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The Salafi Jihadist movement, relying on the concept of "Ummah™ within the
Islamic world, has redefined and reconstructed this concept according to its
political objectives, giving it a new form that contrasts with the notion of
"nation" and creates the necessary conditions for expanding its influence and
presence. Among these regions, the Kurdish areas of Iran, due to their
proximity to national borders and distance from the capital, are predisposed in
various ways to the inclination toward Takfiri Salafism. The majority of the
residents in this region are Sunni, though there are also some followers of the
Shiite faith. Economically, most of the population in this region lives in
poverty, with livelihoods primarily dependent on agriculture, animal
husbandry, and smuggling. Intellectually, culturally, and ideologically, there
are suitable grounds in these areas for adopting Salafi tendencies, while the
dangerous and frightening phenomenon of Takfiri Salafism has emerged and
spread in territories very close to Iran’s borders. In this study, as indicated by
its title, a descriptive-analytical method was employed to investigate and
analyze the tendency toward Takfiri Salafism (Salafi movements) in the
Kurdish regions of Iran. The findings indicate that, generally, Sunni-populated
areas along the eastern and western peripheries of the country, given their
connections with neighboring countries, severe economic poverty, and
susceptibility to Takfiri ideology, provide a suitable environment for the
adoption of Salafi inclinations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The rise of Takfiri Salafism in the Kurdish regions of Iran has emerged as a critical issue in the
sociopolitical landscape, particularly in the post-9/11 world. Defined by a strict interpretation of Islamic
doctrine, Takfiri Salafism rejects the legitimacy of various Islamic sects and seeks to establish a
homogenized religious state. Salafi ideology, rooted in the teachings of historical figures like Ibn
Taymiyyah, has reemerged in response to contemporary conflicts, significantly affecting regions with
distinct sociopolitical vulnerabilities (Amiri & Falahnejad, 2016; Amiri, 2014). This study seeks to
understand the underlying conditions that make the Kurdish areas in Iran fertile ground for the spread of
Salafi ideologies, exploring factors such as economic deprivation, social alienation, and geographical
marginalization.

The Kurdish regions in Iran, bordering Iraq and Syria, are historically marginalized and home to a
predominantly Sunni population within a largely Shia country. Economic underdevelopment exacerbates
social tensions, leaving communities susceptible to radical ideologies as alternative means of social
mobility and identity (Houshangi & Pakatchi, 2011). The persistence of poverty and isolation has created a
foundation upon which Takfiri Salafism can flourish, especially as local populations grapple with the loss
of traditional social structures and increased exposure to cross-border ideologies. For instance, Ashraf
(1994) observes how the political disenfranchisement and religious divergence of these regions align with
factors conducive to radicalization (Ashraf, 1994).

Takfiri Salafism’s ideological appeal, deeply tied to a pan-Islamic identity, challenges the
conventional concept of a nation-state, emphasizing a singular Muslim identity that transcends national
borders (Hegghammer, 2010). This doctrine attracts those who feel alienated by the national state’s
exclusionary policies or cultural impositions. In the context of Iran, such teachings confront Shia-majority
national narratives, creating a frictional dynamic. This ideology’s expansion has found support not only
among local disenfranchised youth but also through external influencers and organizations with vested
interests in perpetuating sectarian divisions (Castells, 2001). Consequently, the Takfiri Salafi movement in
these areas has become intertwined with global networks of extremism, which offer ideological and
sometimes material support to individuals and groups in Iranian Kurdistan (Enayat, 1997).

As the Kurdish regions continue to experience this ideological infiltration, the study highlights that
insufficient religious education and the absence of moderate Islamic clerical influence amplify Salafism’s
appeal (Al-Amin, 1986). Many individuals drawn to Takfiri ideology are inadequately informed about
broader Islamic tenets, relying on simplified interpretations that view any form of intercession or religious
plurality as shirk (idolatry). Religious leaders like Amiri (2014) argue that this narrow view results from
a lack of established religious discourse in these areas, which leaves individuals vulnerable to external
dogmas (Amiri, 2014). In addition, the community’s alienation from Shia-dominated religious and political
narratives makes alternative forms of religious expression particularly attractive (Ahmadi, 2009).

Geopolitical tensions further exacerbate these trends, as regional conflicts involving Iraq, Syria,
and Afghanistan bring ideological radicalism closer to Iran’s borders. Salafi groups in these regions have
evolved from passive religiosity to active militarization, bolstered by their exposure to militant ideologies
stemming from these ongoing conflicts. The U.S. invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan catalyzed Salafism’s
regional spread, as former fighters and ideological allies relocated to areas within Iran’s reach (Houshangi
& Pakatchi, 2011). These fighters, carrying a legacy of anti-Western sentiment, simultaneously oppose the
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Shia state apparatus, positioning themselves as defenders of an "authentic” Sunni Islam that transcends
local Kurdish identities. This perceived duty to safeguard “pure” Islam against the perceived doctrinal
deviations of the Shia majority has helped recruit many Kurdish youths to extremist causes (Houshangi &
Pakatchi, 2011).

Finally, the study advocates for a comprehensive response involving community-based
interventions to counteract Salafism’s allure. Engaging local Sunni clerics and moderate religious scholars
could foster a sense of religious autonomy and doctrinal integrity that undermines the need for extremist
narratives (Enayat, 1997). The Iranian government’s support for inclusive religious education that
addresses the unique needs of the Kurdish Sunni population may also mitigate the ideological spread of
Takfiri Salafism, fostering a narrative of national inclusion rather than sectarian exclusion (Ahmadi, 2009).

In conclusion, this analysis highlights that the spread of Takfiri Salafism in Iran’s Kurdish regions
is facilitated by economic marginalization, religious isolation, and the geopolitical landscape, which
exposes vulnerable communities to transnational ideologies. As these regions experience continued
ideological encroachment, the Iranian government and local religious leaders must collaborate to build
resilient and inclusive community structures that emphasize both national unity and religious diversity.
This approach may prevent the further entrenchment of Takfiri Salafism and safeguard the cultural and
religious identity of Iran’s Kurdish population.
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