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NOTE ON CONVENTION

The transliteration system adopted in the book is the one used by 
International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES), which is considered a 
leader in the field of Middle East studies. Some place and people names are 
transliterated, but names familiar in English are given their usual English 
spelling (for example Mecca and Baghdad for place names, and Osama bin 
Laden for people names). For reasons of clarity and consistency, dating 
throughout this research is according to the Christian Era. The aḥādīth 
(sing. ḥadīth) cited in this study have been recovered from the website 
sunnah.com; therefore, for each ḥadīth quotation I have provided a direct 
link to the sunnah.com site, so as to compare the different forms of possible 
quotations.





PREFACE

Why do some people kill other people in the name of Islam? Newspapers 
and news agencies refer to these people simply as “terrorists”. Others, who 
want to show some degree of being informed, call them Salafi-Jihadis. But 
names as such do not explain why adherents to Salafi-Jihadism do what 
they do. An outsider might say that Salafi-Jihadis just kill other people 
who happen not to be Muslims, but it remains a mystery to that outsider 
why they kill their co-religionists as well, sometimes by entering a mosque 
when people are praying in order to blow themselves up – in the name of 
the very same God to whom the people assembled were praying. Why do 
Salafi-Jihadis cut the throats of others or burn a Muslim pilot to death? 
Why? Why? Why?

Many wonder why and find no answer. An answer is to be found in the 
book you are now holding. This is the very first attempt to study Salafi-
Jihadism as an ideology that is tied to revolutionary Gnosticism. In this 
study, you will find an interpretative framework that explains Salafi-
Jihadism. After reading it, you will understand more of this ideology and 
why its followers commit crimes in the name of that ideology, which they 
call religion.

This study adopts an innovative viewpoint to study radical Islamist 
thought in general. Previously used by other notable scholars, the theoretical 
notion of revolutionary Gnosticism helps to frame and understand 
revolutionary phenomena such as Nazism, Bolshevism and Jacobinism, 
but never before has this notion been adopted in relation to Salafi-Jihadism 
to help explain it. Studying Salafi-Jihadism from this perspective reveals 
its intent of saving humankind from Evil (with a capital letter) in order to 
construct the perfect society.

The consistency of Salafi-Jihadism with revolutionary Gnosticism 
reveals that the ideological foundation of radical Islamist groups is basically 
at odds with Islam tout court.

By writing this book, Dr. Giacomo Maria Arrigo offers us a daring 
and cogent explanatory framework to understand Salafi-Jihadism as a 
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revolutionary gnostic movement and at once he offers us a glimpse at 
what the future might bring. By reading this book, the reader will gain 
more insight into the motives of Salafi-Jihadism and will acquire a better 
understanding of this extremist ideology. After finishing this book, the 
reader will also have found answers to the questions posed at the outset 
of this preface. The publication of this book comes at a time in which 
humanity is confronted with Covid-19, economic recession, changes in 
world order, and racial conflict. Yes, it is a time to read such a book!

Prof. Dr. John Nawas
Professor of Arabic and Islamic Studies

University of Leuven, Belgium



[Matthew 19] 
{19:25} And upon hearing this, 

the disciples wondered greatly, saying: 
“Then who will be able to be saved?” 

{19:26} But Jesus, gazing at them, said to them: 
“With men, this is impossible.

But with God, all things are possible.”





INTRODUCTION

The study of revolutionary Gnosticism as a philosophical concept 
is rather new in the academic debate. The same could be said of Salafi-
Jihadism, which is the ideological foundation of radical groups such as 
al-Qāʿida and the self-proclaimed Islamic State. The present research is 
therefore at the intersection of two underdeveloped areas of study, having 
to deal with issues that few have written about. However, it is not for a 
mere exercise in style that I put both notions in relation to each other. There 
is something more that guides the entire research, something I will explain 
in this brief introduction.

Revolutionary Gnosticism was introduced in the academic debate by the 
philosopher Eric Voegelin (1901-1985). He considers this notion as “the 
propulsive force of the Western revolution,”1 a rather unusual and intriguing 
statement indeed. As a matter of fact, in all his intellectual work he delves 
into the very nature of revolutionary movements in European history, from 
the 17th-century Puritans to the 20th-century totalitarian experiences of 
Nazism and Bolshevism. Intrigued by the revolutionary mindset, he first 
uses the concept of political religion, but then he rejectes it for a more 
comprehensive theoretical model, that is, revolutionary Gnosticism. By 
adopting it extensively in his work, Voegelin has been able to understand 
the underlying purpose of every revolutionary movement, namely, to 
redeem humankind from Evil (with the capital letter) and to build the 
perfect society ever existed. This claim reveals the Promethean project of 
the gnostic revolution, which is to eliminate God from the revolutionary 
perspective and to pretend to take on His creative and redeeming power. 

The efficacy of the concept of revolutionary Gnosticism has led several 
other philosophers and sociologists to adopt it as a useful explanatory notion 
to frame and define numerous modern and contemporary revolutionary 
phenomena. Scholars such as Augusto del Noce (1910-1989), Vittorio 
Mathieu (1923-2020), Emanuele Samek Lodovici (1942-1981) and Luciano 

1 Eric Voegelin, La nuova scienza politica (Roma: Borla, 1999), p. 189.


