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WAR AND PEACE IN ISLAM

Bassam Tibi

Islam is a system of moral obligations derived from divine revelation and based
on the belief that human knowledge can never be adequate. It follows that
believers must act on the basis of Allah’s knowledge, which is the exclusive
source of truth for Muslims. Ethics in Islam, though concerned with man’s
actions, always relates these actions to the word of God as revealed to the Prophet,
Muhammad, and as collected in the Qur’an. This understanding of ethics is shared
by all Muslims, Sunni or Shi’i, Arab or non-Arab.!

In this chapter, I first identify the Qur’anic conceptions of war and peace that
are based on this ethical foundation. I then consider several Islamic traditions per-
taining to the grounds for war, the conduct of war, and the proper relation of Islam
to the modern international system. I conclude that the Islamic worldview is
resistant to change and that there are many obstacles to the development of an
ethic of war and peace compatible with the circumstances of the modern age.

The basic scriptures of Islam, the Qur’an and the hadith, are written in
Arabic. My effort here to understand Islamic thinking on war and peace focuses
on the Qur’an and on interpretations of Islamic tradition in contemporary Sunni
Islam. Because the most important trends in Sunni Islam have been occurring in
the Arab world (all Sunni Muslims are, for example, bound by the fatwas of the
Islamic al-Azhar University in Cairo), my references to the Arabic Qur’an, to the
teachings of al-Azhar, and to authoritative sources for Islamic fundamentalism
reflect not Arab centrism but the realities of Islam.

CONCEPTIONS OF WAR AND PEACE

The Qur’an chronicles the establishment of Islam in Arabia between the years 610
and 632 CE. In early Meccan Islam, before the founding of the first Islamic state
at Medina, in a Bedouin culture hostile to state structures, one fails to find
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Qur’anic precepts related to war and peace. Most Meccan verses focus on spiri-
tual issues. Following their exodus (hijra) from Mecca in 622, the Prophet and his
supporters established in Medina the first Islamic political community (umma).
All Qur’anic verses revealed between 622 and the death of the Prophet in 632
relate to the establishment of Islam at Medina through violent struggle against the
hostile tribes surrounding the city-state.

Most debate among Muslims about the Islamic ethics of war and peace is
based on literal readings of the Qur’anic verses pertaining to early Medina. Mus-
lims believe in the absolutely eternal validity of the Qur’an and the hadith (the
sayings and deeds of the Prophet). Muslims believe that human beings must
scrupulously obey the precepts of the Qur’an. In addition, Muslims are generally
reluctant to take a historical view of their religion and culture. Quotations from
the Qur’an serve as the point of departure for discussions of war and peace.’

Qur’anic traditions of war are based on verses related to particular events. At
times, they contradict one another. It is not possible, therefore, to reconstruct from
these verses a single Islamic ethic of war and peace.’ Instead, there are a number
of different traditions, each of which draws selectively on the Qur’an to establish
legitimacy for its view of war and peace.

The common foundation for all Islamic concepts of war and peace is a world-
view based on the distinction between the “abode of Islam” (dar al-Islam), the
“home of peace” (dar al-salam) (Q. 10.25), and the non-Muslim world, the
“house of war” (dar al-harb).* This distinction was the hallmark of the Islamic
system before the globalization of European society and the rise of the modern
international system.> In fact, however, the division of the world in early Islam
into the abode of peace and the world of unbelievers clashed with reality long
before the intrusion of Europe into the Muslim world. Bernard Lewis, for
example, argues that by the Middle Ages, the dar al-Islam was dismembered into
a “multiplicity of separate, often warring sovereignties.” Lewis also holds that “in
international . . . matters, a widening gap appeared between legal doctrine and
political fact, which politicians ignored and jurists did their best to conceal.”® As
we shall see, this refusal to come to terms with reality remains a hallmark of
Islamic thought today.

The establishment of the new Islamic polity at Medina and the spread of the
new religion were accomplished by waging war. The sword became the symbolic
image of Islam in the West.” In this formative period as well as during the period
of classical Islam, Islamic militancy was reinforced by the superiority of Muslims
over their enemies. Islamic jurists never dealt with relations with non-Muslims
under conditions other than those of “the house of war,” except for the temporary
cessation of hostilities under a limited truce.

The military revolution that took place between the years 1500 and 1800 sig-
naled the start of modern times and, ultimately, the rise of the West and the con-
comitant decline of the world of Islam. Since the beginning of the seventeenth



328  PART 4: JJIHAD—OVERVIEWS

century, Muslims have tried to establish armies on the European model to offset
the increasing weakness of the “abode of Islam.”® The rise of the West as a supe-
rior military power ultimately led to the globalization of the European model of
the modern state. The changed historical balance presented Muslims with a major
challenge, for the dichotomy between dar al-Islam and dar al-harb is incompatible
with the reality of the world of nation-states. Each of these changes created pres-
sure for Muslims to rethink their holistic worldview and their traditional ethics of
war and peace. But despite its incompatibility with the current international
system, there has yet to be an authoritative revision of this worldview.

At its core, Islam is a religious mission to all humanity. Muslims are religiously
obliged to disseminate the Islamic faith throughout the world: “We have sent you
forth to all mankind” (Q. 34.28). If non-Muslims submit to conversion or subjuga-
tion, this call (da’'wa) can be pursued peacefully. If they do not, Muslims are obliged
to wage war against them. In Islam, peace requires that non-Muslims submit to the
call of Islam, either by converting or by accepting the status of a religious minority
(dhimmi) and paying the imposed poll tax, jizva. World peace, the final stage of the
da’wa, is reached only with the conversion or submission of all mankind to Islam.

It is important to note that the expression “dar al-harb” (house of war) is not
Qur’anic; it was coined in the age of Islamic military expansion. It is, however, in
line with the Qur’anic revelation dividing the world into a peaceful part (the
Islamic community) and a hostile part (unbelievers who are expected to convert
to I[slam, if not freely then through the instrument of war). In this sense, Muslims
believe that expansion through war is not aggression but a fulfillment of the
Qur’anic command to spread Islam as a way to peace. The resort to force to dis-
seminate Islam is not war (harb), a word that is used only to describe the use of
force by non-Muslims. Islamic wars are not hurub (the plural of harb) but rather
futuhat, acts of “opening” the world to Islam and expressing Islamic jihad.

Relations between dar al-Islam, the home of peace, and dar al-harb, the world of
unbelievers, nevertheless take place in a state of war, according to the Qur’an and to
the authoritative commentaries of Islamic jurists. Unbelievers who stand in the way,
creating obstacles for the da’'wa, are blamed for this state of war, for the da’wa can
be pursued peacefully if others submit to it. In other words, those who resist Islam
cause wars and are responsible for them. Only when Muslim power is weak is “tem-
porary peace” (hudna) allowed (Islamic jurists differ on the definition of “tempo-
rary”). The notion of temporary peace introduces a third realm: territories under tem-
porary treaties with Muslim powers (dar al-sulh or, at times, dar al-’and).’

The attitude of Muslims toward war and nonviolence can be summed up
briefly: there is no Islamic tradition of nonviolence and no presumption against
war. But war is never glorified and is viewed simply as the last resort in
responding to the da’wa to disseminate Islam, made necessary by the refusal of
unbelievers to submit to Islamic rule. In other words, there is no such thing as
Islamic pacifism.
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THE GROUNDS FOR WAR

The Western distinction between just and unjust wars linked to specific grounds
for war is unknown in Islam. Any war against unbelievers, whatever its immediate
ground, is morally justified. Only in this sense can one distinguish just and unjust
wars in Islamic tradition. When Muslims wage war for the dissemination of Islam,
it is a just war (futuhat, literally “opening,” in the sense of opening the world,
through the use of force, to the call to Islam); when non-Muslims attack Muslims,
it is an unjust war (‘idwan).

The usual Western interpretation of jihad as a “just war” in the Western sense
is, therefore, a misreading of this Islamic concept. I disagree, for example, with
Khadduri’s interpretation of the jihad as bellum justum. As Khadduri himself
observes:

The universality of Islam provided a unifying element for all believers, within
the world of Islam, and its defensive-offensive character produced a state of war-
fare permanently declared against the outside world, the world of war. Thus jihad
may be regarded as Islam’s instrument for carrying out its ultimate objective by
turning all people into believers.'?

According to the Western just war concept, just wars are limited to a single
issue; they are not universal and permanent wars grounded on a religious world-
view.

The classical religious doctrine of Islam understands war in two ways. The
first is literal war, fighting or battle (gital), which in Islam is understood to be a
last resort in following the Qur’anic precept to guarantee the spread of Islam, usu-
ally when non-Muslims hinder the effort to do so. The other understanding is
metaphorical: war as a permanent condition between Muslims and nonbelievers.
The Qur’an makes a distinction between fighting (gital) and aggression (‘idwan)
and asks Muslims not to be aggressors: “Fight for the sake of Allah against those
who fight against you but do not be violent because Allah does not love aggres-
sors” (al-Baqara 2.190). The same Qur’anic passage continues: “Kill them wher-
ever you find them. Drive them out of places from which they drove you. . ..
Fight against them until idolatry is no more and Allah’s religion reigns supreme”
(al-Baqgara 2.190-92). The Qur’anic term for fighting is here qital, not jihad. The
Qur’an prescribes fighting for the spread of Islam: “Fighting is obligatory for you,
much as you dislike it” (al-Baqgara 2.216). The gital of Muslims against unbe-
lievers is a religious pbligation: “Fight for the cause of Allah . .. how could you
not fight for the cause of Allah? . . . True believers fight for the cause of Allah, but
the infidels fight for idols” (al-‘Nisa 4.74-76).

As noted above, Muslims tend to quote the Qur’an selectively to support their
own ethical views. This practice has caused a loss of specificity in the meaning of
jihad, as Saddam Hussein’s use of the term during the Gulf War illustrates.'' The
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current dissension about the concept of jihad dates from the rise of political Islam
and the eruption of sectarian religious strife. Present-day Islamic fundamentalist
groups—groups whose programs are based on the revival of Islamic values—
often invoke the idea of jihad to legitimize their political agendas. The reason for
this misuse of the concept is simple: most fundamentalists are lay people who lack
intimate knowledge of Islamic sources and who politicize Islam to justify their
activities. Before the Gulf War, for example, this occurred in Egypt, during the
Lebanon War, and in the civil war in Sudan.'? Through such overuse and misuse,
the concept of jihad has become confused with the related Islamic concept of
“armed fighting” (giral). Therefore, there is a great need for a historical analysis
of the place of scripture in Islamic tradition. Although Islamic ethics of peace and
war are indeed mostly scriptural, scriptural references can be adequately inter-
preted only in a historical context.

As we have seen, Islam understands itself as a mission of peace for all
humanity, although this call (da’wa) can sometimes be pursued by war. In this
sense, the da’wa is an invitation to jihad, which means fundamentally “to exert
one’s self” and can involve either military or nonmilitary effort.!* Jihad can
become a war (gital) against those who oppose Islam, either by failing to submit
to it peacefully or by creating obstacles to its spread. Although Islam glorifies nei-
ther war nor violence, those Muslims who fight and die for the da’wa are consid-
ered blessed by Allah.

During the very beginnings of Islam (that is, before the establishment of the
city-state at Medina in 622), the revealed text was essentially spiritual and con-
tained no reference to war. In the Meccan chapter al-Kafirun (“the unbelievers”),
the Qur’an asks supporters of the new religion to respond to advocates for other
faiths in this manner: “You have your religion and I have mine” (al-Kafirun
109.6). In another Meccan chapter, the Qur’an simply asks believers not to obey
unbelievers. Qur’anic verses from this period use the term jihad to describe efforts
to convert unbelievers, but not in connection with military action. There is no
mention of gital in the Meccan Qur’an. The Muslims then were, in fact, a tiny
minority and could not fight. The verse “Do not yield to the unbelievers and use
the Qur’an for your jihad [effort] to carry through against them” (al-Furqan 25.52)
clearly illustrates this persuasive rather than military use of the word jihad: in
Mecca, the only under-taking the Qur’an could ask of believers was the argument.

After the establishment of the Islamic state at Medina, however, the Qur’an
comes gradually to offer precepts in which jihad can take the form of giral
(fighting). Although the Qur’an teaches the protection of life as given by God and
prohibits killing, this norm has an exception: “You shall not kill—for that is for-
bidden—except for a just cause” (al-An’am 6.151). But it is misleading to inter-
pret this verse as a Qur’anic expression of just war because, as noted above, the
distinction between just and unjust war is alien to Islam. Instead, the verse tells
Muslims to remain faithful to morality during the gital.
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THE CONDUCT OF WAR

When it comes to the conduct of war, one finds only small differences between
Islam and other monotheistic religions or the international laws of war. Islam rec-
ognizes moral constraints on military conduct, even in wars against non-Muslims.
As in other traditions, two categories of restrictions can be distinguished: restric-
tions on weapons and methods of war, and restrictions on permissible targets.
And, just as other traditions sometimes permit these constraints to be set aside in
extreme situations, in Islamic law (shari’a) we find the precept “Necessity over-
rides the forbidden” (al-darura tubih al-mahzurat). This precept allows moral
constraints to be overridden in emergencies, though the criteria for determining
whether an emergency exists are vague.

Islamic doctrine regarding the conduct of war developed in an age in which
the destructive weapons of industrial warfare were not yet available. The Qur’anic
doctrine on the conduct of war is also shaped by pre-Islamic tribal notions of
honor. The Qur’an asks believers to honor their promises and agreements: “Keep
faith with Allah, when you make a covenant. . .. Do not break your oaths” (al-
Nahl 16.19). And: “Those who keep faith with Allah do not break their pledge”
(al-R’ad 13.19). It also prescribes that the enemy be notified before an attack.

Regarding permissible targets of war, Qur’anic doctrine is in line with the
pre-Islamic norm of “man’s boldness” (shahama) in strictly prohibiting the tar-
geting of children, women, and the elderly. Consistent with this prohibition, as
well as with the pre-Islamic tribal belief that it is not a sign of honor for a man to
demonstrate his power to someone who is weaker, is the precept that prisoners be
fairly treated (al-Insan 76.8-9). And because the goal of war against unbelievers
is to force them to submit to Islam, not to destroy them, the rules of war forbid
plundering and destruction.

ISLAM IN THE AGE OF THE TERRITORIAL STATE

Like any text, Islamic scripture permits divergent readings or interpretations
(ta’wil). I wish to turn now to a discussion of three divergent patterns of Islamic
thinking about war and peace, each characteristic of a different period in Islamic
history: the conformism of the Islamic scholar Ahmad Ben Khalid al-Nasiri; the
more recent conformism of al-Azhar; and finally, the contemporary fundamen-
talist reinterpretation of the concepts of jihad and gital. Conformism seeks to per-
petuate, in an altered world, the traditional ethics and the religious doctrine on
which it rests, whereas fundamentalism insists on the absolute truth of the reli-
gious doctrine.

The pattern of conformism is illustrated in Moroccan thought. Unlike most
Islamic states, Morocco has been independent for more than three centuries.
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Moroccan dynastic history is state history, and is thus a good example of Islamic
conformism. Morocco was the only Arab country the Turks failed to subordinate.
Political rule in Morocco was legitimized by Sunni Islam in the sultanate
(Makhzan), just as Ottoman rule was legitimized by Sunni Islam in the caliphate.
Though nineteenth-century Muslim thinkers in general were confused by the
changing global balance of power, those Muslim "ulama who stood in the service
of the Moroccan sultan were in a better position to face the new reality. Ahmad
Ben Khalid al-Nasiri (1835-1897) was the first Muslim ’alim (man of learning)
of his age to acknowledge the lack of unity in the Islamic community (umma), as
well as Islam’s weakness in the face of its enemies.

Al-Nasiri provided the legitimizing device for the politics of his Moroccan
sultan Hassan I, even though he was reluctant to legitimize the quasi-sovereign
Moroccan state and to repudiate the duty of waging war against unbelievers. Con-
formism like that of al-Nasiri remains the typical pattern among Muslim
statesmen and their advisors, many of whom do not even know of al-Nasiri. This
pattern is characterized by submission to international standards of law and con-
duct and acceptance of peaceful relations with non-Islamic countries. But it
retains the traditional Islamic belief in the superiority of Islam and the division of
the world into Islamic and non-Islamic realms.'* Al-Nasiri continually refers to
the “abode of Islam” (dar al-Islam), even though he has only his own country,
Morocco, in mind.

Al-Nasiri based his case on two arguments, one scriptural and one expedien-
tial. He selectively and repeatedly refers to the Qur’anic verse “If they incline to
peace, then make peace with them” (al-Anfal 8.61), which becomes the normative
basis for the peace established between Morocco and Europe. Al-Nasiri’s expedi-
ential argument pertains to the conditions of the Islamic community (umma):

No one today can overlook the power and the superiority of Christians. Muslims . . .
are in a condition of weakness and disintegration. . . . Given these circumstances,
how can we maintain the opinion and the politics that the weak should confront the
strong? How could the unarmed fight against the heavily armed power?'>

Despite these insights, al-Nasiri maintains that Islam is equally a “shari’a of
war” and a “shari’a of peace.” He argues that the Qur’anic verse “If they incline
to peace, then make peace with them” rests on the notion of “Islamic interest” (al-
maslaha). Under contemporary conditions, in al-Nasiri’s view, the interest of
Islam forbids Muslims to wage war against unbelievers:

The matter depends on the Imam who is in a position to see the interest of Islam
and its people in regard to war and peace. There is no determination that they
must fight forever or accept peace forever. . . . The authority that cannot be con-
tested is the opinion of the Imam [Sultan Hassan I]. . . . Allah has assigned him
to fix our destiny and authorized him to decide for us.'®
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The neo-Islamic notion of maslaha is strongly reminiscent of the Western
idea of the “national interest” of the modern state.

This pragmatic but submissive fatwa by a leading ’alim is reflected in the
position of most contemporary 'ulama regarding war and peace. Their ethic of
peace is implicitly determined by their view that non-Muslims are enemies with
whom Muslims can, at best, negotiate an armistice (muhadana). The belief that
true peace is only possible among Muslims persists, even though it runs counter
to the idea of a pluralist, secular international society.

Today there are two contrary positions on the ethics of war and peace in
Islam. The Sunni Islamic establishment, as reflected in the scholarship produced
at al-Azhar University, continues the tradition of Islamic conformism, reinter-
preting the Islamic notion of jihad to discourage the use of force. In contrast to
this peaceful interpretation of Islamic ethics, contemporary Islamic fundamental-
ists have emphasized the warlike aspect of jihad, while also emphasizing the
dichotomy between the dar al-Islam and the dar al-harb.

The authoritative textbooks of al-Azhar contain an ethic of war and peace
characterized both by selective use of the sacred text and by free interpretation. Al-
Azhar does not offer either a redefinition or a rethinking of the traditional ethics of
war and peace in Islam; it simply offers one variety of Islamic conformism.

In the most authoritative textbook of this school, Shaykh Mahmud Shaltut
asserts that Islam is a religion for all mankind, but acknowledges that it is open to
pluralism.!” Shaltut quotes the Qur’anic verse “We have created you as peoples
and tribes to make you know one another” (al-Hujrat 49.13) to support the legiti-
macy of interpreting scripture at the service of pluralism. He also rejects the
notion that Islam must resort to war to spread its beliefs, again quoting the
Qur’an: “Had Allah wanted, all people of the earth would have believed in Him,
would you then dare force faith upon them?” (Jon. 10.99). War, he argues, is not
a proper instrument for pursuing the call to Islam (da’wa). Because “war is an
immoral situation,” Muslims must live in peace with non-Muslims. Shaltut takes
pride in the fact that centuries ago Islam laid the foundations for a peaceful order
of relations among nations, whereas

the states of the present [that is, Western] civilization deceive the people with the
so-called public international law. . . . Look at the human massacres which those
people commit all over the world while they talk about peace and human rights!

Peaceful coexistence should be sanctioned by treaties that “do not impinge on
the essential laws of Islam.”'®

A two-volume textbook edited by the former shaykh of al-Azhar, Jad al-Haqq
"Ali jad al-Haqq, continues the effort to establish the centrality of peace in Islamic
ethics and offers a significant reinterpretation of the concept of jihad.'” But, in line
with Islamic tradition, there is no mention of states: at issue is the Islamic com-
munity (umma) as a whole on the one hand, and the rest of the world on the other.
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In a chapter on jihad in the first volume of his textbook, Jad al-Haqq empha-
sizes that jihad in itself does not mean war. If we want to talk about war, he
argues, we must say “armed jihad” (al-musallah), to distinguish between this
jihad and the everyday “jihad against ignorance, jihad against poverty, jihad
against illness and disease. . . . The search for knowledge is the highest level of
jihad.” Having made this distinction, the Azhar textbook downgrades the impor-
tance of armed jihad, since the da’wa can be pursued without fighting:

In earlier ages the sword was necessary for securing the path of the da’wa. In our
age, however, the sword has lost its importance, although the resort to it is still
important for the case of defense against those who wish to do evil to Islam and
its people. However, for the dissemination of the da’wa there are now a variety
of ways. . .. Those who focus on arms in our times are preoccupied with weak
instruments.*

Jad al-Haqq also avoids interpreting the da’wa as requiring the imposition of
Islam on others: “The da’wa is an offer to join in, not an imposition. . . . Belief is
not for imposition with force.” Earlier Meccan verses are quoted again and again
in an effort to separate the da’wa from any notion of gital or armed jihad. “Islam
was not disseminated with the power of the sword. The qital (fighting) was an
exception only for securing and also for the defense of the da’wa (call) to Islam.”
Despite this substantial reinterpretation, however, the textbook insists on the tra-
ditional view of Islam as a mission for all of humanity; quoting the Qur’an: “We
have sent you forth as a blessing to mankind” (al-Anbiya 21.107).2!

The Al-Azhar believes that in the modern age, communication networks offer
a much better medium than armed conflict for the pursuit of the da’wa. Jad al-
Haqq does not work out the details, however. He does not resolve the question of
treaties between Muslims and non-Muslims, nor does he mention territorial states.
Jad al-Haqq quotes the classical al-Qurtubi commentary on the Qur’an.??
According to this commentary, treaties creating an armistice (hudna) between
Muslims and non-Muslims can be valid for a period of no more than ten years.
The model here is the treaty of Hudaybiyya, negotiated by the Prophet with the
Quraysh in a state of war: it was a limited truce. If the Muslims are powerful, they
may not hold an armistice for more than one year; if they are militarily inferior,
an armistice of ten years is allowed. There is no discussion of what occurs after
that time, which implies that it is seen as heretical to revise classical doctrine and
that there is no desire to review this doctrine in the light of changed international
circumstances. The result is conformity or acquiescence to the new international
system, but no effort to alter the classic categories.

Unlike al-Azhar conformists, who seek to read scripture in the light of
present realities, Islamic fundamentalists are inclined to reverse the procedure: a
true Muslim has to view reality in the light of the text. Islamic fundamentalism as
a mass movement dates back to the 1970s, though its intellectual and organiza-
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tional roots can be traced to 1928, when the Muslim Brotherhood (al-Tkhwan al-
Muslimun) was created in Egypt.?? The leading authorities on the political thought
of Islamic fundamentalism are Hasan al-Banna, the founder of this movement,
and Sayyid Qutb, its foremost ideologue. But they speak only for fun-
damentalism, which, because it is a recent trend within Islam, cannot be seen as
representative of Islam as a whole—a mistake often made in the Western media.

In his treatise on jihad, Hasan al-Banna makes literal use of the Qur’an and
hadith to support conclusions opposed to those of the Islamic conformists quoted
above. According to al-Banna, the jihad is an “obligation of every Muslim”
(farida).** Jihad and gital are used interchangeably to mean “the use of force,”
whether in the pursuit of resistance against existing regimes or in waging war
against unbelievers. Fundamentalists follow the Islamic tradition of not consider-
ing states in the context of war and peace; the term “war” is used here to mean
fighting among loose parties of believers and unbelievers, no matter how they are
organized politically. And in contrast to traditionalists, who distinguish between
the use of force to further Islam and wars of aggression (’idwan), fundamentalists
apply the word jihad indiscriminately to any use of force, whether against unbe-
lievers or against fellow believers whom they suspect of being merely nominal
Muslims.

Al-Banna begins his treatise by quoting the al-Baqara verse referred to
above: “Fighting is obligatory for you, much as you dislike it” (2.216). He con-
tinues with another quotation from the Qur’an: “If you should die or be slain in
the cause of Allah, his mercy will surely be better than all the riches you amass”
(‘Imran 3.158). And, “We shall richly reward them whether they die or conquer”
(al-Nisa’ 4.74). These and similar quotations serve as the basis for al-Banna’s glo-
rification of fighting and death in “the cause of Allah.”

But al-Banna does not cite the tolerant Qur’anic verse from al-Kafirun, “You
have your religion and I have mine,” preferring instead to extend the obligation
of the gital even against the “People of the Book™ (ahl al-kitab)—Christians and
Jews—with the verse “Fight against those who neither believe in Allah nor in the
Last Day . . . until they pay tribute out of hand and are utterly subdued” (al-Tauba
9.29). Allah, he concludes, “has obliged Muslims to fight . . . to secure the pursuit
of al-da’wa and thus of peace, while disseminating the great mission which God
entrusted to them.”?’

With a few exceptions, the al-Azhar textbook does not treat the armed jihad
(jihad al-musallah) as a duty for Muslims in the modern age. It downgrades the
status of fighting (gital) while it upgrades the nonmilitary jihad against such evils
as ignorance, poverty, and disease. In contrast, al-Banna draws a distinction
between “low jihad” (al jihad al-asghar) and “high jihad” (al jihad al-akbar),
ridiculing those Muslims who consider the gital to be a “low jihad.” He considers
this denigration of gital to be a misunderstanding of gital as the true essence of
jihad: “The great reward for Muslims who fight is to kill or be killed for the sake
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of Allah.” Al-Banna’s treatise is in fact permeated with rhetoric glorifying death,
which seems to legitimize the suicidal terrorist acts often committed by Islamic
fundamentalists:

Allah rewards the umma which masters the art of death and which acknowledges
the necessity of death in dignity. . . . Be sure, death is inevitable. . . . If you do
this for the path of Allah, you will be rewarded.*®

It is clear that for al-Banna, peace is possible only under the banner of Islam.
Non-Muslims should be permitted to live only as members of protected minori-
ties under Islamic rule. In all other cases, war against unbelievers is a religious
duty of Muslims.

The other leading fundamentalist authority, Sayyid Qutb, has revived the
dichotomous Islamic division of the world into “the house of peace” (dar al-
Islam) and “the house of war” (dar al-harb). He employs this dichotomy to estab-
lish that war against “unbelievers” is a religious duty for Muslims. Giving the old
dichotomy a new twist, he coins the expressions “the world of believers” and “the
world of neo-jahiliyvya” (jahiliyya is the Islamic term for the pre-Islamic age of
ignorance). For Qutb, modernity is nothing more than a new form of jahiliyya.
Qutb claims that “the battle lying ahead is one between the believers and their
enemies. . . . Its substance is the question kufr aw iman? (unbelief or belief?),
Jahiliyya aw Islam? (ignorance or Islam?).”?” The confrontation, then, is “between
Islam and the international society of ignorance™**—a confrontation in which vic-
tory is reserved for Islam.?

The large number of pamphlets industriously produced by Islamic fundamen-
talists during the past two decades seldom go beyond quoting passages from al-
Banna and Qutb. Contemporary fundamentalists often cite passages like this from
Qutb:

The dynamic spread of Islam assumes the form of jihad by the sword . . . not as
a defensive movement, as those Muslim defeatists imagine, who subjugate to the
offensive pressure of Western orientalists. . .. Islam is meant for the entire
globe. ¥

Qutb’s repudiation of the mainstream conformist view that Islam resorts to
war only for the defense of Muslim lands is central to fundamentalist thinking.

Qutb’s influence is illustrated in Muhammad Na’im Yasin’s 1990 book on
jihad. The book develops an understanding of war between believers and unbe-
lievers as a gradual process in which, in the last stage, “regardless of an attack of
the Muslim lands by unbelievers, . . . fighting of Muslims against them ought to
take place.” Yasin then quotes the Qur’anic verse “Fight against the unbelievers
in their entirety as they fight against you in your entirety” (9.36), commenting on
the verse as follows: “The duty of jihad in Islam results in the necessity of giral
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against everyone who neither agrees to convert to Islam nor to submit himself to
Islamic rule.” He concludes that the ultimate “return to Allah cannot be pursued
through wishful thinking but only through the means of jihad.”?' According to
Colonel Ahmad al-Mu’mini, an officer in the Jordanian army, this offensive view
of jihad must determine the military policies of all Islamic states.*> Al-Mu’mini’s
views have been widely circulated.

As we have seen, some Muslims have made the effort to adapt Islamic doc-
trine to the modern international system, but many go only so far as to make prag-
matic adjustments to the doctrine that mankind must either accept Islam or submit
to Muslim rule. It is true that Islamic states subordinate themselves to interna-
tional law by virtue of their membership in the United Nations. But although
international law prohibits war, Islamic law (the shari’a) prescribes war against
unbelievers.’* Does the recognition of international law by Islamic states really
indicate a revision of Islamic ethics regarding war and peace? Or does this recog-
nition indicate no more than outward conformity of the Muslim world to interna-
tional society?

Most Western authors on war and peace in Islam overlook the fact that there
is no concept of the territorial state in Islam.?* Therefore, Islamic thinkers view
war as a struggle, not between states, but between Muslims as a community
(umma) and the rest of the world inhabited by unbelievers (dar al-harb). In con-
trast, the classic treatise on Islamic “international law” by the Muslim legal
scholar Najib Armanazi acknowledges that the international order established by
the treaty of Westphalia—in which relations among states are organized on the
basis of the mutual recognition of each other’s sovereignty—is contradicted by
the intention of the Arab conquerors to impose their rule everywhere. But despite
this contradiction, Armanazi argues, Muslims do in practice recognize the sover-
eignty of states with whom they conduct relations on the basis of “the aman, cus-
tomary law or the rule of honoring agreements ( ‘and, "uhud).” Nevertheless, “for
Muslims war is the basic rule and peace is understood only as a temporary
armistice. . . . Only if Muslims are weak [are their adversaries] entitled to recon-
ciliation.” And, he continues, “for Muslim jurists peace only matters when it is in
line with the maslaha (interest) of Muslims.””3> Between Muslim and non-Muslim,
peace is only a temporary armistice and war remains the rule.

In short, Muslim states adhere to public international law but make no effort
to accommodate the outmoded Islamic ethics of war and peace to the current
international order. Thus, their conduct is based on outward conformity, not on a
deeper “cultural accommodation”—that is, a rethinking of Islamic tradition that
would make it possible for them to accept a more universal law regulating war
and peace in place of Islamic doctrine. Such a “cultural accommodation” of the
religious doctrine to the changed social and historical realities would mean a
reform of the role of the religious doctrine itself as the cultural underpinning of
Islamic ethics of war and peace.* If this is correct, then Mayer’s conclusion that
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“Islamic and international legal traditions, long separated by different perspec-
tives, are now starting to converge in areas of common concern™?’ is far too opti-
mistic. The convergence is limited to practical matters and does not reach to basic
conceptions of war and peace.’®

On the contrary, what we have seen, instead of convergence with Western
ideas, is a revival of the classical doctrine of the dichotomy between dar al-Islam
and dar al-harb. Muslim writers today commonly describe all the wars involving
Muslim lands since 1798 (when Napoleon invaded Egypt) down to the Arab-
Israeli wars and the Gulf War as “unjust wars” undertaken by the “crusaders”
against the world of Islam.*

For Muslims, the modern age is marked by a deep tension between Islam and
the territorial state.*® In fact, there is no generally accepted concept of the state in
Islam; the “community of believers” (umma), not the state, has always been the
focus of Islamic doctrine. With a few exceptions, Islamic jurists do not deal with
the notion of the state (dawla). As the Moroccan scholar *Abd al-Latif Husni
writes in his study of Islam and international relations, recent defenders of the
classical Islamic division of the world

confine themselves to quoting classical Islamic jurists. In their writings we do not
even find the term “state.” This deliberate disregard indicates their intention to
ignore the character of the modern system of international relations. They refuse
to acknowledge the multiplicity of states which are sovereign and equal in main-
taining the notions of dar al-Islam and dar al-harb.#

Though the Islamic world has made many adjustments to the modern inter-
national system,*? there has been no cultural accommodation, no rigorously crit-
ical rethinking of Islamic tradition.*?

CONCLUSION

In discussing the basic concepts of the Islamic tradition of war and peace, and
their understanding by Muslims at the present, my focus has been on Muslim atti-
tudes toward war. The ground for war is always the dissemination of Islam
throughout the world. And in conducting war, Muslims are to avoid destruction
and to deal fairly with the weak. Muslims do not view the use of force to propa-
gate Islam as an act of war, given their understanding of the da’wa as an effort to
abolish war by bringing the entire world into the “house of Islam,” which is the
house of peace. For this reason, as we have seen, Islamic conquests are described
by Islamic historians not as wars (hurub) but as “openings” (futuhat) of the world
to Islam.

Despite the universal religious mission of Islam, the world of Islam was a
regional, not a global, system.* The only global system in the history of mankind
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is our present international system, which is the result of the expansion of the
European model. As we have seen, this modern international system has placed
strain on the ethics of war and peace in Islam, generating the divergent responses
of conformism and fundamentalism.

Islamic war/peace ethics is scriptural and premodern. It does not take into
account the reality of our times, which is that international morality is based on
relations among sovereign states, not on the religions of the people living therein.
Though the Islamic states acknowledge the authority of international law regu-
lating relations among states, Islamic doctrine governing war and peace continues
to be based on a division of the world into dar al-Islam and dar al-harb. The divine
law of Islam, which defines a partial community in international society, still
ranks above the laws upon which modern international society rests.

The confrontation between Islam and the West will continue, and it will
assume a most dramatic form.* Its outcome will depend on two factors: first, the
ability of Muslims to undertake a “cultural accommodation” of Islamic religious
concepts and their ethical underpinnings to the changed international environ-
ment; and second, their ability to accept equality and mutual respect between
themselves and those who do not share their beliefs.
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