishing,
 academic scholarship has yet to fully explore the footnotes inserted into new editions of pre-modern ḥadīth commentaries.
 By examining these notes in relation to the problem of reported attributes—perhaps the most “unorthodox aspect” within the ḥadīth commentary literature—this article contributes to understanding a particular type of Salafī literary production that has recently begun gaining attention among scholars.

Editorial notes are treated in this paper as a genre of scholarly activity, which include certain interlocutors, strategies, and objectives. That the Salafī editors tend to focus on Ashʿarī figures rather than Māturīdīs as their primary rivals is perhaps due to the fact that the former has historically been more occupied with ḥadīth commentary than any other group. This fact also explains why they choose to appropriate the Ashʿarī legacy with modifications instead of attempting to create a sphere of influence from scratch. Simply put, the popularity of al-Nawawī (d. 676/1277), Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, and others in hadith scholarship/commentary was difficult for Salafīs to ignore.  

In what follows, I first introduce my sample of ḥadīth commentaries and their editors with my remarks about them. The next section discusses the primary “discursive strategies”
 adopted by Salafī editors as part of their efforts to refute the Ashʿarīs’ interpretations. The third section takes a broader viewpoint by identifying and explaining the three basic functions of editorial footnotes related mainly to group identity and tradition. Finally, the concluding section briefly discusses recent changes in the Salafī strategy and provides several suggestions for the growing literature on Salafī Islam.

Salafī Editors and their Scholarship 

This case study will focus on the following six commentaries on the two most authoritative ḥadīth collections, Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī and Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim, jointly referred to as al-Ṣaḥīḥayn (The Two Sound Ones):

· Ed. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. ʿAbdallāh b. Bāz:

Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī (d. 852/1449), Fatḥ al-bārī: Sharḥ Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 13 vols. (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-Salafiyya, [1960]).

· Ed. Muḥyī l-Dīn Dīb Mustū et al.:

Aḥmad b. ʿUmar al-Qurṭubī (d. 656/1258), al-Mufhim li-mā ashkala min Talkhīṣ Kitāb Muslim, 7 vols. (Damascus – Beirut: Dār Ibn Kathīr – Dār al-Kalim al-Ṭayyib, 1996).

· Ed. Yaḥyā Ismāʿīl:

al-Qāḍī ʿIyāḍ (d. 544/1149), Ikmāl al-Muʿlim bi-fawāʾid Muslim, 9 vols. (Manṣūra: Dār al-Wafāʾ, 1998).

· Ed. Dār al-Falāḥ editorial team (headed by Khālid al-Rabbāṭ):

Ibn al-Mulaqqin (d. 804/1401), al-Tawḍīḥ li-sharḥ al-Jāmiʿ al-ṣaḥīḥ, 35 vols. (Doha: Wizārat al-Awqāf wa-l-Shuʾūn al-Islāmiyya, 2008).

· Ed. Abū Tamīm Yāsir b. Ibrāhīm and Abū Anas Ibrāhīm b. Saʿīd:

Ibn Baṭṭāl (d. 449/1057), Sharḥ Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, 10 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Rushd, 2014, 3rd ed.).

· Ed. Māzin b. Muḥammad al-Sirsāwī:

Muhyī l-Dīn al-Nawawī (d. 676/1277), Minhāj al-muḥaddithīn wa-sabīlu ṭālibīh al-muḥaqqiqīn fī sharḥ Ṣaḥīḥ Abī l-Ḥusayn Muslim b. al-Ḥajjāj al-Qushayrī, 15 vols. (Damascus: Dār al-Minhāj al-Qawīm, 2020).

In line with their highly respected status, al-Ṣaḥīḥayn, perhaps together with al-Muwaṭṭaʾ, took the lion’s share of attention from the commentarial ḥadīth literature.
 Many delicate issues of theology and law were discussed in ḥadīth commentaries, rendering them a rich source of knowledge on scholarly rivalries. The six above-mentioned commentaries have been selected for this article because they represent, more or less, the most serious commentarial efforts on related books in the Middle Period. One should not assume, however, that Salafī editors’ notes are limited to these books; on the contrary, the inclusion of editorial additions to modern editions of classical commentaries is a common practice.

The fact that the publishing houses in the list are not limited to one country but rather located in different regions across the Muslim world is a testimony to the global character of Salafī Islam. Two commentaries were printed in Egypt—one by the illustrious al-Maktaba al-Salafiyya—and the other two in Damascus-Beirut. Apart from these long-time printing sites, Saudi Arabia and Qatar each housed the publication of only one commentary, which might come as a surprise because of the former’s image as the official gatekeeper of Salafī Islam. This is probably because Saudi Arabia emerged as a significant center of Islamic printing only in the late 1990s. Notably, the publication in Qatar was state-sponsored and introduced by a foreword by the then minister of endowments.

As far as the editors are concerned, two of them deserve particular attention for their influence and breadth of scholarship: ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. ʿAbdallāh b. Bāz (d. 1999) and Māzin b. Muḥammad al-Sirsāwī. Though adding editorial remarks to base texts had already been commonplace among scholars of different orientations, including Muḥammad Zāhid al-Kawtharī (d. 1952) and Aḥmad Muḥammad Shākir (d. 1958), it was Ibn Bāz who popularized this practice in the genre of ḥadīth commentary with regards to reported attributes.
 When he published Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī’s Fatḥ al-bārī in 1960,
 arguably the most influential commentary on Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī, Ibn Bāz contested the commentator Ibn Ḥajar on many legal and theological topics.
 For instance, while Ibn Ḥajar advocates a figurative interpretation of the ḥadīth “there is none who has more jealousy than Allāh”, Ibn Bāz favors a literal understanding: Although we cannot know its nature, we must accept that Allāh has jealousy that is different from His creatures and worthy of His glory.
 Concerning another controversial ḥadīth, known as the ḥadīth al-nuzūl (“Our Lord, the Blessed, the Superior comes down every night on the nearest heaven to us during the last third of the night…”), Ibn Ḥajar contends that the action of coming down should be attributed to angels ordered by Allāh to do so. Ibn Bāz, on the other hand, believes that the ḥadīth should be taken as it is.
 Due to his administrative and scholarly occupations, however, Ibn Bāz was not able to complete the study of Fatḥ al-bārī, but covered only the first three volumes, equivalent to one-fifth of the book, with his critical comments.

Ibn Bāz remained a key figure in the Saudi establishment religious elite since the 1970s.
 In addition to his official position as the president of the Islamic University of Medina and later as the grand mufti of Saudi Arabia, he inspired and encouraged others to carry on his scholarly pursuits.
 As one might expect, subsequent Salafī scholars adopted the fashion set by Ibn Bāz with respect to ḥadīth commentary. To complete what Ibn Bāz had intended, his long-time disciple ʿAbd al-Raḥmān b. Nāṣir al-Barrāk (b. 1933) offered critical remarks on Ibn Ḥajar upon the request of a publishing house in Riyadh. After these notes appeared—together with those of Ibn Bāz—in a new edition of Fatḥ al-bārī,
 they were also published as a separate book, entitled Taʿlīqāt ʿalā al-mukhālafāt al-ʿaqadiyya fī Fatḥ al-bārī [Notes on Creedal Transgressions in Fatḥ al-bārī].
 Adopting Ibn Bāz’s theological perspective and writing style, Ibn al-Barrāk broadens his mentor’s criticism to the whole commentary. ʿAlī b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz b. ʿAlī al-Shubl, a Riyadh-based scholar and a student of Ibn Bāz, was another influential figure who produced a mild critique of Ibn Ḥajar, building upon his master’s notes. Encouraged personally by Ibn Bāz, ʿAlī al-Shubl decided to publicize his critique only after he presented it to Ibn Bāz and received his final approval. Other senior Saudi scholars also praised the work, as evident from the forewords in the book.
 The efforts of Ibn al-Barrāk and ʿAlī al-Shubl deserve the label “correction” rather than “edition”. Nevertheless, their polemical character, both in terms of content and language, influenced subsequent editors. 

As mentioned, Ibn Bāz’s blunt criticism has, since the 1960s, served as an exemplary model for those involved in editing ḥadīth commentaries. Significant among these editors, Māzin al-Sirsāwī is a self-proclaimed Salafī scholar at Egypt’s al-Azhar University. Inspired by such prominent Egyptian Salafī figures as Abū Isḥāq al-Ḥuwaynī,
 al-Sirsāwī belongs to the new generation of promising Salafī editors who have argued against medieval Ashʿarī scholars with regard to theological issues. The bulk of al-Sirsāwī’s critical arsenal, however, rests on a previous polemical work by Mashhūr b. Ḥasan Āl Salmān, who disputed al-Nawawī’s (d. 676/1277) theological speculations over the ḥadīths of Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim. Having embraced a Salafī understanding of creed, Mashhūr argues that al-Nawawī, who was neither rigorous nor coherent in theology, broke with the method of the salaf on several points.
 Thus, it is no surprise that Mashhūr also penned a foreword to al-Sirsāwī’s edition of al-Nawawī’s commentary, praising al-Sirsāwī’s critical engagement with al-Nawawī’s speculations.
 Unlike Ibn Bāz, al-Sirsāwī does not possess significant official power, nor does he play a leading role in the global network of Salafī scholars; his significance lies, instead, in his rigorous proficiency in editing classical texts. The fact that he was able to produce the most accurate edition of Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim’s most popular commentary by consulting more than sixty manuscripts worldwide renders his critical opinions authoritative in the eyes of modern readers. Indeed, his case represents a rising trend in Islamic scholarship of constructing authority through technical expertise. In a cultural atmosphere where distinctions between an edition and an original study are beginning to blur, successful editors are increasingly viewed as established scholars. 

The editors of the other four commentaries mentioned above have unique socio-political and scholarly orientations, and yet they all have been influenced by Salafī Islam in one way or another. The Egyptian ḥadīth professor Yaḥyā Ismāʿīl Ḥablūsh, for example, was associated with the Muslim Brothers.
 Another editor, the Syrian Muḥyī l-Dīn Dīb Mustū (d. 2021), apparently saw no problem with following a particular legal school, which distinguishes him from other Salafīs, such as al-Albānī, who do not allow following a certain madhhab. Their common characteristic, however, is their explicit discontent with the interpretation of reported attributes, as observed in their highly critical remarks on ḥadīth commentators. The similarity of both content and stylistic preferences in these notes allows us to analyze them collectively.

Common Discursive Strategies

Though Salafī editors employ diverse strategies, three of them are particularly significant for their polemics with Ashʿarī ḥadīth commentators. These include (i) rejecting the hermeneutical categories of mutashābih (verses and ḥadīths with ambiguous meanings), majāz (figurative speech), and taʾwīl (interpretation); (ii) re-defining the concepts of bi-lā kayf and tafwīḍ; and (iii) highlighting (the alleged) inconsistencies in the Ashʿarī taxonomy of divine attributes.

1. Rejecting the Theologians’ Hermeneutical Categories

Rejection of mutashābih, majāz, and taʾwīl—commonly utilized by Muslim theologians—is a common approach that Salafīs adopt in their polemical commentaries. Indeed, many Salafīs have openly expressed their reservation toward such hermeneutical categories. Mashhūr Āl Salmān, for instance, identifies the following major causes that have led people to misunderstand the divine attributes: a misconception of tafwīḍ (discussed below) and the treatment of divine attributes within the general frameworks of mutashābih and majāz.
 It is, therefore, imperative to account for Salafīs’ general attitude towards these concepts when examining their engagement with medieval commentators.

In their argumentation, Salafī editors reject rational interpretations of reported attributes by commonly claiming that the great majority of Muslims did not have recourse to ta’wīl since the beginnings of Islam.
 Opposing the understanding of God’s joy/contentment (faraḥ) as His consent (riḍāʾ) in Ikmāl al-Muʿlim, for example, the editor Yaḥyā Ismāʿīl maintains that the salaf affirmed this characteristic without offering any interpretation for it.
 Since Salafīs also tend to take taʾwīl as equal to taʿṭīl—that is, divesting God of His attributes—they emphasize that their viewpoint is not only different from tashbīh, a common accusation against them, but also from taʿṭīl.
 In their view, those who interpret related characteristics eventually negate God’s attributes.

When Salafī editors have to exercise or acknowledge some sort of reasoning on the apparent meaning of a ḥadīth, they are careful not to legitimize the concept of taʾwīl. In al-Sirsāwī’s words, such reasoning is not to be called ta’wīl, but “assigning a word to one of its possible meanings in Arabic.”
 Therefore, they present their reflections on ḥadīth as a legitimate linguistic endeavor, contrasting it with excessive interpretation.
Classifying the scripture into muḥkam (clear, well established) and mutashābih (ambiguous)
—and rendering the latter into figurative readings (majāz)—plays an equally important role in the methodology of medieval ḥadīth commentators. Quoting the famous al-Ghazālī, al-Nawawī maintains that “what comes [in scripture] pertaining to divine attributes falls under the rubric of mutashābih, when its apparent meaning gives the false impression of direction (al-jiha) and anthropomorphism, and thus calls for interpretation”.
 Inclusion of anthropomorphic ḥadīths within the mutashābihāt enables commentators to subject them to figurative readings. Salafīs, on the other hand, deny the existence of such broad and theoretical categories, thereby rejecting their practical applications. Concerning the above-mentioned ḥadīth, “there is none who has more jealousy than Allāh”, Ibn Ḥajar considers majāz the only possible solution, whereas Ibn Bāz finds it unnecessary.
 Likewise, several ḥadīths explained in figurative terms in Ibn al-Mulaqqin’s commentary are treated quite differently in the editor’s notes.
 In a striking example, Ibn al-Mulaqqin notes that the ḥadīth “God does not grow weary till you do” should be understood figuratively. The editor, on the other hand, disagrees with this approach by questioning the very existance of majāz in the Arabic language:

Know that everything that those who accept majāz consider majāz is, in the view of those who do not accept it, just a literary style (uslūb) among many others in the Arabic language.

The objective of Salafī efforts with regard to mutashābih, majāz, and taʾwīl is to block the theoretical means by which scholars escape from the constraints of the scripture’s apparent meanings. Just as Ashʿarī commentators employ such broad categories as mutashābih and majāz to create room for their interpretations, Salafīs close their doors to these concepts to prevent rational manoeuvres. With nowhere to go, one cannot accept anything but the stark reality of reported attributes with their apparent meanings.

2. (Re)defining Bi-lā kayf and Tafwīḍ
In discussions on the nature of reported attributes, the doctrine of bi-lā kayf—which denotes that one should accept these attributes without inquiring about their modality—appears as perhaps the most recurrent theme.
 Due to this lack of certainty, the absolute knowledge of reported attributes was relegated to God (tafwīḍ), particularly by the early pious generations of Islam (al-salaf al-ṣāliḥ). However, in the Middle Period, Ashʿarīs and Ḥanbalīs held different views as to how one should define the bi-lā kayf and tafwīḍ.
 In an effort to dissociate God from humanly categories, Ashʿarīs claimed that it was inappropriate to attribute the apparent (ẓāhir) meanings of such words as hands, face, and fingers to God. Their tafwīḍ, therefore, involved the rejection of these words’ apparent meanings (tafwīḍ al-maʿnā) in the first place. Ḥanbalīs, on the other hand, did not widely perceive these apparent meanings as an impediment to tafwīḍ. The crux of the argument, then, lies in the question: Should one practice tafwīḍ together with the rejection of apparent meanings, or first affirm their apparent nature (ithbāt) and then relegate their knowledge to God for certainty?

The great majority of Salafī editors enthusiastically embrace the concept of tafwīḍ and seek to demonstrate its compliance with ithbāt. Expectedly, they accuse Ashʿarī commentators of manipulating the tafwīḍ as practiced by the salaf.
 In their view, the salaf never regarded the apparent meanings of attributes as inappropriate to God, and consequently, they did not delegate them to God—i.e., they did not practice tafwīḍ al-maʿnā or tafwīḍ al-mutakallimīn.
 The Ashʿarīs, on the other hand, diverged from these ancestors’ straight path by doing so. For instance, commenting on the ḥadīth “The hearts of the mankind are between two of the Compassionate’s fingers”, al-Nawawī mentions that the finger in its literal sense may not have been meant, which is described by the editor as an unprecedented opinion (qawl muḥdath).

In addition to defining the tafwīḍ to their taste, Salafīs tirelessly present the ithbāt as the dominant approach of the early Muslim generations to the issue of reported attributes. A great number of editorial footnotes attest to this position, typically reading as follows: “The doctrine of ahl al-sunna and salaf is the affirmation of these attributes without commenting on How”.
 One may wonder how Salafīs reconcile such anthropomorphic actions as laughing (ḍiḥk), descending (nuzūl), and coming (majīʾ) with the transcendence of God. Rather than providing detailed explanations, they usually offer very brief statements simply noting that the actions of God must be different from those of humans. These statements almost always conclude with reference to Qurʾān 42:11: “There is nothing whatever like unto Him, and He is the All-Hearing, All-Seeing” (laysa ka-mithlihī shayʾun wa huwa al-samīʿ al-baṣīr).

Unlike the great majority of Salafīs who advocate the happy marriage of tafwīḍ with ithbāt, some view the concept of tafwīḍ negatively, positioning it as the opposite of ithbāt. Ibn al-Barrāk, for instance, defines tafwīḍ as “turning away from understanding the sacred texts, and delegating the knowledge of their meanings to God, with only a belief in their wording”.
 Though tafwīḍ is different in his categorization from taʾwīl, which amounts to interpreting the literal meaning, they ultimately result in the same faulty approach.
 Salafīs complete this strategy by criticizing the purported contradictions of Ashʿarīs’ classification of divine attributes.

3. Highlighting Inconsistencies in the Ashʿarī Taxonomy

Like Māturīdīs, Ashʿarī ḥadīth commentators affirm seven fundamental attributes of God with great conformity. These attributes, which are related to God’s essence, include life (ḥayāt), knowledge (ʿilm), hearing (samʿ), seeing (baṣar), power (qudra), speech (kalām), and will (irāda). When commentators come across ḥadīths with anthropomorphic connotations, they tend to interpret them in relation to these seven attributes, particularly irāda. For Ashʿarīs, therefore, God’s love (maḥabba) refers to His will to reward,
 whereas His turning away (iʿrāḍ) and wrath (ghaḍab) refer to His will to keep someone away from His mercy.
 These interpretive strategies encounter harsh criticism by Salafī editors. Therefore, in addition to offering constructive evidence for their claims, Salafīs also have recourse to rhetorical argumentation to expose their opponents’ inconsistencies.

Salafīs argue that the problem leading the commentators to interpret anthropomorphic attributes, viz. the similarity with human beings, exists with the seven attributes, too.
 The objection raised by the editor al-Sirsāwī to al-Nawawī’s explanation of God’s laughter (ḍiḥk) is illustrative and worth quoting in full here: 

This interpretation is not valid. The reason why they subjected [God’s] laughter to interpretation, which is its presence in worldly bodies, applies for His consent (riḍā), too. It has already been mentioned that the commentator interprets riḍā as irāda. (…) There is no difference between His will, consent, and laughter [in this respect]. Whoever singles out one of them for interpretation is required to interpret them all without differentiating any of them. There is no point in interpreting one of them, but not others. This would be nothing but contradiction and inconsistency.

With similar reasoning, another editor emphasizes that “the difference between God’s and His creatures’ being above in the sky (ʿuluww) is like the difference between the essence of God and that of His creatures”.
 From the Salafī point of view, then, none of the ḥadīths on God’s attributes, whether about His essence or His actions, should be interpreted because of the risk of tashbīh.

Salafī criticism, in the meantime, allows them to accuse Ashʿarīs of tashbīh, a practice where God’s qualities are viewed as similar to creatures’ physical organs before being interpreted to get rid of this similarity—an accusation typically levied against Salafīs. Since seeking taʾwīl, in the Salafī view, presumes tashbīh in the first place, it is actually Ashʿarīs who liken the characteristics of God to those of human beings.
 Thus, Salafīs not only discard the major justification of taʾwīl but also counter Ashʿarīs with the very same accusation of tashbīh that they commonly face.

Now that we have seen their common discursive strategies, we can discuss their functions by focusing on the following questions: What are the outcomes of Salafīs’ critical engagement with medieval ḥadīth commentators? What functions do the editorial notes serve in constructing a Salafī identity and history? And what is the role of the notes in Salafīs’ relationships with other Muslim groups?

Functions

Editorial notes may not be seen merely as expressing disagreement with commentators of the past. They also serve certain functions within the large framework of religious movements and their relationships. Accounting for both the notes themselves and the problematics of the secondary literature on Salafī Islam, one can distinguish three primary functions: reproducing group identity and tradition, presenting Salafī Islam as the core of ahl al-sunna, and appealing to ordinary Muslims with a concrete image of God.

1. Reproducing Group Identity and Tradition

Contemporary Salafīs make a painstaking effort to disprove the claim that Salafī Islam is an invented modern phenomenon. In this respect, editorial notes and forewords serve to prove that Salafīs are a distinct community deeply rooted in Islamic history from the earliest generations. As identity-reproduction attempts involve the perception of oneself as unique from the “others”, Salafīs have distinguished themselves from the institutional madhhabs and have instead constructed and glorified a distinct scholarly tradition and history.

Editing and publishing classical texts is, by no means, the only method of reproducing group identity and tradition, and yet it is an important one. Discussing the establishment of the sermon of necessity (khuṭbat al-ḥāja) as a global symbol of the Salafī identity, Alexander Thurston points out that Salafī editors attempted to “salafize” Ibn Taymiyya by adding the sermon to their introduction to the edition of his al-Waṣiyya al-kubrā.
 Certainly, there were also more scholarly ways of tradition construction:

Another way in which the Salafī movement constructs their tradition is through appropriating texts from throughout Islamic history. This process entails the mass production of scholarship that builds on such works through commentary (sharḥ), emendation (tahdhīb), ḥadīth analysis (takhrīj), and correction (taṣḥīḥ). These publications simultaneously promote Salafī readings of the books in question and strengthen the movement’s claim to them.

Editorial notes, the subject of the present article, can be classified as a type of “correction” from among the above-mentioned forms because they simply “correct” previous ḥadīth commentaries. These corrections do not stand alone but appear as marginalia or gloss to ḥadīth works of the Middle Period. As the quoted passage shows, this allows Salafī editors to reproduce their group identity with distinct theological characteristics while appropriating texts from the past to create a history for Salafī Islam.

To see how Salafī editors reconstruct group identity and tradition, one might look up their references in footnotes. Unsurprisingly, the great majority of citations reference back to Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328), whose most-cited works are Sharḥ ḥadīth al-nuzūl and passages from Majmūʿ al-fatāwā,
 as well as his student Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), cited specifically for his al-Ṣawāʿiq al-mursala ʿalā al-Jahmiyya wa-l-Muʿaṭṭila.
 While these sources are concerned mainly with divine attributes, the latter book is also a rebuttal of jahmī views, as the title suggests. Given that Salafīs do not regard Ashʿariyya as different from Jahmiyya on this topic, their employment of the book makes considerable sense. A survey of editors’ references reveals that they consult books from a relatively late period rather than the works of third-fourth/ninth-tenth century authors such as ʿUthmān b. Saʿīd al-Dārimī (d. 280/894) and Ibn Khuzayma (d. 311/924), whose views often parallel those of Ḥanbalī theologians. Apparently, the editors considered it sufficient to refer to a late articulation of Muslim dogma crystallized in the hands of Ibn Taymiyya and others, rather than dealing with contending visions of “pure” Islam that existed in the early formative centuries.

One might wonder whether contemporary Salafī figures are provided an authoritative voice in editorial remarks. Among few references to them as compared to medieval scholars, Muḥammad b. Ṣāliḥ al-ʿUthaymīn
 (d. 2001) and the above-mentioned Mashhūr Āl Salmān
 come to the fore. A member of the Committee of Grand Ulama in Saudi Arabia from 1987 until his death, Ibn al-ʿUthaymīn is known for his works on Salafī creed and ḥadīth commentary, with a particular focus on Ibn Taymiyya’s theological writings.
 This, again, echoes both the leading position assigned to Ibn Taymiyya and the supporting roles played by the twentieth-century Salafī luminaries in reproducing group identity and tradition.
2. Presenting Salafī Islam as the Core of Ahl al-sunna
The Salafī editions of ḥadīth commentaries were produced predominantly in the latter half of the twentieth century, when Salafīs set an increasingly divisive and exclusivist tone toward other Muslims.
 Parallel to growing less flexible and less tolerant during this period, Salafīs seemed eager to incorporate any scholarly debate into a framework through which they defined “true” Islam and the ideal Muslim. One of the main functions of editorial notes, then, is to present Salafī Islam as the chief—and in some cases, the only—constituent of ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamāʿa. Therefore, Ashʿariyya and Māturīdiyya, who comprised the majority of ahl al-sunna historically, are marginalized or excluded entirely from mainstream Islam.

The marginalization of the Ashʿariyya is manifest in instances where they are accused of following such heretical groups as the Jahmiyya. For example, Salafī editors label the Ashʿarī theologian Ibn Fūrak (d. 406/1015) as mutajahhim for his interpretations of reported attributes.
 Moreover, Ibn al-Barrāk boldly claims that “Ashʿarīs must either turn to the right doctrine—i.e., the doctrine of ahl al-sunna wa-l-jamāʿa—or leave it for the doctrine of Muʿaṭṭila such as Jahmiyya and Muʿtazila, because they cannot be saved from their contradictions except for one of these two things”.
 That editors present the views of the ahl al-kalām in contrast with those of the ahl al-sunna eventually allowed Salafīs to portray themselves as the true representative of the latter.

Far from being a modern phenomenon, presenting the Ashʿariyya as equivalent to Jahmiyya and Muʿtazila has a long history. As documented in contemporary studies, Ibn Taymiyya, for instance, attempted to isolate Ashʿarīs and Māturīdīs by describing them as Jahmīs on several topics, including divine attributes and the nature of faith.
 This Salafī effort amounts, then, to a revival of the severe polemics of the Middle Period.

It is not always clear whether Salafī editors consider Ashʿarīs a part of the ahl al-sunna, but they carefully avoid excommunicating ḥadīth commentators and even prevent some fanatical Salafīs from doing so.
 This “calming” function is visible, particularly in the introduction sections penned by editors to appreciate and praise the commentator’s general scholarship. Typical in these introductions, a section entitled “His Creed” (ʿAqīdatuh) is devoted to explaining the commentator’s theological views with a critical outlook to caution readers against taking their scholarship at face value.
 At the same time, however, the editors acknowledge the contribution of Ashʿarī scholars to the study of ḥadīth, falling short of making further claims about them. In the introduction to Ibn Baṭṭāl’s commentary, for example, after contrasting between Ibn Baṭṭāl and the ahl al-sunna—which they define narrowly—the editors mention that they “excuse scholars, such as Ibn Baṭṭāl, al-Nawawī, and Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, who were caught up in a bidʿa by which they intend to exalt the Creator, and did their best”.
 Obviously, such comments also reflect the editors’ desires to distance themselves from extreme Salafī groups who go so far as to excommunicate other Muslims on account of minor disagreements. 

3. Appealing to the Muslim Public with a Concrete Image of God

In an attempt to answer the question, “Why have the Salafis who have been historically marginal, become so popular today?”, Bernard Haykel suggests that “the simplistic and straightforward presentation of God’s attributes” has greatly contributed to the spread of the Salafī message in the modern Muslim world.
 This observation closely connects to the third and final function of the Salafī attention to God’s reported attributes: consolidating the believers around the idea of tawḥīd, particularly tawḥīd al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt (the unity of God’s names and attributes), and cultivating their religiosity. In this regard, it is undeniable that concepts such as “God’s hands” and “God’s face” could provide a simpler, more concrete, accessible, and mobilizing image of God among laypeople.

Reaching large portions of Muslim populations worldwide by focusing on the problem of God’s attributes certainly overlaps with Salafīs’ aversion to historical institutions such as the madhāhib and the elitism embedded in their very nature. While metaphorical interpretations can be highly favorable among a narrow circle of theologians, Salafīs move closer to anthropomorphic descriptions that can easily resonate with the laity. As a matter of fact, the Salafī desire to treat the subject of reported attributes at a popular level has deep historical roots in the Islamic intellectual tradition. As Livnat Holtzman demonstrates, taking the social function of aḥādīth al-ṣifāt into consideration, Ḥanbalī traditionalists of the Middle Period did not hesitate to transmit and comment on them in public sessions, while Ashʿarī scholars disapproved of the spread of such ḥadīths among laymen.
 By reviving a medieval practice, contemporary Salafīs strengthen their social base through the issue of divine attributes, although they continue to remain marginal among the scholarly circles in the majority of Muslim educational institutions.

The Salafīs’ public appeal with a concrete image of God is ironically reminiscent of rābiṭa (lit. bond), a disputed practice of their Sufi rivals, in terms of its social function. Adopted principally by the Naqshbandiyya order, the rābiṭa refers to a disciple’s visualization of his master to keep his connection alive to his shaykh and eventually to God.
 A primary function of rābiṭa is to unite and mobilize distant disciples around the master through envisioning his physical qualities, particularly his “face”, in his absence. Though Salafīs characterize the Sufis’ rābiṭa unfavorably, ranging from bidʿa to shirk, they appear to be pursuing similar goals through different paths. After all, all religious movements must keep the commitment and motivation of their adherents alive while leading them to a given form of religiosity. This point, however, requires a fuller discussion of Salafī spirituality, in comparison with sufi practices, in future studies.

Conclusion

The etiquette of dealing with earlier writings has always been a contentious issue in Islamic intellectual history. As an Ashʿarī-Shāfiʿī jurist, Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 771/1370) once grumbled that one of the corporealists (mujassima) had gone too far by omitting what the author had written about divine attributes in his copy of al-Nawawī’s commentary on Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim. Subkī considered this behavior not only a violation of scholarly etiquette but also a grave sin.
 Facing a similar dilemma between loyally reproducing a text and reproaching some of its parts, Salafīs have found their way out with editorial practices such as writing critical introductions and footnotes. By employing different discursive strategies in editorial notes, they not only confront the ḥadīth commentators of the Middle Period on a highly speculative issue but also consolidate their group identity and tradition, as well as reclaim the title of ahl al-sunna from other schools of Islamic theology.
In recent decades, Salafīs have expanded their enterprise by producing full commentaries on major ḥadīth collections. This development, which deserves its own study, helps empower Salafīs to articulate creed more coherently and assertively by liberating them from the discursive limits of medieval texts. Their success, however, will rest on whether Salafī Islam will continue attracting ordinary Muslims and maintaining its political and financial patronage at the level of Muslim states and dignitaries.

Finally, some remarks about the growing academic literature on Salafī Islam are in order. First, although current scholarship unanimously agrees that Salafīs welcome a ḥadīth-based understanding of Islam, their relationship with the classical ḥadīth literature is more complicated than assumed. The present article has shown that editorial notes, as equally important as independent books, pamphlets, and treatises, can provide valuable material to the study of Salafī Islam in general and its critical engagement with ḥadīth commentary tradition in particular. They illuminate which parts of this tradition Salafīs approvingly accept and which they flatly reject. Second, despite the fact that researchers acknowledge the centrality of creed in the Salafī project, they tend to identify its distinctive qualities in immediately noticeable traits such as dress, beard, ritual ablutions, and prayers or politics-related attitudes. This article is a reminder that much work is still needed to better understand the Salafī creed and its complex relationships with the theological heritage of the Middle Period.
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