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Abstract

The transformation of doctrinal disagreements into sacred conflicts
is a major challenge in theological studies, political theology, and the
history of Islamic thought. The central question is which theological
structures turn religious disagreement into sacred violence, and what
capacities Islamic theological traditions possess to restrain this
process. The study analyzes the theological foundations and
epistemic mechanisms underlying the formation of a “theology of
war” in Islamic sects. Using a descriptive-analytical method and a
comparative approach, the study examines the theological
foundations of the theology of war among the Khawarij, Mutazila,
Ash‘arts, Maturidis, and Imamiyya. The theology of war is not
merely a product of juristic rulings or political circumstances, but of
a network of epistemological, soteriological, anthropological, and
eschatological concepts. The monopolization of truth, the
absolutization of identity boundaries, the expansion of takfir
(excommunication), and turning the opponent into a “theological
enemy” are the main stages in the escalation from disagreement to
sacred violence. The schools differ not in their belief in religious
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truth but in how they construe the relationship between truth, error,
and the religious other. By narrowing the distance between error and
unbelief, the Khawarij developed a strong capacity for a theology of
elimination, whereas the Mu‘tazila and the Imamiyya, by
distinguishing degrees of error and restricting takfir, provided greater
theological resources for limiting violence. Confronting religious
violence requires not the rejection of religion but a critical internal
rereading that strengthens interpretations linking the pursuit of truth
with rationality, justice, and human dignity.

Introduction

Religious war and violence in Islam are multilayered phenomena that
cannot be reduced to political, social, or juristic factors. Although the
rules of jihad, power relations, and historical circumstances have
shaped the emergence of religious wars, every act of violence is
preceded by a framework of meaning that determines who counts as
“self” or “other,” “believer” or “enemy of truth.” The first stage in
legitimizing religious violence thus occurs in interpreting the world
and drawing doctrinal boundaries, not on the battlefield. War acquires
sacred meaning when human conflict is reinterpreted as a cosmic
battle between absolute good and absolute evil (Juergensmeyer, 2003)
and when eliminating the other becomes a moral and religious duty
(Cavanaugh, 2009).

The study therefore distinguishes the “theology of war” from the
“jurisprudence of war.” The latter concerns how war is to be waged—
its conditions, limits, and the treatment of prisoners—whereas the
former asks how war can come to be regarded as sacred and endowed
with otherworldly value. In the Islamic tradition, this possibility
derives less from juristic rulings than from the way core theological
concepts are defined: faith, unbelief, salvation, misguidance, rebellion
(baghy), and commanding right and forbidding wrong. The central
question is which theological foundations in Islamic sects have
produced the theological construction of war and the religious
legitimation of violence, and what resources the tradition offers for a
theology of peace. The study hypothesizes that the more a theological
system emphasizes the monopoly of truth, sectarian soteriology, an
expansive notion of unbelief, and the absolute unity of faith and
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works, the greater its capacity to produce theological enemies;
conversely, moral rationality, graded conceptions of error, and
restrictions on takfir enhance the prospects for a theology of peace.

Literature Review

Few studies have systematically examined the theological roots of the
theology of war in Islamic sects. The existing literature falls into four
groups. The first addresses jihad, its historical development, and the
relation between jurisprudence, politics, and war: Kelsay (2007)
shows that the Islamic tradition contains resources for limiting war,
and Peters (1996) traces how political change reshaped the concept of
jihad. The second examines takfir, identity boundaries, and sectarian
violence: Abou El Fadl (2005) links exclusivist readings to diminished
theological tolerance, and Jackson (2002) shows how orthodoxy has
been bound up with drawing the boundaries of the community of faith,
while classical heresiographers such as al-Shahrastani and al-
Baghdadi document how the Khawarij erased the line between
political dissent and apostasy. The third, from the perspective of
political theology, analyzes the relation between religion, violence,
and the sacred, drawing on Schmitt, Girard, and Juergensmeyer, but
treats religion and violence in general rather than the internal
differences among Islamic schools. The fourth highlights the
tradition’s internal resources for restraining violence, as in the works
of Hallaq, al-Jabiri, and Taha ‘Abd al-Rahman. What remains missing
is a systematic account of how the core concepts of kalam can form a
structure that, under particular historical conditions, makes holy war
possible, together with an analysis of the capacities of schools such as
the Mu ‘tazila, the Maturidis, and the Imamiyya to restrain it.

Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative
approach. It first analyzes the core concepts associated with the
theology of war, namely truth, faith, unbelief, salvation, takfir, and the
theological enemy, and then compares how these concepts operate in
different theological systems. Its theoretical framework treats the
theological construction of war as comprising four components:
epistemic (an exclusive conception of truth), soteriological (equating
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the boundaries of salvation with those of a group), anthropological
(recasting the fallible opponent as a theological enemy), and
eschatological (reinterpreting historical conflict as a final battle
between good and evil). Five traditions, the Khawarij, the Mu‘tazila,
the Ash‘aris, the Maturidis, and the Imamiyya, are examined
according to four indicators: the definition of truth and error, the
relation between faith and works, the status of the doctrinal opponent,
and the capacity to generate or restrain violence.

Conclusion

The study shows that holy war is a semantic and interpretive
phenomenon before it is a military or political one: war gains religious
legitimacy when, within a particular theological system, the opponent
is shifted from “human other” to “sacred enemy.” The source of
religious violence is therefore not belief in divine truth as such, but a
particular interpretation of truth, religious identity, and the relation
between self and other. This construction unfolds cumulatively, from
doctrinal disagreement to the monopolization of truth, takfir, enemy-
making, and the sanctification of violence, with takfir stripping the
opponent of epistemic, moral, and political legitimacy.

The schools differ chiefly in the distance they maintain between
disagreement and elimination. By equating faith with works and
treating grave sin as unbelief, the Khawarij collapsed this distance and
formulated the classic theology of elimination. The Mu ‘tazila, through
the doctrine of the intermediate position (al-manzila bayn al-
manzilatayn), and the Imamiyya, through graded distinctions between
unbelief (kufr), misguidance (dalal), sinfulness (fisq), and rebellion
(baghy), offered greater resources for restraining takfir and preserving
the possibility of reform. The Ash‘aris combined caution in takfir with
an emphasis on divine omnipotence that could, under -certain
conditions, legitimize authoritarian power, while the Maturidis, by
separating moral failing from the collapse of faith, slowed the move
from disagreement to takfir.

No theological system, however, is inherently violent or
inherently peaceful, since interpretation and political power mediate
between doctrine and its historical outcomes. Religious violence can
thus be countered not by rejecting religion but by reconstructing
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theological concepts from within: strengthening religious rationality,
distinguishing truth from human understanding of it, restricting takfir,
acknowledging human fallibility, and upholding the dignity of the
opponent. Future research should shift from asking whether religion is
violent to asking which interpretive and theological structures enable
or restrain violence.

Keywords: Theology of War; Takfir; Religious Violence;
Theological Enemy; Islamic Theological Schools; Soteriology.
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