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The discourse surrounding Islamic methodology, or Manhaj, has seen a significant shift over the last century,
particularly regarding the term Salaf. While the term historically refers to the first three generations of Muslims—
the Sahaba, Tabi'in, and Tabi' al-Tabi'in—modern movements have adopted the label Salafi to denote a specific
puritanical reformist ideology often associated with Wahhabism. To understand the complexities of this theological
landscape, it is essential to conduct a technical breakdown of the epistemological frameworks, historical
trajectories, and interpretive methodologies that distinguish the original Salafus Shalihfrom  the  contemporary
Salafi-Wahabi movement. This analysis serves as a comprehensive field guide for scholars, researchers, and
practitioners seeking to navigate the nuances of Islamic jurisprudence and sectarian identity.

1.The Theoretical Framework: Defining 'Salaf' vs. 'Salafism'

In classical Islamic scholarship, Salaf is a temporal designation rather than a specific ideological sect. It

traditionally encompasses the period characterized by the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) as the 'best of

generations.' The authority of the Salaf is derived from their proximity to the prophetic era, which granted them a
unigue understanding of the Arabic language, the context of revelation (Asbab al-Nuzul), and the  practical
implementation of Sharia.

The Temporal Definition of Salafus Shalih

The Salafus Shalih (the Pious Predecessors) are generally categorized into three distinct eras:

e The Sahaba (Companions): Those who met the Prophet and died as believers.

e The Tabi'in (Successors): The generation that followed the Sahaba.

e The Tabi' al-Tabi'in (Successors of the Successors): The generation that followed the Tabi'in, ending roughly
around 220 AH (After Hijrah).

In contrast, Salafism as a modern movement (often equated with Wahhabism) is a 18th-century reformist
paradigm initiated by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. It emphasizes a literalist interpretation of scripture, a
rejection of post-Salaf tradition (Turats), and a rigid focus on Tawhid al-Uluhiyyah (Oneness of Divinity). The
technical divergence begins when the modern movement claims exclusive representation of the historical Salaf,
often bypassing the centuries of scholarly development in the four Madhabs (schools of jurisprudence).

2. Technical Analysis: The Methodological Divergence (Manhaj)

The primary friction between traditionalist scholars (such as those from NU - Nahdlatul Ulama or Al-Azhar) and
the Salafi-Wahabi movement lies in Usul al-Figh(Principles of Jurisprudence). Traditionalism relies on a multi-
layered hermeneutic approach, whereas Salafi-Wahabism adopts a reductive literalist framework.

Epistemological Differences in Interpretation

The technical application of Islamic law involves different mechanics depending on the Manhaj applied:



1. The Traditionalist Model: Utilizes a chain of transmission (Isnad) not only for Hadith but for the interpretation
of those Hadith. It values the Maqasid al-Sharia (Objectives of Law) and allows for Taglid (following established
scholarship) for laypeople.

2. The Salafi-Wahabi Model: Advocates for ljtihad (independent reasoning) for individuals, even if they lack
deep linguistic or historical training. This often results in a 'Scripture-Only' approach that ignores the consensus
(Ijma) of the classical era.



Feature Salafus Shalih (Classical Era) Modern Salafi-Wahabism

Jurisprudence (Figh) Adherence to the Four Madhabs Often claims 'Madhab-less' (Lama-
(Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi'i, Hanbali). dhhabi) or strict literalism.

Theological Framework Ash'ari and Maturidi schools of Athari (Literalist) approach, often
Aqidah. rejecting metaphorical interpretation

(Ta'wil).

Definition of Bid'ah Categorized into 'Good' (Hasanah) Every innovation in religious practice
and 'Misguided' (Dalalah). is seen as misguidance.

Sufism (Tasawwuf) Integrated as the science of spiritual Generally rejected or viewed with
purification (Ihsan). extreme suspicion as Shirk.

3. Historical Trajectory: From Najd to Global Influence

The emergence of the Wahhabi movement in the Najd region of the Arabian Peninsula marked a significant
departure from the prevailing Ottoman-Islamic consensus. Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab sought to 'purify’ Islam
from what he perceived as Shirk (polytheism) and Bid'ah (innovation). This included the condemnation of practices
such as visiting graves of saints (Ziyarat) and seeking intercession (Tawassul).

The Mechanical Rebranding: From Wahabi to Salafi

Historically, the term 'Wahabi' was used by critics to describe this movement. However, in the mid-20th century,
particularly with the rise of petrodollar-funded global proselytization (Dawah), the movement adopted the title Salafi
. This was a strategic linguistic shift designed to:

* Universalize the ldentity: By claiming the name of the Salaf, the movement positioned itself as 'Islam in its
purest form' rather than a specific regional sect.

¢ Invalidate Critics: If the movement is the Salaf, then any critic is by definition an opponent of the pious
predecessors.

¢ Ahlussunnah Claim: The movement often appends the title Ahlussunnah wal Jama'ah while excluding
traditional Ash'ari and Maturidi followers, who constitute the vast majority of the Sunni world.

4. Practical Implementation: Issues of Takfir and Social Exclusion

One of the most critical aspects of the Salafi-Wahabi movement identified in technical studies is the concept of
Takfir (declaring other Muslims as apostates). While the historical Salaf were extremely cautious regarding Takfir,
modern radicalized branches of Salafism use a 'Nullifiers of Islam' (Nawagid al-Islam) framework that can lead to
extremist outcomes.

Core Mechanics of Takfiri Thought

The technical workflow of extremist Salafi logic often follows this sequence:

1. Observation: A Muslim performs an act (e.g., voting in a secular election or practicing Tawassul).

2. Classification: The act is classified as 'Major Shirk' or 'Kufr Akbar' based on a literalist reading.

3. Application: The individual is declared a non-Muslim without the traditional safeguards of Istis’haab
(presumption of continuity of faith).

4. Consequence: Social exclusion or, in extreme cases, justification of violence.



5. Comparative Evaluation: Manhaj and Amaliyah

The divergence is not merely theoretical but manifests in daily Amaliyah (religious practices). Traditional scholars,
such as those mentioned in the bibliographical data (e.g., Syekh Salim Al-Husaini), emphasize that Salafi-
Wahabism often contradicts the very scholars they claim to follow.



Operational Aspect Traditional Scholarly Path Salafi-Wahabi Path

Source of Authority Chain of scholars (Sanad) dating Individual reading of Sahih Bukhari/
back to the Prophet. Muslim without context.

Legal Flexibility High; utilizes Urf (custom) and Low; rigid adherence to specific texts
Maslaha (public interest). regardless of context.

Veneration of Prophet High; Mawlid and excessive praise Viewed as potential Shirk or forbidden
are viewed as acts of love. Bid'ah.

Engagement with Modernity Synthesis through Figh Al- Often isolationist or confrontational
Wagqi' (Jurisprudence of Reality). toward 'non-Salafi' norms.

6. Case Studies: The Indonesian Context

In Indonesia, organizations like Muhammadiyah and Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) offer distinct perspectives on
following the Salaf. NU maintains a strong adherence to the Turats (classical texts) and the Ash'ari creed, viewing
Salafi-Wahabism as a disruptive 'new' ideology that threatens the local cultural-religious fabric. Muhammadiyah,
while reformist, focuses on Tajdid (renewal) but often distances itself from the rigid Takfiri elements of Wahhabism.

Field Guide to Identifying Discrepancies

For those analyzing religious literature (like the book "7 Salafi Wahhabi Bukan Pengikut Salafus Shalih"), look for
these technical markers of a Salafi-Wahabi text:

¢ Rejection of the Four Madhabs: Claims that following a Madhab is 'blind imitation' (Taglid al-A'ma).

e Anthro-pomorphism in Agidah: Assigning physical attributes to God (e.g., hands, face, sitting) without the
traditional caveat of Bila Kayfa (without asking how) as understood by the majority.

¢ Hyper-focus on Bid'ah: Constant condemnation of local traditions like Yasinan, Tahlilan, or Mawlid.

7. Algorithmic Approach to Authenticating Manhaj
To determine if a movement truly follows the Salafus Shalih, a technical audit of their Usul(Foundations) can be
applied using the following logical model:

Step 1: Check Chain of Transmission (Isnad).Does the methodology of the group have a historical connection
to the classical scholars (Imam Shafi'i, Imam Ahmad, etc.), or does it start abruptly with 18th-century Najdi texts?

Step 2: Evaluate Interpretive Scope. Does the group accept the ljma(Consensus) of the 4th through 10th
centuries AH? If they reject the bulk of Islamic heritage as 'deviant,’ they are likely a modern reconstructionist
movement.

Step 3: Analyze the Concept of Tawhid.Does the group divide Tawhid into three parts (Rububiyyah, Uluhiyyah,
Asma wa Sifat) in a way that allows them to declare Muslims as polytheists? This tripartite division is a later
development not explicitly used by the early Salaf in a Takfiri context.

8. Broader Implications for Global Stability and Theology

The distinction between being a ‘follower of the Salaf' and a 'modern Salafi' is not merely an academic exercise. It
has profound implications for global security, social cohesion, and the preservation of Islamic intellectual history.



The Salafi-Wahabi movement's tendency to monopolize truth often leads to internal conflict (Fitna) within Muslim
communities. By contrast, the traditional approach of the Salafus Shalih was characterized by a breadth of legal
opinion (lkhtilaf) and a focus on the spiritual purification of the heart.

Understanding that Salafism is a modern ideological construct allows for a more nuanced dialogue. It empowers
Muslims to reclaim the legacy of the true Salaf—one of intellectual rigor, spiritual depth, and communal unity—
without being tethered to the narrow, literalist confines of 18th-century reformism. As the bibliographical data
suggests, the facts often reveal that the Salafi-Wahabi 'manhaj' is frequently at odds with the actual practices and
methodologies of the pious predecessors they claim to represent. Moving forward, the emphasis must return to a
holistic study of Turats Ulama Nusantaraand global classical scholarship to ensure an authentic continuation of
the prophetic legacy.
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