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Foreword

T     
(IIIT) has great pleasure in presenting a newly revised and

edited edition of Dr. Louay Safi’s treatise Peace and the Limits of

War: Transcending the Classical Conception of Jihad, published under
its Perspectives on Islamic Thought Series. Since publication of
the first edition in , the work has received wide attention
from a growing circle of readership, generating enough interest,
felt the publishers, to warrant the production of a second edition. 

Peace and the concept of jihad are issues of vital importance.
Firmly on the agenda of worldwide political debate and discourse
they frame much of the parameters of analysis on Islam and the
Middle East today. This work is an important addition to this analy-
sis. Through careful and meticulous study into an area fraught with
cultural misconceptions and near total confusion the author has
sought to elucidate some of the subjective and negative fundamen-
tals which have come to dominate much of the discourse on the
issue today and restore a balanced understanding. 

We would like to express our thanks to Dr. Louay M. Safi, who,
throughout the various stages of the production of this edition,
cooperated with the editorial group at the IIIT London Office. 

We would also like to thank the editorial and production team at
the London Office and those who were involved in the completion
of this book: Sylvia Hunt, Sohail Nakhooda, Kereema Altomare,
Shiraz Khan and Dr. Maryam Mahmood, all of whom worked tire-
lessly in preparing the book for publication. May God reward them
and the author for all their efforts.

Jumada II    
August 



Author’s Preface to the First Edition

T  is an expanded version of an article pub-
lished in the American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences (AJISS)

in , under the title “War and Peace in Islam.” The article
attempted then to clarify some of the misconceptions surround-
ing the notion of jihad. Thirteen years later, the same miscon-
ceptions and misunderstandings regarding war and peace in Islam
are wide-spread in both the Muslim societies and the West.

The attacks on the United States on September , , by an
apparently religiously inspired group, brought to the fore the ques-
tion of jihad and war, and led a few misinformed and misguided
individuals to confuse the Islamic concept of jihad with the me-
dieval concept of holy war. The equation of the two is erroneous
and misleading. Holy wars were fought in medieval Europe in the
name of God against infidels, because the latter were perceived 
to stand against God. Jihad, on the other hand, is fought to repel
aggression and lift the oppression of a brutal force, and is never
directed at the other’s faith. The fact that both are based on religious
motivation does not make them equal. Religious motives have 
historically inspired both the noblest and the basest actions.

I, therefore, do hope that this monograph will contribute to
bringing more meaningful discussion of the notion of jihad and
the conception of war and peace in Islamic tradition. I also hope
to be able to illustrate that the Islamic worldview and values stand
on the side of world peace and global justice, and against aggres-
sion and brutality.

I wish to thank two good friends who have encouraged me to
refine the early article I wrote on peace and war into the current
monograph, Jamal Barzinji and Sayyid M. Syeed. Their encour-
agement and support are greatly appreciated.



I     . This fact is borne out by both
Islamic teachings and the very name of “Islam.” The term

Islam essentially means to submit and surrender one’s will to a
higher truth and a transcendental law, so that one can lead a
meaningful life informed by the divine purpose of creation – a life
in which the dignity and freedom of all human beings can be
equally protected. Islamic teachings assert the basic freedom and
equality of all peoples. They stress the importance of mutual help
and respect, and direct Muslims to extend friendship and good-
will to all, regardless of their religious, ethnic, or racial back-
ground.

Islam, on the other hand, permits its followers to resort to
armed struggle to repel military aggression, and indeed urges
them to fight oppression, brutality, and injustice. The Qur’anic
term for such a struggle is jihad. Yet for many in the West, jihad
is nothing less than a holy war, i.e., a war to enforce one’s reli-
gious beliefs on others. Most Muslims would reject the equation
of jihad with holy war, and would insist that a better description
that captures the essence of the Islamic concept of jihad is a just
war. There are still small and vocal groups of Muslims who con-
ceive jihad as a divine license to use violence to impose their will
on anyone whom they could brand as an infidel, including fellow
Muslims who may not fit their self-proclaimed categorization of
right and wrong. 

The confusion about the meaning of jihad and the debate over
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whether jihad is a “holy war” or a “just war” are of great im-
portance for Muslims and non-Muslims alike, particularly at this
juncture of human history when the world has once again rejected
narrow nationalist politics and is moving rapidly to embrace the
notion of global peace and the notion of a multi-cultural and
multi-religious society. It is, hence, crucial to expose the confusion
of those who insist that jihad is a holy war and who place doubts 
on Islam’s ability to support global peace. The advocates of jihad 
as a holy war constitute today a tiny minority of intellectuals in
both Muslim societies and the West. Western scholars, who accept
jihad as holy war, feed on the position of radical Muslim ideo-
logues, as well as on generalization of the particular and excep-
tional to the general.

Given the fact that radical interpretations of Islam have had a
disproportionate influence on the way Islam’s position regarding
peace and war is perceived and understood, I intend to focus my
discussion on rebutting the propositions of the classical doctrine of
jihad, embraced by radical Muslims, and to show that these propo-
sitions were predicated on a set of legal rulings (a^k¥m shar¢Ïyyah)
pertaining to specific questions which arose under particular his-
torical circumstances, namely, the armed struggle between the
Islamic state during the Abbasid era, and the various European
dynasties. I hope I will be able to demonstrate in the ensuing dis-
cussion that classical jurists did not intend to develop a holistic
theory with universal claims.

I further aspire to introduce a more comprehensive conception
of war and peace which takes into account the Qur’anic and Pro-
phetic statements in their totality. This new conception is then
used to establish the fundamental objectives of war as well as the
basic conditions of peace.

Misunderstanding the position of Islam vis-à-vis war and peace
alluded to earlier is essentially a problem of textural explication. It
is a problem of how a Qur’anic text is and ought to be interpreted.
What rules did classical scholars use in deriving concepts and doc-
trines from Islamic sources, and what rules should Muslims use
today? And, because the analysis must engage the classical methods,

     



there is no escape from employing the terminology of Islamic juris-
prudence, better known as u|‰l al-fiqh. The legalistic and textual
analysis of Islamic texts is, however, joined by a historical and
analytical discussion, aimed at examining the socio-political con-
ditions surrounding the armed jihad between the early Islamic state
and the various political communities that it fought.

 


