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Abstract

One of the important exegetic, jurisprudential, and historical discussions in Islam is the subject
of “jihad” (holy war). Within this topic, the issue of offensive jihad has become one of the most
challenging discussions in the era of occultation, especially in the present times.
Misunderstanding this subject has led some misguided individuals to use it as a tool for their
political abuses. On the other hand, many ill-intentioned critics have used it to attack Islam and
the Quran, introducing Islam as a religion of bloodshed and violence. Meanwhile, some Muslim
thinkers—seeking to purify the image of Islam—have fundamentally denied the legitimacy of
offensive jihad in the Quran, considering all the wars in early Islam defensive, aimed at repelling
enemy aggression. They argue that the purpose of those wars was solely to repel transgression,
not to fight against polytheism or false beliefs, and have considered the very basis of such a
struggle to be contrary to human freedom and free will. Dr. Abd al-Sattar, author of al-Tafsir
al-Jami*, is among these exegetes. In this article, through a comparative analysis of Dr. Abd
al-Sattar’s views on jihad-related verses and the opinions of Ayatollah Jawadi Amoli, it is
proven that offensive jihad does exist in Islam based on Quranic evidence and Prophetic
tradition, even though its aim ultimately comes back to the same principle of defense, and Dr.
Abd al-Sattar’s arguments regarding the context of certain verses are incorrect.
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Introduction

The concept of offensive jihad is one of the most controversial topics in Islam and has
given rise to numerous critiques from outsiders as well as significant misuse by
extremist jihadist groups. In the modern era, various takfiri and extremist movements
have emerged in some Muslim countries, such as al-Qaeda, the Taliban, and ISIS, etc.,
that possess harsh jihadist ideologies such as destroying current governments and
reviving the Islamic caliphate through force, expanding the concept of jihad into
multiple domains, and prioritizing jihad over other practical duties of religion (furi
al-din). Based on such ideas, they have engaged in killing, plundering, spreading
insecurity, and committing horrific acts across the world, especially in Muslim
countries. Although these ideologies stem from misinterpretations of Quranic verses
and Prophetic tradition, some Muslim scholars, in reacting against these ideologies and
as a result of the pressures exerted on Muslims by outsiders who portray Islam as a
religion of violence and terror, have adopted an opposite, overly-restrictive stance in
order to purge Islam of such unfounded accusations, and have denied the permissibility
of any form of offensive jihad in Islam, from its earliest period up to the present day.
Dr. Abd al-Sattar al-Sayyid, one of the major exegetes of Syria—a country that has
experienced many years of civil war—is among those exegetes who strives to prove in
various instances throughout his exegesis that Islam’s aim is to maximize harmony
among different sects and religions to enable peaceful coexistence and, in general,
nothing known as offensive jihad exists in the Quran or Islamic teachings; rather, all
early Islamic battles were defensive in nature.

Research Findings

The common view among Muslim thinkers, especially in earlier centuries, was that
based on the Quranic phrase “...that He may make it prevail over all religions...”" (al-
Tawbah: 33; al-Fath: 28; al-Saff: 9), Muslims have a duty to spread Islam and convey
its message to humanity, paving the way for its dominance over other religions. Within
this framework, two major questions have always been raised: One, is it permissible to
use military force against resistance that naturally arises against this invitation, and
specifically, to kill polytheists? Two, assuming offensive jihad is permissible, who has
the authority to grant permission for it? In simpler terms, the legitimacy of offensive
jihad and the requirement of the infallible Imam’s permission for initiating it have
always been disputed principles.

Regarding the first question, the initial matter that must be studied and examined is the
purpose of jihad according to both exegetes. If the goal of jihad is to eliminate disbelief
and polytheism, that is, that its rationale is people’s beliefs, then the default relationship
with non-Muslims would be conflict. But if the goal is to repel enemy aggression and
the relationship between human beings is based on their social and political
interactions, then jihad takes on a defensive nature, and it can be said that peace

1. Qarai translation
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becomes the basis in relations with others. Based on the first premise, initiating jihad
is not only permissible but obligatory, but based on the second premise, offensive jihad
is absolutely impermissible in Islam.

Ayatollah Jawadi Amoli considers the ultimate goal of jikad to be the elimination of
corruption (fitnah) and insists on its necessity until this goal is achieved. He states that
initially, there must be a cultural struggle against distorted religions and man-made
ideologies, which are prime examples of corruption. If such cultural struggle proves
ineffective, military confrontation becomes necessary until the corruption is eradicated
and the divine religion prevails and is victorious, which is an indication of the
appearance of the Imam of the Age (may God hasten his reappearance).

One of Dr. Abd al-Sattar’s most frequent and important arguments for proving his view
regarding denying offensive jihad on theological grounds is the conflict between
offensive jihad and human freedom and free will. He repeatedly uses verses such as

“There is no compulsion in religion” (al-Baqarah: 256)! and “Let anyone who wishes

believe it, and let anyone who wishes disbelieve it” (al-Kahf: 29), to prove that early
Islamic jihads did not arise from ideological goals and that people are free to choose
their religion and beliefs. In other words, he claims that verses denoting the legitimacy
of fighting to make people polytheists and disbelievers into believers apparently
contradict verses that prohibit compulsion, and these two proofs are apparently not
consistent.

Conclusion
Dr. Abd al-Sattar adopts a moderate approach in his Quranic exegesis, and within this
framework, he discusses jihad in Islam and specifically in Quranic verses. First, he
does not view the cause of jihad as doctrinal in an absolute sense and attributes all early
Islamic battles to repelling enemy aggression. Second, he identifies harassment of
Muslims, repeated treaty violations especially after Hudaybiyyah, and the killing and
torture of Muslims as instances of enemy corruption. Third, he considers all Muslim
responses in these cases to be purely defensive. Consequently, he denies the existence
of offensive jihad in Islam altogether. In other words, he believes that four points must
be focused on regarding all Quranic verses on fighting:
a) The context of the verses
b) The occasions and circumstances of revelation
c¢) The Prophetic tradition in dealing with polytheists
d) Main Islamic concepts in general
Given these considerations—and emphasizing familiarity with Arabic linguistic
principles—he repeatedly notes that offensive jihad with an ideological purpose and
aimed at combating the beliefs of a group of people contradicts Islam’s many emphases
on human freedom and free will. Therefore, the interpretations of takfiri and jihadist

1. Qarai translation
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Salafi groups stem either from their unawareness and ignorance of major Islamic
principles or from the malice and exploitation of enemies—especially global
Zionism—seeking to create insecurity in Muslim countries.

Ayatollah Jawadi Amoli, however, identifies the cause of war as removing corruption
and thus considers the ultimate purpose and limit of jikad to be the elimination of
corruption. Though he acknowledges a place for offensive jihad in Islamic law,
deeming it legitimate and considers the permission of the Imam’s general deputy as
sufficient; however, he emphasizes that the essence of even offensive jihad ultimately
comes back to defensive jihad. Thus, if the systems of disbelief and polytheism obstruct
the spiritual life of human beings, this is an instance of corruption and must be
confronted until they are uprooted and corruption is eliminated. In reality, even
offensive jihad arises from the right of defending the life of the oppressed.

Simply put, both exegetes believe that repelling corruption is a Quranic command, but
they differ regarding the instances of corruption. Dr. Abd al-Sattar restricts it to enemy
aggression, while Ayatollah Jawadi Amoli—consistent with the common scholarly
view—considers any obstruction of the preaching of religion to be an instance of
corruption. Both, however, hold that peace is the default position, and both believe that
jihad is not necessarily military; the military stage is the final step in eliminating
corruption.
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