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Other Western writers and ideologues go further by
linking the idea of Jihad to an effort by Muslims to
obtain global domination. For example, Daniel Pipes,
writing in the November 2002 edition of Commentary,
states,
In premodern times, jihad meant mainly one thing among
Sunni Muslims, then as now the Islamic majority. It meant the
legal, compulsory, communal effort to expand the territories
ruled by Muslims (known in Arabic as “d¥r al-Isl¥m”) at the
expense of territories ruled by non-Muslims (d¥r al-^arb). In
this prevailing conception, the purpose of Jihad is political, not
religious. It aims not so much to spread the Islamic faith as to
extend sovereign Muslim power (though the former has often
followed the latter). The goal is boldly offensive, and its
ultimate intent is nothing less than Muslim domination over
the entire world.3

In brief, jihad in the raw remains a powerful force in the
Muslim world, and this goes far to explain the immense appeal
of a figure like Osama bin Laden in the immediate aftermath of
September 11, 2001.4
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The Jihad that aims to increase the size of the d¥r al-Isl¥m at the
expense of the d¥r al-^arb is not a conventional war that begins
at a certain point and ends at another. Jihad is a “permanent
war” that excludes the idea of peace but authorizes temporary
truces related to the political situation (muh¥dana).2
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o n e o f t h e fundamental ideas underlying the argument of
those who advocate a clash of civilizations between Islam and
the West1 is the thesis that Islam is a religion that advocates
perpetual warfare. This warfare, in their formulation, is what
Muslims know as ‘Jihad.’ In his provocative book, Islam
Unveiled, Robert Spencer unequivocally states:

It is interesting that Spencer, Pipes, and others, buttress their
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As the premodern world never came totally under the sway
of Islam, Jihad, in the formulation described by Pipes, meant
permanent war. Pipes doesn’t see modernity mitigating this
pre-modern tendency in Jihad, for he goes on to say,

a land governed by the laws of the nonbeliev-

associated with classical Islamic political theo-

ers as constituting a land of disbelief, even if

ry. However, their understanding presupposes

populated by Muslims.6 Im¥m Ash-Sh¥fi¢Ï

a single, narrow reading of the Islamic

viewed a land populated by nonbelievers who
are not at war with the Muslims as not consti-

mined parameters, which limit their ability to

tuting d¥r al-^arb.7 Therefore, according to

accommodate an alternative reading. For

these definitions, most of today’s Muslim

example, the often-cited division of the world

countries, which are governed by secular law

into d¥r al-^arb and d¥r al-Isl¥m fits well with

codes, are not d¥r al-Isl¥m. Conversely, most of

attempts to explain the inevitability of a clash

the non-Muslim nations, which are at peace

between Islam and the West. However, it does

with the Muslim world, are not d¥r al-^arb.

not really give us an idea of the nuances and

Such nuances clearly weigh against the sim-

complexities of those terms, nor the diverse

plistic arguments being advanced by a

ways in which Muslim thinkers, over an extend-

growing wave of anti-Islamic polemicists and

ed period of time, defined and actually applied

pundits and their Muslim ideological equiva-

them.

lents.
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arguments with formulations and concepts

tradition, based on certain ideologically deter-

and

The purpose of this article is to show that

Mu^ammad b.5 al-¤asan ash-Shayb¥nÏ, the

while Jihad, in one of its classical formulations,
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two companions of Im¥m Ab‰ HanÏfa, viewed

could be interpreted as supporting perpetual

For

example,

both

Ab‰

Y‰suf

warfare, there is another reading that argues
against that interpretation. In discussing the
textual basis of that alternative reading, I will
focus on Qur’an 9:58 because of its centrality
in the arguments of those endorsing the perpetual

war

thesis,

both

Muslim

and

non-Muslim, and Qur’an 9:299 because of its
implications for Muslim-Christian relations.
I will also argue that with the notable

Muslim forces.
3. The morale of the Muslim armies
faltered; there were even instances where
the Muslims refused to fight.
4. A power vacuum was created in the
Syrian-Iraqi heartland of the empire. This
led to an alteration of the balance of power
between the Umayyads and their internal
enemies and to the eventual overthrow of
the empire by the Abbasids.11

exception of the Umayyad “Jihad State,” the

The strategic and economic reasons lead-

latter reading has been more instrumental in

ing to the collapse of the “Jihad State” are

shaping the foreign policy of Muslim polities,

quite consistent with what Yale historian Paul

especially in the modern era. In making this

Kennedy describes as occurring during

point, I will briefly look at the “Jihad State”

periods of “imperial overstretch.” Kennedy

and present a thesis that explains its

says in that regard, “The triumph of any one

inevitable collapse.

Great Power in this period, or the collapse of

A failure on the part of Western ideologues

another, has usually been the consequence of

and policymakers to admit the primacy of this

lengthy fighting by its armed forces….”12 He

“anti-perpetual war reading” of Jihad will lead

also observes,

to tragic misunderstandings. These misunderstandings will only serve to deepen the
growing resentment and distrust developing
between America and the Muslim world and
create a political climate conducive to catastrophic wars that could render the Islamic

Similarly, the historical record suggests
that there is a very clear connection in the
long run between an individual Great
Power’s economic rise and fall and its
growth and decline as an important
military power (or world empire).13

heartland an uninhabitable waste and greatly

Although Kennedy’s study focuses on the

increase the likelihood of attacks against the

modern world, his observations provide at

United States as well as her interests abroad.

least a clue into the strategic and economic
dynamics that were pointing towards the even-

The “Jihad State” and its Collapse

tual collapse of the Umayyad state. These

In his masterful book, The End of the Jihad

dynamics were noted by both the political and
intellectual successors of the “Jihad State” and
led to a reformation of the foreign policy of

foreign policy on unmitigated warfare against

subsequent Islamic polities. The conclusion

the non-believers was the Umayyad dynasty,

that mandated that reformation was that the

founded by Mu¢¥wiyyah b. AbÏ Sufy¥n.

“Jihad State” is unsustainable.

However, this perpetual warfare policy was

This conclusion is born out by the fate of

unsustainable and eventually led to the col-

the Ottoman Empire, an expansionist Muslim

lapse of the Umayyad state during the reign of

power that did endure into the modern world.

Hish¥m b. ¢Abd al-Malik. The reasons for that

Kennedy comments on the Ottoman decline,

collapse can be summarized as follows:
1. The fiscal basis of the regime, predicated on war booty, collapsed.
2. The non-Muslim armies were able to
regroup after initial setbacks and sometimes inflicted devastating losses on the

Yet the Ottoman Turks, too, were to falter, to turn inward, and to lose the
chance for world domination…. To a
certain extent it could be argued that
this process was a natural consequence
of earlier Turkish successes: the
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State, Dr. Khalid Blankinship argues that the
only polity in the history of Islam to base its

seasons
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Ottoman army, however well administered, might be able to maintain the
lengthy frontiers but could hardly
expand further without enormous costs
of men and money; and Ottoman imperialism, unlike that of the Spanish,
Dutch, and English later, did not bring
much in the way of economic benefit. By
the second half of the sixteenth century
the empire was showing signs of strategic
overextension….14

generally non-binding obligation. In both
cases, the idea of Jihad as an unmitigated
struggle for global domination is rejected.
Among the Companions of the Prophet
Muhammad œ, Ibn ¢Umar was known to
advance the idea of Jihad as a non-binding
obligation. When he heard ¢Abdull¥h b. ¢Amr
b. al-¢®s mentioning the five pillars of Islam,
and then adding Jihad as a sixth pillar, he
strongly rebuked him.15 Among the genera-

In any case, the demise of the “Jihad State”

tion of the successors, and those following

led to a permanent restructuring of Muslim

them, ¢A~¥, ¢Amr b. DÏn¥r, Ibn Shibrama, and

political praxis away from a scheme of perma-

Sufy¥n ath-ThawrÏ were all of the opinion that

nent warfare against non-Muslims, to one

Jihad was voluntary.16

which came, over time, to

Among the scholars of the

include protracted truces, for-

MalikÏ rite, Su^n‰n/Sa^n‰n
HER [THE USA]

mal diplomatic relations, and,
in the modern world, membership

in

the

international

MILITARY MACHINE

of

tary.”17 Ibn ¢Abd al-Barr is

LARGE, STANDING, FIXED-

quoted as saying, “[Jihad] is
an obligation when one is in a

PIECE ARMY OF

praxis has led to the implicit

THE FORMER SOVIET

and explicit recognition of the

UNION.

institutions and regimes which
to

conquest

CONFRONT THE

turing of Muslim political

work

the

Mecca, Jihad became volun-

the modern world, this restruc-

collectively

“After

HAS BEEN DESIGNED TO

community of nation-states.
More importantly, again, in

is mentioned as having said,

make

peace, not warfare, the dominant reality governing the relations between sovereign states.
It should be noted that this emerging praxis

tary when one is enjoying
security.18
Among the proof texts
marshaled by those holding

these opinions are the following:
1. The conditionality involved in the verse,
“If they fight you, fight them.”19
2. Mention of the idolaters initiating hostilities in the verse, “Fight the generality of
idolaters as they likewise fight you.”20
3. The order to fight mentioned in the
verse, “Fighting is prescribed for you…”21
is not to be taken as a binding obligation,
rather as a voluntary act.
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sometimes conflicted with the theory of “Jihad

state of insecurity and volun-

as perpetual warfare,” a theory that remained

argues against perpetual warfare is not a novel

One of the proofs buttressing the case of

one. Although their views do not represent the

those Muslims22 and non-Muslims who claim

mainstream, there were many imminent schol-

that Islam advances a theory of perpetual war-

ars from the early generations of Muslims who

fare is Qur’an 9:5, a verse sometimes referred

saw Jihad as constituting a binding obligatory

to as the “Verse of the Sword.” This verse is said
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duty only in defensive circumstances or as a

to abrogate all of the verses advocating

in many legal and exegetical writings, even
though, in the modern world, it is a theory that
does not inform the foreign policy of even the
most radical Islamic state.

All of these proofs are subject to question.
The Perpetual Warfare Thesis: Textual

Our point has been to mention that the idea of

Foundations

Jihad as both voluntary and non-expansive has

Our claim that there is a reading of Jihad that

existed since the earliest days of Islam.

restraint, compassion, peaceful preaching,

commentary on this tradition, “Al-Kha~~¥bÏ

mutual respect, and coexistence between

says, ‘It is well-known that what is intended

Muslims and non-Muslims. Hence, many

here are the people of idolatry, not the people

Western writers cite this verse to justify a state

of the Book (Jews and Christians).’”28 Among

of permanent war between Muslims and non-

contemporary exegetes, Dr. Mustafa al-Bugha

Muslims. There are also numerous classical

says, commenting on the term “n¥s” (people),

Muslim exegetes who explain the verse in a

which occurs in this tradition, “They are the

23

way that supports this perpetual war thesis.

worshipers of idols and the polytheists.”29

However, a closer examination of this verse

Im¥m Ab‰ ¤anÏfa, Im¥m A^mad, and most

reveals that this is not how the vast majority of

contemporary scholars are of the opinion that

exegetes have understood it.

the polytheists who are to be indiscriminately

In properly understanding the “Verse of

fought are those living in the Arabian

the Sword,” one must place it in context. This

Peninsula.30 As that area has been free from

verse is part of a series of vers-

polytheism since the earliest

es, located at the beginning

days of Islam, according to

of the ninth chapter of the
Qur’an, dealing with the

WE HAVE SEEN THE DEVASTATING EFFECT OF

now a dead letter.
Just as we can argue that

polytheists. The first of these
verses begins with the state-

their opinion, the order is

NEARLY 200 TONS

the people who are to be

ment, “[This is] a declaration

OF DEPLETED URANIUM

fought against are not an

of immunity from God and

USED ON ARMOR

unrestricted class, based on a

His Messenger to those poly-

PIERCING PROJECTILES

classical understanding of the

theists with whom you have

DURING THE 1991

made pacts.”24 In the subse-

are also considerations govGULF WAR

quent discussion of this
declaration, many mitigating
conditions,

which

“Verse of the Sword,” there
erning when the restricted
classes can be fought. In the

argue

verse preceding the “Verse of

against the idea of a perpetual, unrelenting
war against non-Muslims, are mentioned.
First of all, many of the classical exegetes
explain that these verses do not apply to Jews
in question center on relations with the

… except those you have convened a treaty
with from the polytheists; when they have
not breeched any of its conditions, nor
supported anyone in aggression against
you, complete the terms of the treaty.31

Im¥m al-Qur~ubÏ says concerning this

the Book.” For example, Im¥m al-Qur~ubÏ (d.

verse, “Even if the terms of the covenant are

671 ah 25/ 1272 ce), renowned for his exposi-

for more than four months.”32 This condition

tion on the legal implications of the Qur’anic

and others mentioned in the verses following

text, states, concerning the verse in question,

the “Verse of the Sword,” lead Ab‰ Bakr b. al-

“… it is permissible to [understand] that the

¢ArabÏ (d. 543 ah/ 1148 ce), the great M¥likÏ

expression ‘polytheists’ does not deal with

exegete and jurist, to conclude, “It is clear

This

that the intended meaning of the verse is to

opinion is reinforced by the interpretation of

kill those polytheists who are waging war

a related prophetic tradition, “I’ve been

against you.”33 In other words, fighting them

ordered to fight the people until they testify

is conditional on their aggression against the

that there is no deity but God… .”27 Im¥m

Muslim community. This position, the per-
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polytheists, to the exclusion of the “People of

seasons

and Christians. Their discussion of the verses

the Sword,” we read,

NawawÏ (d. 676 ah/ 1277 ce) mentions in his

missibility to fight in order to repulse
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Jews and Christians (Ahl al-Kit¥b).”

26

aggression, is the view of the majority of the
Sunni Muslim legal schools as has been
explained in great detail by Dr. Mu^ammad
Sa¢Ïd Rama\¥n al-B‰tÏ in his valuable discussion of the rationale for Jihad.34

community after Him between liberating,
ransoming, or executing [the combatant
non-Muslims].37

Hence, Im¥m a~->abarÏ holds that the
soundest opinion is to join between the two

Another argument against the indiscrimi-

verses. This opinion serves as the basis for the

nant application of the “Verse of the Sword” is

sort of flexibility and moderation that has gov-

the view of many classical exegetes and jurists

erned the policy of the Muslim community

that it is abrogated by the verse, “Then, when

towards non-Muslims for much of its history.

you encounter the disbelievers in battle, smite

This attitude is supported by other verses in

their necks; after you have routed them, bind

the Qur’an, all of which argue against the idea

(the prisoners) tightly. Then set them free or

of indiscriminate or perpetual warfare against

35

ransom them….” The point to be made here

non-Muslims. Among them are,

is that if an indiscriminate, unconditional
order has been given to kill the non-Muslims,

God does not forbid you to be kind and equitable to those disbelievers who have not made

how can one have a choice to

war on your religion nor driv-

free or ransom them?

en you from your homes. God

Im¥m al-Qur~ubÏ mentions
that a\-™a^^¥k, ¢A~a, and oth-

THIS POSITION, THE

ers are of the opinion that the

PERMISSIBILITY TO FIGHT

above-mentioned verse [47:4]

IN ORDER TO REPULSE

abrogates the “Verse of the
Sword.”

Ath-ThawrÏ

AGGRESSION, IS THE VIEW
OF THE MAJORITY OF THE

said, “[The verse], ‘Slay the

SUNNI MUSLIM LEGAL

polytheists wherever you find

SCHOOLS….

verse, ‘Then set them free or
ransom them….’”36 Im¥m a~->abarÏ (d. 310
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If they [the enemy forces]
incline towards peace, then
place your trust in God.39
Fight in the Way of God those

them…’ is abrogated by the

58

table.38

you should so incline, and

relates

from Juwaybir, that a\-™a^^¥k

loves those who are equi-

who fight you, but do not initiate hostilities. God loves not
the aggressors.40

ah/ 922 ce), the dean of all classical Qur’anic

Our discussion to this point has focused on

exegetes, reaches the following conclusion

Qur’an 9:5 because of its centrality in the

concerning this latter verse, after mentioning

argument of the advocates of the perpetual

the proofs of those who opine that it abrogates

war thesis. Here, we wish to discuss some

or is abrogated by the “Verse of the Sword”:

issues which arise from Qur’an 9:29. This

The correct opinion in this discussion, as
far as we are concerned, is that this verse
[47:4] is effective; it has not been abrogated. This is because the description of what
constitutes an abrogating or an abrogated
[verse], which has been mentioned in
more than one place in this book of ours,
occurs when it is not possible to join the two
conflicting rulings advanced by the verses
or when there is convincing proof that one
of the rulings abrogates the other. [In this
case] it isn’t farfetched to say that a choice
has been given to the Messenger of God œ
and those charged with the affairs of the

verse is critical for Muslims in determining
the parameters of our relationship with Jews
and Christians. Unfortunately, this verse has
been misunderstood by some Muslims and
used to advance a theory of constant warfare
between the Muslims and the People of the
Book (the Jews and Christians). Sayyid Qu~b,
in his commentary on this verse advocates
such warfare.41 Dr. Sherman Jackson has
examined some of the methodological flaws
of Qu~b’s argument in his valuable article,
Jihad in the Modern World.42 Jackson raises

issues relating to alternative Qur’anic verses,

idea that the Jizya is a tribute designed to

which mitigate the harsh tone of Qur’an

“utterly subdue” or totally humiliate Jews and

9:29, as well as historical developments which

Christians living in the Islamic realm. Rather,

force Muslims to reconsider the prevailing

the humility is to be manifested at the time of

legal implications of the verse. Those devel-

actually paying the tribute and not in debasing

opments center on the evolution of an

or demeaning treatment afterwards. The accu-

international political regime, which has

racy of this conclusion is born out by the fact

made peace the norm governing internation-

that the expression “wa hum |¥ghir‰n” is an

al relations. This situation is in opposition to

adverbial clause describing the state of those

pre-modern times when war prevailed.

paying the tribute at the actual instance of pay-

Even a superficial reading of Qur’an 9:29

ment. For this reason, I have translated the

reveals that it cannot be the basis for a scheme

relevant passage in this verse as, “…until they

that advocates perpetual war. Such a reading

pay the tribute out of hand, with all due humil-

clearly indicates that fighting the People

ity.46

of the Book is conditional on their refusal

These

exegetical

understandings

are

to pay a nominal tribute

reflected in the writings of the

(Jizya) in exchange for their

jurists. For example, the scholars agree that anything which

protection by the Muslim
IF THEY [THE ENEMY

would be deemed offensive to

FORCES] INCLINE

a Muslim is forbidden to visit

TOWARDS PEACE, THEN

upon a protected Jew or

authorities and exemption
from

military

service.

Despite the nominal nature
of that tribute, there are
those, Muslim and nonMuslim, who seek to use the

YOU SHOULD SO INCLINE,
AND PLACE YOUR TRUST

verse as the basis for a

IN GOD (QUR’AN, 8:61).

Christian.

Anything

that

would demean, belittle, or
oppress a protected nonMuslim is strictly forbidden.47

scheme which totally humili-

This

prohibition

emanates

ates Jews and Christians

from the prophetic tradition,

living in the Islamic realm.

“As for one who oppresses a

Such attempts are based on the interpreta-

protected non-Muslim or belittles or burdens

tion of the term, wa hum |¥ghir‰n, as meaning

him above his capability [if he employees him]

subdued.”43

However,

or takes anything from him against his will, I

exegetes differed on the meaning of this

will be his disputant on the Day of

term. Im¥m a~->abarÏ mentions several say-

Resurrection.”48 It is even forbidden to

ings in that regard, including,

address him with such terms as “nonbeliever.”49

Im¥m a~->abarÏ also says, “Others say [it

times, jurists are in agreement that the tribute

means] that they bring it themselves, walking,

mentioned in Qur’an 9:29 can be applied

even if they dislike this.” In addition, he men-

nominally as the type of taxes modern states

tions, “Some say that its mere payment is

levy against the generality of their citizenry.

humbling.”44 All of these interpretations

This is based on the precedent of ¢Umar b. al-
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The legitimate interpreters differ as to the
meaning of the word, “a|-|igh¥r,” which
Almighty God uses at this point [“wa hum
|¥ghir‰n”]. Some of them say that he [the
Jew or Christian] pays it [the tribute]
standing while the recipient is seated.

seasons

classical

“utterly

Kha~~¥b in his dealings with BanÏ TaghlÏb b.

59

45

mentioned by a~->abarÏ and others belie the

Furthermore, the tribute is not universally
applicable. For example, it is not to be paid by
women, children, unemployed men, those
nursing lengthy illnesses, the terminally ill, the
blind, the elderly, or bondsmen. In modern

Wa’il. When that Christian Arab tribe protest-

Muslim nations may well be able to resist and

ed against the tribute as demeaning, ¢Umar

possibly repulse armed aggression from the

accepted it from them, nominally, in the same

West, the price associated with such resistance

manner the poor due was taken from

has to be carefully assessed and alternative

Muslims.50

strategies of resistance considered. We will

A full exposé on this subject would be quite
lengthy as there are many aspects of the issue I

return to this issue in the second part of this
article.

have not explored. Before moving to the
third part of this article, I wish to examine a

Implications of the Perpetual War Thesis

final issue as it has direct bearing on the situa-

The above discussion should make it clear

tion currently confronting Muslims. It also

that there is a reading of the Islamic tradition

presents an Islamic teaching that mitigates

that argues against the idea of Jihad as perpet-

the permanence of warfare in Islam. This

ual, indiscriminate warfare. Attempts to

issue is associated with one of the foundation-

present Islam as the new communism, a sys-

al Islamic legal principles: “Harm is to be

tem locked in a life and death struggle with the

removed.”

51

This principle is based on the

West, while making for good ideology, are fun-

prophetic tradition, “There is

damentally

no facilitating or reciprocating

could lead to disastrous conHENCE, EVEN THOUGH

sequences for both the

tions of this principle is giving

JIHAD HAS BEEN LEGIS-

United

LATED FOR MUSLIMS, IN

Muslim World.

harm over securing a benefit.
Hence, even though Jihad has
been legislated for Muslims, in

CIRCUMSTANCES WHERE
ITS PROSECUTION

States

and

the

In the aftermath of the
Cold War, elements of this
country’s

foreign

policy

circumstances where its prose-

THREATENS WIDESPREAD

establishment have been

cution threatens widespread

HARM TO THE MUSLIM

searching for an enemy

harm to the Muslim communi-

COMMUNITY, IT SHOULD

menacing enough to justify

ty, it should be left. Al-Kha~Ïb

BE LEFT.

a huge and wasteful military

ash-ShirbÏnÏ states in MughnÏ

budget. Throughout the
1990’s, rogue states and inter-

al-Mu^t¥j:
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and

harm.”52 One of the implicapreference to warding off

60

flawed

If the non-Muslim forces are at least double the Muslim force … and if we feel that
we will be annihilated with no chance of
victory, it is incumbent upon us to leave
[off war].53

The current state of the Muslims clearly

national terrorism emerged as the most
pressing threats to US global interests. These
two threats were eventually epitomized by
Taliban-dominated Afghanistan, the ultimate
rogue state, and Usama b. Ladin, the ultimate
terrorist.

indicates that at this critical juncture in our

However, neither was considered a sys-

history, we should think deeply about the

temic threat, which could rationalize defense

implications of warfare in light of this

budgets exceeding 300 billion dollars annual-

jurisprudential principle. The increasing

ly. China was the only international actor

destructiveness of modern military technolo-

whose stature could even remotely justify such

gy and the growing gap between the West and

spending. That being the case, confusion pre-

the Muslim world are creating a situation

vailed in the defense establishment with all

where it is becoming increasingly difficult to

departments preparing for inevitable budget

achieve any of the objectives that underlie

cuts and restructuring. When Usama b. Ladin

Islamic law through armed conflict. While

was implicated in the attacks on New York and

the Pentagon, a powerful incentive was pre-

ate military victories but long-term political

sented to a small group of influential

disasters. They will help to create conditions

neo-conservative ideologues to find an under-

that will swell the ranks of radical Islamic

lying motivation that could explain the

groups

inevitable appearance of future Bin Ladins.

Americanism throughout the Muslim world,

Hence, the “Jihad as perpetual war thesis”

making the realization of American interests

arose. A perpetual threat to America would

in the region, without the use of direct force or

mean perpetual preparedness and perpetual-

increasingly venal and ruthless proxy regimes,

ly large defense budgets to fight Bush’s “war

virtually impossible. Unable to resist through

that would last a lifetime.”

conventional means, radicals are likely to

and

engender

a

deep

anti-

The Pentagon’s Quadrennial Defense Review

resort to increasingly irrational terrorist

Report, which was prepared to describe China
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