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The history of Wahhabism falls into three phases. In the first phase (1740s to 1880s), most
Muslims considered Wahhabism a heretical innovation while Wahhabis viewed other Muslims
as idolaters. Hostile polemics and conflict characterized relations between Wahhabis and
neighbouring Muslims until the second phase (1880s to 1940s), when the modern Islamic
reform movement paved the way for a revision of the Arabian movement’s reputation in the
Muslim world. In the third phase (1940s to present), Saudi Arabia supported Wahhabi
proselytizers as instruments of foreign policy and opened the kingdom to Muslim Brothers
fleeing Arab nationalist regimes. The mingling of Wahhabism and Islamic revivalism inside
Saudi Arabia has diminished the standing of the kingdom'’s religious authorities. In the eyes of
many Saudis, the Wahhabi establishment is tainted by association with the rulers, and Islamic
revivalism offers an alternative vision of the union of religion and politics. How long this phase
will last, and what might follow it, are open questions.
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(1981-82), to research Islamic modernism in Ottoman Syria (1982-1983), and to study
Wahhabism in Saudi Arabia (2001-2002). A specialist in modern Islamic thought, Commins’
publications include journal and encyclopedia articles on the subject as well as Islamic
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