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Abstract

The new French documentary Les Salafistes (The Salafis) that pre-
miered January 26, 2016, in a small number of French theaters of-
fers iconographic imagery seldom seen in the public space: a string
of interviews with some of the leading jihadist militants in Mali,
Tunisia, Algeria, and Iraq coupled with ghastly images of violence
perpetrated by militant groups. The intention appears to be to show
the irrationality of and paradox in the jihadis’ discourse and actions.
Unfortunately, the directors have succeeded only in reproducing al-
ready existing stereotypes of Salafis. The lack of any appropriate
contextualization that problematizes the recent rise of violence in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is perhaps the
film’s major flaw. Despite the directors’ ambition to let violent ex-
tremists discredit their own project, the documentary presents an
essentialist argument that reproduces Orientalist imageries of a sav-
age religion. Without the appropriate commentary and background
overview to the conflicts featured in the film, the audiences are left
alone with an extremist narrative that confirms the evocations of
the West’s moral, cultural, and political superiority over the East.
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The Documentary
The genre of non-fictional film productions, otherwise known as documen-
taries, is cinematic storytelling designed to aesthetically engage and direct au-
diences.1 Les Salafistes, the recently produced French documentary about jihadi
groups between February 2012 and July 2015, fits that general definition rather
well.2 The directors of this biopic, Mauritanian journalist Lemine Ould Salem
and French film producer François Margolin, both have had previous experi-
ence with covering violence in Muslim-majority contexts. In Les Salafistes,
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they present a 71-minute audiovisual description that incorporates monologues
by known leaders of several jihadi groups and a wide range of repugnant im-
ages that explicate some of the violence committed by them.

The focal point rests, in part, on the cities and administrative regions of
Gao and Timbuktu, both of which have been at the center of the Malian civil
war and have experienced the rule of militant Salafi groups (ca. July 2012-
January 2013). Additional recordings originate predominantly from the Iraqi
battlefields and Islamic State propaganda videos. The directors’ expressed in-
tention is to  allow a number of militant Salafi advocates to explain their goals
and, at the same time, show how implementing them affects local populations
primarily in northern Mali, but also elsewhere, most notably in Iraq, Algeria,
Mauritania, and Tunisia.

The directors weave together the militants’ rhetoric of how they are estab-
lishing justice through the divinely ordained mandate and their seemingly in-
discriminate acts of callous violence.3 Nevertheless, one of the documentary’s
most remarkable features is the lack of the overlaid commentary that usually
accom- panies such productions.4 Here we can see how selected spiritual and
military leaders summarize their worldview, the intentions driving their actions,
and the religious justifications underlying their various campaigns to establish
the “righteous” society under “the rule of Sharia.” All of their rhetoric, however,
is left largely unproblematized and uncontextualized. In effect, the central mes-
sage to the French secular audiences seems to be that there is an interminable
chasm between their worldview and that of the jihadi militants, for we are left
with a feeling that there cannot be any reconciliation between liberal values
and those of the jihadis. And that may very well be the case.

However, this portrayal leaves us in an aporia between the multifarious
motivations behind jihadi violence, the political context in which it occurs,
and common Islamophobic clichés. We are left wondering about the underly-
ing factors. For example, is religious zealotry the key element of violence?
Religious extremists have been around for centuries, so why are they only
now able to gain traction in such wide areas of the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region and in such a significant way? These or similar ques-
tions are never asked. The trouble here is the overwhelming ambiguity with
which the audience is left in terms of identifying or assuming the source(s) of
violence in the region featured. Even though the producers’ expressed inten-
tion is not to reduce Islam or even Salafism to the usual stereotype of a mono-
lithic violent religion, the film suffers greatly from their own epistemological
bias: French identity and culture represent the dominant designatum by which
all other phenomena are measured and, therefore, judged. This is deeply prob-
lematic for several reasons.
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The directors’ decision to show a contextually disparate number of violent
video sequences and interviews reflects both their desire to reveal how the
“enemy” rationalizes its brutality and to confirm Europe’s moral superiority
over the other, or at least over its violent component.5 Yet this production is
even more controversial than that, for the choice to omit a superimposed ex-
planatory narrative provoked the French Ministry of Interior to describe Les
Salafistes as “dangerous” and Fleur Pellerin, the Minister of Culture, to label
it PG-18.6 This decision to protect French youth from any possibility of suc-
cumbing to radicalization or even of validating jihadi violence has, in turn,
provoked a public debate revolving around the government’s questionable
ruling to censor the documentary, apparently something it has not done since
the 1960s.7 Moreover, the film’s original release date, November 2015, was
changed to January 26, 2016, due to the mass shootings in Paris on November
13, 2015.8 Such a string of decisions deserves a discussion of its own, but for
now we focus on the documentary’s structure.

Data in a Contextual Void
Salem and Margolin’s choice to edit the wide range of video material from var-
ious MENA societies, accompanied by the original sound bites, and present it
with no overlaid explanatory commentary is rather uncommon, aesthetically
daring, and politically provocative. But it is also something more than that.9
Their attempt to let the “data speak” is lopsided and illusive. This type of ob-
servational iconographic method attempts to capture organic facts that are alive
and moving, which, in turn, provoke emotional responses.10 In other words,
the specific intention of showing graphic images and rhetorical symbols (of
presumably an extreme religion) is to entice abhorrence and, most importantly,
fear. The ambition is perhaps to represent reality in a more concentrated way
than the dispersed images of extremism that we are already aware of, as if to
reveal “what really matters.”11

After all, Salem and Margolin develop their videography on the jihadi nar-
rative’s apparent inconsistency, inhumanity, and incoherence, and this is con-
sequently reflected in the negative experiences of the populations they rule.
This cinematic narrative is a blunt show of not only the apparent disconnect
between jihadi claims to dispense divinely ordered justice and the professed
injustice and suffering caused by their rule, but also of the irrationality of
Salafism and the subsequent rationality of the French.12

The initial impression is that the documentary works on the idea of un-
covering the other’s nauseating perception of reality, by which a presumably
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francophone audience can reaffirm its superior sense of civilized humanity.
This is yet another manifestation of the Muslim other.

Despite all of the directors’ well-intended aims and purposes, this effort
is yet another manifestation of the Muslim other. It works on the idea of un-
covering the other’s nauseating perception of reality, by which a francophone
audience can reaffirm its superior sense of civilized humanity. How is this
done? First, the reductionist tone in terms of what Salafism is and how it al-
legedly programs its proponents with the irreconcilable desire to destroy all
opposition percolates throughout the documentary’s 71 minutes. One can
therefore reasonably assume that the jihadi group’s justificatory narrative and
brutality have by now been well-documented by both outside researchers and
the jihadis themselves.13 But as will become clearer below, the Salafi universe
is far more diverse and vibrant than the featured jihadi groups.

Second, the decontextualized presentation of the conflicts from which
these groups draw their strength fails to communicate the environment out of
which they have emerged. Elaborating upon those important sociopolitical
components that are unique to each conflict zone is certainly relevant if we
are to enrich our understanding of jihadism in general and of Salafism more
specifically. After all, this was one of the directors’ explicit aims.

The underlying tension among the content, the lack of contextualization,
and the sense of unfulfilled expectations create more incomprehensibility and
wonder than understanding. For example, the now well-established tripartite
division of Salafi groups into pietists, political activists, and jihadis contradicts
the documentary’s all-inclusive and definitive title.14 The component that these
groups share is not just the name, for all of them have the same ambition: to
purify their fellow Muslims’ beliefs and practices from what they consider to
be “heresies.” Any attempt to radically reform the religious and sociopolitical
status quo anywhere inevitably creates tensions. This is especially true when
opposing civil society organizations work in the opposite direction.

In the MENA region’s increasingly fragmented Islamicate societies, the
matter is complicated further when many regimes vehemently oppose the mo-
bilization of Salafi groups or, for that matter, that of any civil society group be-
yond its control. Nonetheless, the puritan streak of Salafi activism is a modern
phenomenon that has to do with the desire of religious conservative purists to
unshackle traditionally Muslim-majority societies from that they perceive as
immoral influences. It represents a utopian desire to reconstruct “authentic”
Islam, where the text is the criterion for organizing the society.15

The film’s very structure supports the above assumption. For instance, a
viewer has little choice but to accept the jihadi narrative that Salafism repre-
sents the “pure” form of Islam and, for that reason, is reminiscent of the other’s
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violent predisposition. However, this not so subliminal notion is contradicted
by the existence of a far greater number of Salafis who are possibly just as
zealous supporters of the idea of religious purity, but who reject violence as a
tool for social reform and religious revival.16 In other words, while jihadis
generally consider violence as a pivotal part their activism, Salafi pietists and
political activists exclude violent action as a legitimate strategy to reorganize
Islamicate societies.

Salafists can be considered to be a part of an intensely value conservative
stream of broader Islamicate politics. This stream is as ideologically and strate-
gically diverse as any other political combination located on the traditional
left-to-right political spectrum. As with any political (and religious) move-
ment, the focus here is to identify those who share the Salafis’ “authentic” Is-
lamic faith and practice. This verification of authenticity is supposed to assure
a person’s “correct” identity by making her or him not only morally respon-
sible but also spiritually pure, as opposed to all others. Be that as it may, in
recent decades these groups have developed a range of mobilization strate-
gies based on the notion of “authentic” identity in their attempt to bring into
being a social order based upon their individual literalist interpretations of the
Islamic canon.17

Objectionable as this may appear to European and American audiences,
Salafi groups are now a noticeable part of the Islamicate public sphere. This
heterogeneous conservative element of the MENA’s political and ideological
landscape, along with all of its illiberal features, cannot be dismissed as irra-
tional and inherently violent. And yet Les Salafistes suggests that Salafis en
masse are just that. By extension, and even more troubling, it intuitively sug-
gests that French Salafis are a mirror image of this “evil.” Such an innuendo
does not reflect the complexities on the ground in France or elsewhere.18 Still,
the threat of jihadi violence and its actual destruction should not be underesti-
mated, glossed over as irrelevant, or, for that matter, as negligible. Rather, it
ought to be contextualized, problematized, and linked to the historical, political,
social, and economic circumstances if we expect to understand this type of vi-
olence. Salem and Margolin fail to address any these dimensions.

This serious flaw becomes even more apparent if we consider that our
historical knowledge is contingent upon a potentially countless number of
variables, not the least of which are the social relations in the places in which
we grew up, which school system we attended, and how we have been shaped
by our many experiences.19 As our perception of social reality is heavily col-
ored by those experiences, our generalizations, classifications, and cognitions
of reality are all but predestined by the things we “know.” This is especially
true of our subjective knowledge as regards our own or distant religions, cul-
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tures, and societies. Regardless of this awareness, we seem to continuously
seek unitary explanations to complex realities. For instance, the radicalization
process of Charlie Hebdo gunmen Saïd and Chérif Kouachi has been neither
straightforward nor ideologically predetermined. The process and its deadly
aftereffect have been perforated by their predominantly negative sociopoliti-
cal, cultural, and religious experiences – all of which led to one out of many
possible outcomes.20

One needs to look for an answer to the following question: Is there a con-
nection between jihadi violence in France and the sociopolitical context of
the places featured in Salem and Margolin’s documentary? Although any such
answer is well beyond the scope of this article, one can nevertheless reason-
ably assume that modern French history, dominated as it is by colonial con-
quests, is very entangled with the destructive events taking place in the MENA
region.21 The convolution of French domestic policies regarding its Muslim
minorities in the past decades have all but revealed the deep-seated colonial
attitude toward its African, Arab, and Muslim minorities.22

A Closer Look at Mali
By way of contextualizing some of the scenes presented, we could consider
the fact that the multicultural Malian society has experienced four waves of
civil conflict in its short post-colonial existence: 1963, 1991, 2006, and 2012.
The latest wave of ethnic violence between the northern Tuaregh (Amazigh)
and Arab tribes and the southern Mande (e.g., Bambara and Malinke) and
Fula tribes is just one of the many consequences of the ongoing French
(neo)colonial presence in the region.23 The southerners’ political dominance
has been a traditional source of grievance for the northern populations, a reality
that, in turn, has encouraged the long-simmering idea of Azawad (northern
Mali) independence.24 The string of events that unleashed the most recent
wave of violence was triggered by the March 22, 2012, military coup d’état
that deposed the elected president Amadou Toumani Touré. Within a week,
and amid political chaos in the capital city of Bamako, the leadership of the
Tuaregh nationalist rebel movement in the north, Mouvement national de
libération de l’Azawad (MNLA),25 together with the predominantly Tuaregh
jihadi organization Ansar Dine, had captured most of the major northern cities,
most significant among them Gao and Timbuktu.26

The uneasy alliance between the nationalist MNLA and the jihadist Ansar
Dine was tested by the declaration of “Sharia rule” in the north (predominantly
in Gao), which lasted from July 2012 to January 2013, ended due to French
military involvement. The string of events was further complicated by the ar-
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rival of al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and its splinter group Mou-
vement pour l’unicité et le jihad en Afrique de l’Ouest (MUJAO)27 and, later
on, by the hybrid group al-Murabitun.28 This latter group, which consists of
MUJAO and al-Mulathamin,29 is predominantly comprised of regional out-
siders who are clearly unsympathetic to the MNLA’s nationalist cause. 

Thanks to the turn of events caused primarily by the French military in-
tervention, the MNLA rebels gained credence as a politically recognized rep-
resentative of the non-jihadist northern rebels, who are recognized as a
legitimate political power broker. As such, the MNLA can negotiate the terms
of a ceasefire with the Bamako government. The reduced jihadist groups, ex-
cluded from any attempted negotiations and driven into Mali’s northern border
regions, have no role in any political negotiations.30 The stream of events and
multitude of conflict interlocutors – religious, nationalist, and secular – indi-
cates the interplay of complex political and social interests on the national,
regional, and international levels. 

Take, for instance, Ansar Dine’s founder and leader Iyad ag Ghali, a native
of the northern city of Kidal. This member of the Tuaregh political elite (Ifogha
clan) had been a leader of the Azawad Popular Movement in the 1990s. During
this period, his religious conservatism had not been in the way of his nation-
alist cause. In the 2000s he became internationally recognized for his role in
the peace negotiations between the MNLA (and other Tuaregh groups) and
Bamako during the 2006 uprising.31 In the aftermath of the Algerian-sponsored
settlement, new rebel groups emerged due to their dissatisfaction with the im-
plementation of the peace accords as well as with Bamako’s failure to address
the many infrastructural problems in northern Mali. 

In the meantime, the formation of the transnational organization AQIM
and the kidnaping business in the region, the popular uprising in Libya in Feb-
ruary 2011, and the subsequent fall of the Qaddafi regime that August all mag-
nified the seriousness of the Malian civil conflict. The returning Tuaregh
legionaries from Libya and an increased inflow of arms complicated the se-
curity situation even further. Amid the turmoil, the ambitious Iyad ag Ghali
utilized his political capital to amass support among disgruntled Tuaregh
rebels and founded Ansar Dine in early 2012.32

This all goes to show that an analysis of Salafism in Mali or, for that matter,
any religious-political-social movement anywhere should include a wider set
of parameters so that the public can acquire a better grasp of the causes behind
some of the violence committed by such groups. It is naïve to believe that “al-
lowing” the leaders of violent groups to declare their ideological agenda will
somehow reveal the facts behind their mobilization strategies. Relatedly, are
we ready to believe former President George W. Bush’s justifications for the
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American-led invasion and subsequent occupation of Iraq as being necessary
due to the “facts” that Saddam Hussein possessed and produced biochemical
weapons and had “given shelter and support to terrorism” or the freedom ar-
gument, “People everywhere prefer freedom to slavery; prosperity to squalor;
self-government to the rule of terror and torture,” by which to justify war?33

Such media theatrics that have a real potential to incite violence and hatred
need to be problematized, critically analyzed, and contextualized, especially
in our contemporary hyperconnected and interactive media-dominated world.34

This is critically important in the light of the de facto disintegration of the Iraqi
state and the intensified sectarian conflicts in the region.

Conclusion
The perception of reality, rather than the observable facts on the ground, has
frequently shaped our understanding of the world.35 Despite their ambition to
let the “enemy” speak through an engaging and innovative presentation tech-
nique, the directors of Les Salafistes, Salem and Margolin, have done no more
than reproduce the essentialist argument about Salafis that is already embed-
ded in the French public discourse.36 Their approach makes it pretty clear that
providing simple explanations to a complex set of problems, such as the rise
of jihadism and youth radicalization, are usually wrong. Religious doctrines
seem rarely, if ever, to be the triggers of violence per se.37

In fact, these doctrines serve mostly as mental pictograms that simplify
both the harsh realities surrounding a particular individual and offer solutions
to such realities. It is, therefore, reasonable to assume that religious extremists’
narratives, much like those of various right-wing nationalists, are expressed
frustrations and simple solutions to a multiple complex issues that surround
them. This means that empirically rooted explanations of these complex issues
are at the disadvantage when opposed by simplistic testimonies and religious
and political slogans, especially if we, the audience, are already preconditioned
to believe in simple “truths.”
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