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INTRODUCTION

T oday, there is little debate that a paradigm shift is occurring in the field of international 
conflict resolution; where experts laud the effectiveness of peaceful means ending disputes 

compared with the use of force or violence. This paradigm shift is reflected in the increasing 
number of peacebuilding academic and applied programs in Eastern Europe, Latin America, 
Africa, South and East Asia, and the Middle East, including conflict resolution workshops, 
projects for building civil societies, and nonviolent resistance mobilization.1 In peacebuilding 
contexts, scholars and practitioners are seeking to integrate authentic, indigenous and local 
cultural methods of conflict analysis and intervention, which are replacing the generic conflict 
resolution applications developed by western practitioners in United States and Europe.2 

In their efforts to disseminate peacebuilding approaches, practitioners have carried conflict 
resolution methods to Muslim communities.3 However, their progress has been hampered by a 
well-publicized Western assumption that Islamic religion and culture contradict the principles 
of peacebuilding, conflict resolution, nonviolence, and even democracy. Western media reports 
and policy documents often reflect these violent and aggressive images of Islam.4

Academic literature on the subject is no less tinged with such stereotypes. For example, when 
one searches the Library of Congress subject catalogue for resources on Islam and nonviolence, 
fewer than five items appear on the screen. However, thousands of items are listed when violence 
and Islam are the search words.5 

Scholarly interest in researching Islamic theories of peacebuilding also stems from the recent 
significant expansions in the study of religion and peace. Scholars and practitioners in peace 
studies and conflict resolution have begun exploring the role of religion in shaping the theory 
and practice of their field.6 This new wave of research aims to shift the focus away from religion 
as the cause of war and conflict to the ways in which religious values, beliefs, and rituals are 
a rich source for the study of conflict resolution, peace, and change. Muslim scholars and 
practitioners have joined the examination of the potential formulation and application of a 
systematic peacebuilding approach derived from their religious and cultural background. 

This article is an attempt to contribute to a theory of nonviolence and peacebuilding principles 
and values from an Islamic perspective and within an Islamic context. The objective of this article 
is not to defend Islam or offer an apologetic justification for the past use of violence in the Islamic 
“world,” but to actively promote peacebuilding and nonviolent strategies and values based on an 
indigenous Islamic religious context. The first part discusses some of the assumptions that must 
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attend any research addressing Islamic conflict resolution, nonviolence and peace. The second 
part reviews some of the research that has been done on Islam and nonviolence and peace. The 
third part focuses on the identification of Islamic values, stories and worldviews that support 
peacebuilding practices. It highlights the basic assumptions, principles, and values of nonviolent 
methods found in Islamic primary religious sources. The article concludes with a set of guiding 
principles that can function as a framework for the application of peacebuilding in the Islamic 
context; it also calls for further research to explore the reflection of these values in the daily lives 
of Muslims. 

APPROACHES TO THE STUDY ON ISLAM AND PEACEBUILDING

Before one describes the principles that underlie conflict resolution and nonviolent methods 
and determines their relationship to Islamic religion and tradition, it is imperative to establish 
fundamental distinctions and definitions which guide any discussion of nonviolence and 
peacebuilding in Islam.7 It is also important to describe the assumptions used by scholars and 
practitioners like myself who examine Islam and nonviolence that are necessary to contribute to 
a deeper understanding of the discussion and the objectives of the research. 

First, the full potential of Islam to address social and political conflicts is yet to be fully realized. 
Both Islamic religion and tradition have a multitude of resources with which conflicts can be 
resolved peacefully and nonviolently. Islamic scripture and religious teachings are rich sources 
of values, beliefs, and strategies that promote the peaceful and nonviolent resolution of conflicts. 
Awareness of the Qur’an, the Prophetic tradition, and the early Islamic period is indispensable for 
understanding Islam, since these scriptures and traditions have continued to provide a paradigm 
for emulation by Muslims and Islamic movements in every age,8 and their influence can be 
traced in every philosophical, ideological, and scientific inquiry among Muslims. Moreover, 
the impact of the Islamic early period and the Qur’an is clearly discernable even in modem 
nonviolent movements, such as Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy and methods of nonviolence, as 
McDonough and Satha-Anand show.9 

Second, Islamic scholars and practitioners need to reconsider and constantly reevaluate 
our understanding and application of Islam in various historical periods when we consider 
nonviolence and peacebuilding. The process of deconstructing the meaning of historical realities 
is legitimate and necessary to the collective and individual survival of Muslim communities. Islam 
is subject to diverse interpretations and perspectives that may be legitimately pursued by sincere 
and knowledgeable Muslim scholars from different nations, cultures and schools.10 Therefore, 
knowledge and interpretations should not be treated as the property of small, privileged, and 
particular elites. Interpreting and viewing Islamic religion, tradition, and cultural patterns 
through nonviolence and peacebuilding lenses become important in accurately understanding 
and capturing the meaning of Islam. 

Third, many Muslims themselves lack a comprehensive Islamic knowledge and hermeneutics 
relevant to nonviolent conflict transformation through its peaceful teachings. Most extant 
academic research and writing on Islam and conflict, not only by Orientalists, but even by Muslim 
scholars, is aimed at the study and interpretation of war, violence, power, political systems or 
legal arrangements. Approaching Islamic tradition and religion from these perspectives only 
perpetuates negative images and perceptions, particularly by Westerners. 



4

Fourth, though a wide variety of Islamic religious teachings and practices address conflicts and 
peacebuilding, the validity of their application depends on the type of interaction involved in 
the conflict situation, including whether conflicts involve interpersonal, family, or community 
relations internal to the Islamic community or involve non-Muslims. However, Islam yields a 
set of peacebuilding values that, if consistently and systematically applied, can transcend and 
govern all types and levels of conflict, values such as justice (adl), beneficence (ihsan), and 
wisdom (hikmah) which constitute core principles in peacemaking strategies and framework. 

Expanded awareness and use of these four assumptions in research and proposals on integrating 
Islam and peacebuilding can assist both Muslim and non-Muslim researchers in expanding 
their understanding of the relationship between the concepts and practices of nonviolence, 
peacebuilding, and Islamic culture, religion and tradition. Perhaps as importantly, such awareness 
can reduce the negative characterizations of Islamic society and religion in both popular and 
academic literature, particularly eradicating ill-founded generalizations about Islamic ways of 
thinking, believing, or living. Finally, utilization of these assumptions can provide researchers 
with a way to avoid oversimplified literal interpretations of Qur’anic verses and prophetic sayings 
that do not follow the Islamic interpretive tradition of considering the historical context or social, 
political, and cultural forces that influence the lives of Muslims and non-Muslims as well. 

CURRENT STUDIES OF PEACE AND NONVIOLENCE IN ISLAM 

Currently published studies that focus on whether and how Islam as a religion supports principles 
and values of nonviolence, peace, and war can be divided into three main categories, each with its 
own research issues, perspectives, and interpretations of Islamic religion and tradition: (1) studies 
of war and jihad; (2) studies of war and peace; (3) studies of nonviolence and peacebuilding. 

STUDIES OF WAR AND JIHAD 

Unfortunately, most modem studies of jihad and war attempt to provide support for the hypothesis 
that Islamic religion and tradition lend themselves easily and in a unique way to the justification 
of war and violence as the primary means of settlement of conflicts. Some writers in this group 
have argued that Islam is a religion of “war,” and that violence is an integral part of the Islamic 
religion and tradition; and conversely, all writers in this group consider “pacifism” or nonviolence 
foreign concepts to Islam.11 

In this group of studies, scholars have overemphasized, and some seem to have been “obsessed” 
with, the principle of jihad (self-exertion) in Islam. Violent jihad has been described as an ultimate 
method that Muslims employ to settle their internal and external differences. In this group of 
studies, scholars and policymakers view the behaviors and expressions of Muslims solely through 
a ”jihad lens,”12 equating the rise of interest in Islamic religion with Islamic fundamentalism, the 
emergence of radical Islamic movements and the perception that Islam unequivocally legitimizes 
the use of force by government and religious movements as well. 
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STUDIES OF WAR AND PEACE

By contrast to the “jihad-lens” group of studies, those studies in what may be called “war and 
peace” hypothesize that Islamic religion and tradition justify the use of violence and force only 
in certain limited and well-defined contexts. Scholars and writers in this group have focused on 
the conditions and circumstances in which Islam as a religion and tradition has allowed the use 
of force and violence to settle conflicts or as a way of dealing with others.13 In illustrating their 
perspectives, these scholars often rely on the following Qur’anic verses:14 “Permission to fight 
is granted to those upon whom war is made, because they are oppressed.” (22:39) “Fight in the 
way of God with those who fight with you, and do not exceed this limit.” (2:190) Thus, pacifism 
in its “Christian” sense cannot intersect with authentic Islamic teachings. 

Scholars in the “war and peace group” put the highest emphasis on the struggle for justice 
and perceive the discussion of nonviolence as a means to an end and thus secondary in its 
importance in Islam. This approach as an alternative to nonviolence conceived as an end in itself 
is best described by Jaggi: “In one form or another, the principle of nonviolence has an important 
place in every religion. Some religions limit its practice to human beings; others encompass the 
entire world of living beings. Some consider it the highest virtue, and others regard it as second 
only to social justice.”15 

However, the relegation of nonviolence to a secondary place in the “war and peace” literature 
may stem from the intellectual base for these studies, and its limited definition of pacifism or non-
violence. Many of these scholars aim to objectively present Islamic interpretations of war and 
peace, but they have all approached this topic from a framework of security, war, and strategic 
studies, or from a classic Islamic studies perspective instead of a grounding in peace and conflict 
resolution studies. Since these scholars’ analytical and disciplinary frameworks are outside of 
the peace and conflict resolution fields, they have often defined nonviolence and pacifism as a 
method or state of surrender to the enemy or the other party. They have concluded, based on this 
limited definition of nonviolence, that Islam cannot be described as a pacifist religion. 

Both the writings of Hashimi and Sachedina capture well the argument of this group. Hashimi 
identifies several essential points from the Qur’an16 that underlie Islamic discussions of the 
propriety of the use of peaceful and violent conflict resolution methods: 

(1) The human person’s fundamental nature is one of moral innocence, that is freedom  
 from sin; 
(2) Human nature is characterized by the will to live on earth in a state of harmony and  
 peace with other living things. (This is the ultimate import of the responsibility  
 assigned by God to man, his viceregent on this planet. (Qur’an 2:30)) Peace (salam)  
 is therefore not merely an absence of war; it is the elimination of the grounds for  
 strife or conflict, and resulting waste and corruption (fasad) they create. Peace, not  
 war or violence, is God’s true purpose of humanity; 
(3) Given the human person’s capacity for wrongdoing, there will always be some who  
 choose to violate nature and transgress against God’s commandments; 
(4) Each prophet encounters opposition from those (always a majority) who will persist  
 in their rebellion against God, and justify their actions through various self-delusions,  
 through kufr (unbelief) and zulm (oppression); 
(5) Salam (peace) is attainable only when human beings surrender to God’s will and live  
 according to God’s laws; and
(6) Because it is unlikely that individuals or societies will ever conform fully to the  
 precepts of Islam, Muslims must always be prepared to fight to preserve the Islamic  
 faith and Islamic principles. (8:60, 8:73) 
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These Islamic principles identified by Hashimi clearly provide a strong base for a solid 
peacebuilding and conflict resolution approach within Islam. According to these principles, 
human nature is to aspire to peace and not to war or violence. Humans seek harmony with 
nature and other living beings. In addition, humans can leam to be peaceful and change their 
wrongdoing since they are born innocent and not evil. The third and fourth assumptions illustrate 
an important principle of conflict transformation: conflict is a natural phenomenon and it will 
always be part of the human reality. Therefore, those who reject God and oppress others will 
constantly struggle with those who attained peace by surrendering to God’s will. Being a good 
and faithful Muslim becomes the condition necessary to achieving internal and external peace 
and harmony. 

The last principle, which requires Muslims to defend the Islamic faith, is mainly a call for 
action and resistance to kufr and oppression. Hashimi, like other researchers in his discipline of 
international relations, dwells on this point in particular to argue that Islam cannot be a pacifist 
religion, and that Islam justifies the acts of violence, war, and the use of force under certain 
conditions. He provides a well-developed set of conditions that should guide Muslims using 
violence. However, Hashimi’s main argument is that although Islam allows the use of violence 
and force, it prohibits aggression; and its main objective is achieving peace through justice and 
the preservation of the faith and values. Like other scholars in this group, Hashimi assumes 
that defending Islam, and attaining justice and peace, does not take place via nonviolence; 
consequently, the use of limited or conditional force is a necessary step. 

A similar analysis was provided by John Kelsay who examined the nature of peace according to 
classic Sunnite perspectives. Kelsay notes four main basic features of peace: 

(1) a conception of human responsibility in which humans were endowed with knowledge  
 that makes them responsible for their actions; 
(2) the possibility of human choice: humans select the way of heedlessness or ignorance  
 (jahiliyyah) or the way of submission (islam); 
(3) the political result of these choices: the way of heedlessness and the way of submission  
 as institutionalized in the existence of Islamic and non-Islamic political entities.  
 The territory of Islam (dar al-islam) and the territory of war (dar al-harb) are respectively  
 viewed as such political institutes; 
(4) a program of action in which jihad is a means to extend the boundaries of dar al-islam  
 or the territory of Islam (salam). 

Kelsay concludes by stating: “Sunni theorists understood force to be a possible and useful means 
of extending the territory of Islam and thus a tool in the quest for peace.”17 

In their attempt to explain the hypothesis that Islam is not a pacifist religion, and that war and 
force are permitted and justified in Islam, scholars in the war and peace group have had to address 
the conditions that permit the use of violence. Therefore, like scholars in the first category, they 
too have focused a great deal on the concept of jihad in Islam. Like Hashimi and others in this 
category, Kelsay spends the greater portion of his study investigating the application of jihad in 
dar al-harb (the territory of war) and attempting to support the existence and applicability of such 
rules of violent engagement. 

These scholars have also had to investigate the question whether Islam is compatible with 
pacifism. While they are clear that war is permitted in the defense of the Muslim state and the 
self, they also agree that Islam prohibits wars of aggression, expansion or prestige. They suggest, 
however, that the possibility of unconditional pacifism is undermined in Islam by verses such as: 
“Fighting is prescribed for you, even though it be hateful to you; but it may well be that you hate 
something that is in fact good for you, and that you love a thing that is in fact bad for you: and 
God knows, whereas you do not.” (2:216) 
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Hashimi concludes that: “The Islamic discourse on war and peace begins from the a priori 
assumption that some types of war are permissible-indeed required by God-and that all other 
forms of violence are, therefore, forbidden.”18 The use of force, then, as far as the Qur’an is 
concerned, is defensive and limited to the violation of interpersonal human conduct. Sachedina 
also rejects the notion of pacifism in Islam: 

Pacifism in the sense of rejecting all forms of violence and opposing all war and 
armed hostility before justice is established has no place in the Qur’anic doctrine 
of human faith or its inevitable projection into not only identifying with the cause 
of justice but working for it on earth. 19 

Saiyidain too supports this notion: “It cannot, therefore, be said that Islam does not envisage the 
possibility of the use of force at all, or does not sharply reprimand and stand up against those 
who go out of their way to deprive other people of the right to follow ‘Truth’ as they see it.”20 Thus 
according to this perspective, for a Muslim to be denied the right of worship is a valid reason and 
cause to apply force, because such a condition qualifies as a kufr (unbelief). 

Thus, the “war and peace” group of scholars does not fundamentally associate Islam with violence, 
or expansion. On the contrary, these scholars suggest that non-aggression, pursuit of justice, and 
even peaceful and nonviolent means are natural and proper in the propagation of the Islamic 
faith. They find a warrant for peaceful means in the Qur’an and the Prophet’s commitment to 
nonviolent resistance during his early years in Mecca. Even the Prophet’s reluctant endorsement 
of limited warfare after his move to Medina has been taken to support the view that fighting is 
undesirable for Muslims, and that it is permissible only if there is no other effective way to resist 
aggression against the faith.21 

Ayoub, Sachedina, and others, have proposed that Muslims practice “quietism” rather than 
pacifism, arguing that Islam views human existence as caught up in contradictions and conflicts 
between darkness and light, guided and misguided ways, justice and injustice, and that it is an 
ongoing moral struggle to achieve justice. Scholars in this category argue that Islam has always 
encouraged its followers to adopt the middle course, to follow the realistic path in solving day-
to- day issues. Islam instructs them to keep in mind the spirit of equality, brotherhood, love, and 
purity of character. Thus, absolute nonviolence would not be a middle way, but limited force and 
struggle is permitted under certain conditions. 

We ordained for the children of Israel that if anyone slew a person-unless it be for 
murder or for spreading mischief in the land-it would be as if he slew the whole 
people: and if anyone saved a life it would be as if he saved the life of the whole 
people. (5:35) 

Many scholars in the war and peace group can be criticized for discounting the second part of 
the verse that emphasizes the sacredness of life in Islam and instead using the entire verse to 
provide a proof for the inevitable need to use force. Unfortunately, analyses like theirs narrow 
the definition of nonviolence to passive pacifism and, as described by Sachedina, associate 
pacifism with a life of simplicity and poverty, one that prohibits bearing arms.22 Yet, such analysts 
never consider Gandhian nonviolence as a pacifist option even though it has produced a strong 
political and social impact on millions of people around the world and it can hardly be said that 
Ghandi’s pacifism was a form of submission to the oppressor. 

In short, “war and peace” scholarship that criticizes descriptions of Islam as a religion of peace 
that has nothing to do with war is ultimately misleading, detracting from the wisdom that might 
be gained if the conditions of war and use of violence are explored in Islam. Kelsay suggests, 
as others in this category do, that nonviolence ought to be evaluated in the overall Islamic 
goal of establishing a just social reality. Therefore the focus should not be on whether Islam 
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provides support for nonviolence, but where, how, and when nonviolent strategies serve the 
goal of establishing and maintaining the just social reality which Muslims pursue. Framing 
the issue in this way excludes the possibility of moral and creedal pacifism or nonviolence, 
and assumes that the instrumental and pragmatic nonviolent approach is more appropriate in 
the Islamic context. However, several examples in Islamic history and tradition contradict the 
assumption that nonviolence cannot possibly be applied based on the moral foundation of a 
theory of peacebuilding in Islam; for example, the work of Ghaffar Khan and Sufi teachings are 
clear examples of creedal or morally absolute nonviolent approaches.23 

STUDIES OF PEACEBUILDING AND NONVIOLENCE IN ISLAM 

Scholars and writers in “nonviolence” studies groups have acknowledged the existence and 
legitimacy of limited violence in Islamic scripture. Nevertheless they view and emphasize the 
great potential for nonviolence as a philosophy in Islam. They identify values and principles that 
make such a claim possible, such as: Islam’s basic belief in the unity of humankind, the supreme 
love of the Creator, the obligation of mercy, and Muslims’ duty of subjection of their passions and 
accountability for all actions. Scholars writing “nonviolence” studies work are guided/motivated 
by peace and nonviolent frameworks. Starting with the hypothesis “[t]here is no theological 
reason that an Islamic society could not take a lead in developing nonviolence today, and there 
is every reason that some of them should,”24 they attempt to contextualize principles of peace and 
nonviolence in Islamic tradition and religion.25 A few of these writers justify the use of restricted 
violence under certain strict conditions. However, without exception their overall perspective is 
based on the potential pacifist and nonviolent nature and characteristics of Islamic religion and 
tradition. For instance, Saiyidain argues: “There are circumstances in which Islam contemplates 
the possibility of war, for instance, to avert worse disasters like the denial of freedom to human 
conscience, but the essential thing in life is peace. It is toward the achievement of peace that all 
human efforts must be sincerely diverted.”26 

Satha-Anand’s pioneering list of eight theses of nonviolence which flow from Islamic teachings 
illustrates such a notion as well: 

(1) For Muslims the problem of violence is an integral part of the Islamic moral sphere; 
(2) Violence, if any, used by Muslims must be governed by rules prescribed in the Qur’an  
 and Hadith; 
(3) If violence used cannot discriminate between combatants and noncombatants, then  
 it is unacceptable to Islam; 
(4) Modern technologies of destruction render discrimination virtually impossible at  
 present; 
(5) In the modem world, Muslims cannot use violence; 
(6) Islam teaches Muslims to fight for justice with the understanding that human lives, as  
 all parts of God’s creation, are purposeful and sacred; 
(7) In order to be true to Islam, Muslims must utilize nonviolent action as a new mode of  
 struggle; and 
(8) Islam itself is fertile soil for nonviolence because of its potential for disobedience,  
 strong discipline, sharing and social responsibility, perseverance and self-sacrifice, and  
 the belief in the unity of the Muslim community and the oneness of humanity. 

Although in his second thesis, Satha-Anand allows the use of limited violence, nevertheless his 
fifth thesis clearly prevents the current use of violence.27 
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As scholars and practitioners of peacebuilding in Islam explain the need for an Islamic nonviolent 
paradigm, they point to certain conditions: 

(1) The historical period has changed and therefore, the use of violence as a means to  
 resolve differences or to spread the faith is no longer religiously permissible. Whatever  
 Muslims used to create, establish, or spread their faith fourteen hundred years ago is  
 not valid for today’s reality. Therefore, if Islamic culture and tradition would thrive and  
 prosper again, both Muslim leaders and people have to adopt a nonviolent approach  
 to address their differences and conduct their lives. 
(2) The status of the Muslim community in a global system and in local communities  
 has changed enormously, and it does not permit the use of violence. Many Muslim  
 communities live as minorities in the world; their economic, social, and political  
 status is different from six to seven centuries ago, when they were the majority or the  
 dominant force in their regions and outside of them. 
(3) Global economic and political systems that have been developing over the last  
 century, prohibit the use of violence, particularly weapons of mass destruction, in  
 settling conflicts. 
(4) The new global reality, weaponry systems, and warfare leave neither Muslims nor  
 Christians any choice but to abandon violence because the prescribed limits of  
 violence cannot be assured.28 
(5) The use of violence as a means to address conflict was a minor element in the life of  
 the Prophet and in Scripture, therefore, it should not occupy as much attention or  
 importance today. The Hadith and Islamic tradition, and history and culture are all  
 rich sources for examples of nonviolence and peacebuilding. 

Scholars in the peacebuilding category attempt to reinterpret historical symbols, stories, and 
other events in Islamic tradition to change Muslims’ approaches to life in general and to conflicts 
in particular. Searching for scriptural proofs that legitimize shunning violence in all its forms has 
been another primary focus of researchers in this category. These scholars emphasize Islamic 
sources that condemn violence and war in any context, particularly Qur’anic verses such as: 
“Whenever they kindle the fire of war, God extinguishes it. They strive to create disorder on earth 
and God loves not those who create disorder.” (5:64) Tolerance and kindness toward all other 
people without exception are also emphasized: “God commands you to treat (everyone) justly, 
generously and with kindness.” (16:90) 

Supporters of the nonviolent Islam hypothesis often rely on the Meccan period of the Prophet’s 
life (610-622 C.E.), when the Prophet showed no inclination toward the use of force in any 
form, even for self defense. He lived a life of nonviolent resistance, which was reflected in all 
his instructions and teaching during that period when Muslims were a minority. The Prophet’s 
teachings were focused on values of patience and steadfastness in facing oppression. 

Of the 23-year period of prophethood, the initial 13 years were spent by the 
Prophet in Mecca. The Prophet fully adopted the way of pacifism or nonviolence 
during this time. There were many such issues in Mecca at the time which could 
have been the subject of clash and confrontation. But, by avoiding all such issues, 
the Prophet of Islam strictly limited his sphere to peaceful propagation of the word 
of God.29 

Moreover, many Hadiths identified by peacebuilding writers and researchers illustrate the 
importance of peacebuilding and patience. Jawdat Said best summarizes several of these sayings 
in an attempt to prove the pacifist nature of Islam, particularly when the dispute involves two 
Muslims: 
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I don’t see anyone in this world who clearly explained when it is incumbent 
upon a Muslim to behave like (Abel) the son of Adam! Nor does anyone teach the 
Muslims that the Messenger of God said to his companion Sa’d Ibn Abi Waqqas, 
‘kun ka-ibni Adam (Be as the son of Adam)!’ at the time when Muslims turn to 
fight one another. The Prophet (s) said to his companion Abu Dharr al Ghifari in a 
similar situation, when Abu Dharr asked him, ‘But what if someone entered into 
my home (to kill me)?’ The Prophet replied: ‘If you fear to look upon the gleam 
of the sword raised to strike you, then cover your face with your robe. Thus will 
he bear the sin of killing you as well as his own sin.’ And in the same situation, 
the Prophet (s) told his companion Abu Musa al-Asha’ri: ‘Break your bows, severe 
your strings, beat stones on your swords (to break the blades); and when infringed 
upon by one of the perpetrators, be as the best of Adam’s two sons.’30 

This lesson from the Qur’an supports a nonviolent response, even in a confrontational context. 
It is reflected in the story of Abel (Habil) and Cain (Qabil), personalities representing the two 
opposing ways of approaching life and conflict. Abel is representative of justice and righteousness, 
refusing to soil his hands with blood. Cain represents aggression and readiness to use violence 
or even kill on any pretext. 

God accepts the sacrifice only of those who are righteous. If He has not accepted 
your sacrifice, how is it my fault? If you will lift your hand to slay me, I shall not 
lift mine to slay you. I am afraid of God’s displeasure, who is the Creator of the 
worlds. (5:27-28) 

Peacemaking and negotiation are recommended as the first strategy to resolve conflicts, as 
clearly expressed in the Qur’anic verse: “if they incline to peace, you should also incline to it, 
and trust in God.” (8:39) 

Even if justice rather than nonviolence and peace were the ultimate goal of Islamic religious 
teaching, pursuing peace through nonviolent strategies is a viable and effective method to 
achieving that justice, particularly when such methods are used to empower the victims of 
injustice. Kishtainy identifies several principles and techniques in Islam that support nonviolent 
resistance, such as tolerance, persuasion, arguing, suffering, patience, civil disobedience and 
withdrawal of cooperation, rejecting injustice, strikes, emigration, boycotting, diplomacy, 
publicity, propaganda, and special rituals (fasting, parallel lines of prayer, religious chanting).31 

This approach rejects either unjust solutions to problems or attempts to convince victims of 
oppression that they should endure an unjust reality; rather, it assumes that nonviolent methods, 
if applied correctly and systematically, will lead to justice. 

Peacebuilding scholars argue that Muslims already possess the values and principles in both 
their religion and daily practice which are compatible with the adoption of nonviolent actions as 
tools to fight injustice. Anand-Satha suggests that the values that underlie the five pillars of Islam 
are also core values for Muslim nonviolence action, the duties: 

(1) to obey God and the Prophet only and disobey others if necessary; 
(2) to practice discipline through prayers;
(3) to show solidarity and support for the poor through zakah, the tax to support  
 the poor; 
(4) to practice self sacrifice, suffering and patience through fasting; and 
(5) to embrace unity and brotherhood through pilgrimage.32 

In conclusion, the peacebuilding group of scholars would argue that active pacifism or 
nonviolence is not a strange concept but a core concept in Islamic Scripture and tradition. Islam 
as a religion and tradition has a set of values, beliefs, and strategies which facilitate nonviolence 
and peacebuilding. Those elements can be found in the Qur’an and the Hadith, as well as in 
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cultural practices. The rest of this article will be devoted to framing a set of nonviolent and 
conflict resolution principles that exist in Islamic religion and exploring their correspondence 
with the theory and practice of nonviolence and peacebuilding. 

ISLAMIC PEACEBUILDING PRINCIPLES AND VALUES 

Many Muslim and non-Muslim scholars have identified values and principles in Islam such as 
unity, supreme love of the Creator, mercy, subjection to passion, and accountability for all actions. 
These values are supported by innumerable verses in the Qur’an, commanding believers to be 
righteous and level headed in their dealings with their fellow beings. Forgiveness and mercy are 
recommended as virtues of the true faithful. Other Islamic values especially emphasized which 
relate directly to peacebuilding include adl (justice), ihsan (benevolence), rahmah (compassion)33 
and hikmah (wisdom). Islam emphasizes social justice, brotherhood, equality of mankind 
(including the abolishment of slavery, and racial and ethnic barriers), tolerance, submission to 
God, and the recognition of the fights of others. This section identifies and discusses a set of these 
values and principles supported by the Qur’an and Hadith. These values and principles constitute 
a peacebuilding framework which may guide scholars and practitioners who are interested 
in promoting such concepts in a Muslim community context. In many cases the principle’s 
connection to peacebuilding is self evident, in others, the relationship is briefly clarified. 

PURSUIT OF JUSTICE 

A main call of the Islamic religion is to establish a just social reality. Thus, the evaluation of any 
act or statement should be measured according to whether, how, and when it will accomplish 
the desired social reality. In Islam, acting for the cause of God is synonymous with pursuing 
justice. Islam calls for action to do justice whether one is strong or weak. The following Qur’anic 
verses are commonly identified by scholars as carrying a strong message concerning the social 
justice and responsibility reflected in Islam. They describe the Muslim’s duty to work for justice 
and reject oppression and injustice on interpersonal and structural levels. 

Allah commands justice, the doing of good, and liberality to kith and kin, and He 
forbids all shameful deeds, and injustice and rebellion. (16:90) 

Allah does command you to render back your trusts to those to whom they are 
due; And when you judge between man and man, that you judge with justice. 
(4:58) 

You who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to Allah, even as 
against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, whether it be (against) rich or 
poor: for Allah can best protect both .... Follow not the lusts (of your hearts), lest 
you swerve, and if you distort (justice) or decline to do justice, verily Allah is well 
acquainted with all that you do. (4:135) 
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O you who believe, stand out firmly for God, as witnesses to justice and let not 
the enmity of others make you swerve from the path of justice. Be just: that is next 
to righteousness, and fear God. Indeed, God is well acquainted with all that you 
do. (5:9) 

Continuously, the Qur’an reminds Muslims of the value of justice, thus it does not simply favor, 
but rather divinely orders the followers and believers to pursue justice.34 Justice is an absolute 
and not a relative value, and it is the duty of the believer to seek justice and apply it. The early 
Caliphs were known for their strong pursuit of justice, particularly Umar Ibn al-Khattab who left 
a distinctive tradition in pursuing justice. 

The connection of peacebuilding with justice is thus never far from the surface in Islam. Peace is 
the product of order and justice. One must strive for peace with justice. This is the obligation of 
the believer as well as the ruler. More than that, it is a natural obligation of all humanity: 

God does command you to render back your trust to those to whom they are 
due. And when you judge between people, that you judge with justice. Indeed, 
how excellent is the teaching that He gives you. For verily God hears and sees all 
things. (4:58) 

God loves those who are just. (60:8) 

Islamic scripture also sends a consistent message that Muslims must resist and correct conditions 
of injustice which can be corrected, both through activism and third party intervention, and 
through divine intervention. Justice and peace are interconnected and interdependent. The notion 
that peace cannot be achieved without justice is echoed by many peacebuilding researchers and 
activists.35 In addition, the Qur’an and the Prophet have called Muslims to mobilize and stand 
fast against injustice, even if the injustice is generated by a Muslim: 

O you who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witness to Allah, even as 
against yourselves, or your parents, or kin, and whether it be (against) rich or 
poor: For Allah can best protect both. Follow not the lusts (of your hearts), lest 
you swerve, and if you distort (ustice) or decline to do justice, verily Allah is well 
acquainted with all that you do. (4:135)36 

Islam distinguishes between adl (justice) and qist (equity, fair play).37 While there are many 
teachings in the Qur’an about social and economic justice, scholars agree that several Islamic 
institutes and values are central to ensure such justice. Promoting economic justice in Islam is an 
important principle applied through a number of channels, such as those Islamic institutes and 
values identified by Raquibuz Zaman: 

(1) Zakah, one of the five pillars of Islam, requires Muslims who have the basic necessities  
 and comforts of life to pay a share of their wealth in order to purify their wealth on  
 behalf of the poor. Zakah should be exclusively used to support the poor and needy.  
 The administrators of zakah are those whose hearts have been reconciled to Islam. It  
 is used for the ransoming of slaves, in the cause of God, and for the wayfarer; 
(2) The giving of voluntary charity (sadaqah) is a responsibility beyond the obligatory  
 payment of zakah. God urges all people to give generously in charity from whatever 
 wealth He bestowed on them; 
(3) Contributing to the waqf, an institution which handles the assistance to the poor is  
 another form of voluntary charity. Individuals may leave part of their wealth for waqf;  
 and the resources of waqf are used to benefit the poor and needy among Muslims; 
(4) Other occasions to give to the poor are Id al-adha (the feast of immolation), the  
 sacrifice of animal and kaffarah (expiation and atonement). Muslims distribute food  
 and give money to the poor during the feast; 
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(5) Muslims also do justice through Wasiyah (will), which permits Muslims to leave  
 a third of the property passing through their will to charity. Contribution to charitable  
 foundations and organizations is an important way to promote social and economic 
 justice; 
(6) Irth (Islamic law of inheritance) promotes economic justice and equality by distributing  
 an estate among all members of family. 

Other Islamic laws and cultural practices similarly encourage mutual support and cooperation 
to ensure economic justice. They include: 

(1) Diyah (blood money), which obligates the family of the criminal offender to pay  
 money to the victim’s family; 
(2) Musharakah (the law of sharing), which obligates Muslims to share their harvest of  
 crops with those who cannot afford to buy them. Similarly, inheritors should remember  
 the needy when they divide their inheritance; (4:80) and 
(3) Diyafah (the law of hospitality) based on the prophetic tradition, which holds that  
 there is a social obligation to treat the guest graciously: 

He who believes in God and the last day must honor his guest for one day and one 
night as well as granting him hospitality for three days. More than this minimum is 
considered sadaqah. A guest, then, should not stay longer in order that he might 
embarrass his host.38 

While some of these methods are more central to Islam and more known than others, all are 
specific Islamic methods to promote economic justice and the equitable distribution of resources. 
They illustrate the strong Islamic emphasis on both distributive and procedural aspects of justice. 
The Qur’an supports these notions when it describes the Muslim community as a just one. 
(3:110) 

The concern for justice as prescribed by Islamic principles and teachings is compatible with 
approaches of nonviolence that mobilize communities to resist injustice in society. Contrary to 
the popular misperception among opponents of nonviolent conflict resolution, the nonviolent 
approach does not mean submission or passivity to aggression and injustice. Nonviolence and 
conflict transformation change the structural violence that exists in the conflict situation. The 
primary end of nonviolent engagement is to abolish the structural violence on both micro and 
macro levels. Such changes are necessary to establish a just society.39 

SOCIAL EMPOWERMENT THROUGH DOING GOOD (KHAYR AND IHSAN): 

Social empowerment of the oppressed through the two critical Islamic values of ihsan 
(beneficence) and khayr (doing good) is important to accomplish justice as well. As a religion, 
Islam spread in large measure because of its foundations of helping and empowering the weak 
and the disempowered, and it continues to be characterized as a religion of dynamism and 
activism. Struggling against oppression (zulm), assisting the poor, and pursuing equality among 
all humans are core religious values emphasized throughout the Qur’an and Hadith. Islam 
demands that one should do good (ihsan) not only to one’s parents and relations but also to 
the orphans, the needy, the helpless and the neighbor whether he/she is related to oneself in 
any way or not at all.40 The emphasis in Islam is on doing good (khayr), not on power and force 
(quwwah). Good deeds are associated with al-sirat al-mustaqim (straight path) and with all the 
virtue of the Prophet. 
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And there may spring from you a nation who invites to goodness and enjoins right 
conduct and forbids indecency. Such are they who are successful. (3:104) 

Those who believe (in the Prophet of Islam) and those who are Jews and Christians 
and the Sabians (that is who belong to a religious group) who believe in God and 
the Last Day of Judgment) and whose deeds are good, shall have their reward with 
their Lord. On them there shall be no fear nor shall they grieve. (2:62) 

Khayr (doing good) in Islam is among the many teachings, rules, and institutes that insure 
social justice (distributive, administrative, or restorative) and empowerment. Acts of social and 
economic justice are so important in Islam that they are even equated with worshiping God.41 The 
value of zakah (almsgiving) and sadaqah (voluntary charity) relate to individual and collective 
responsibility. These obligatory and voluntary duties are intended for the poor, stipulating fixed 
shares of inheritance for women, children, and a host of regulations regarding the just treatment 
of debtors, widows, the orphans (90:13-16) and slaves. (24:33)42 Zakah and sadaqah are central 
virtues for doing good in life and helping others particularly needy people. Zakah, one of the 
five main pillars of Islam, is aimed at insuring distributive social justice and empowerment of 
the weak. Charity is a good deed which every Muslim has to carry out within his/her limits. The 
Prophet said: “There is a sadaqah to be given for every joint of the human body; and for every 
day on which the sun rises there is a reward of sadaqah for the one who establishes justice 
among people.”43 Charity is prescribed in at least 25 Qur’anic verses. All encourage Muslims to 
take more responsibility for the social injustice systems that exist in their communities. 

It is not righteousness that you turn your faces towards east or west; but it is 
righteousness to believe in Allah and the last day, and the book, and the messengers; 
to spend your substance, out of love for him, for your kin, for orphans, for the 
needy, for the warfarer, for those who ask, for the ransom of slaves; to be steadfast 
in prayer, and practice charity, to fulfil the contract that you have made, and to be 
firm and patient in pain (or suffering) and adversity. (2:177) 

People are responsible for and have obligations toward those who are underprivileged in their 
community. Islam repeatedly stresses such principles. “Did He not find you an orphan and 
provide for you shelter (and care). And He found you wandering and gave you guidance and He 
found you in need and made you independent (in the financial sense).” (93:7-9)

The Prophet’s compassion as reflected in his treatment of the underprivileged who suffered 
personal misfortune or from social and economic injustices was not the result of the Qur’anic 
teaching only, but was born from his own experience as well. The expectation that the Muslim 
should do the good is not only on behalf of people that the Muslim knows, but, as the Prophet 
said: “I and the person who looks after an orphan and provides for him, will be in paradise like 
this (putting his index and middle fingers together).”44 The Qur’an supports the responsibility 
for such compassion: “Therefore treat not the orphan with harshness, nor repulse the petitioner 
(unheard).” (93:9-10) Thus, the Muslim ought to give charity and provide assistance to those 
who are poor and in need of help. Caring and helping those underprivileged constitute a central 
mechanism for social empowerment and for maintaining a sense of community. For example, 
the abolition of slavery was a clear result of the ethical standpoints and principles which guided 
Muslims in addressing issues of oppression, poverty, and human suffering. 

On the interpersonal level, preserving good relationships with others is an expectation that a 
Muslim must fulfill. “No Muslim can become a mu‘min (genuine believer) unless he seeks for all 
others (not only Muslims) what he seeks for himself and he makes friends with them for God’s 
sake.”45 “God commands you to treat (everyone) justly, generously and with kindness.” (16:90) 
“Be good and kind to others even as God is to you.” (28:77) 
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Doing good extends beyond the interpersonal to a group or community level. A nation cannot 
survive, according to Islam, without making fair and adequate arrangements for the sustenance 
and welfare of all the poor, underprivileged and destitute members of the community. The 
ultimate goal Islam points toward is a world in which suffering and poverty can be eliminated. In 
addition to individual zakah or charity, the state is obligated to provide for its poor through zakah 
and bayt-al-mal (public treasury). Zakah was even recognized, with offering prayer, as a minimal 
condition to recognizing a community as a community of true Muslims.46 Thus, economic justice 
is a major component of Qur’anic teachings, which describe in detail the proper distribution of 
wealth. 

In short, for a Muslim, justice and doing good are expected to be achieved and pursued in all 
interactions with other Muslims and non-Muslims. Both the Prophet and the Qur’an praised 
these as central virtues. Justice, along with those values and principles that insure it, can be 
utilized in collective movements and mobilization for solidarity and sympathy among Muslims 
both on national and local levels. These values also directly relate generally to social and 
economic development and to peacebuilding in particular because they are focused on social 
empowerment and their orientation is people-centered. The processes and outcome of nonviolent 
conflict resolution are supposed to empower the parties involved in the conflict, by providing 
equal access to decision-making and by giving the parties ownership of the conflict. Therefore, 
many mediators emphasize the need for equal access among the parties around the negotiation 
table since these nonviolent strategies are designed to empower, mobilize, and engage people in 
the process of resolving their conflicts. 

UNIVERSALITY AND HUMAN DIGNITY 

Islam sends a firm and clear message through the Qur’an and Hadith of the universality of 
the human person. Universal humanity is a central value in Islam conveyed through Muslims’ 
beliefs in the equality of origins, and their calls for equal rights, treatment, and solidarity among 
all people. The human is an integral part of an ocean of creation, and is the most dignified and 
exalted of all creatures. The human has the potential to learn and know, the ability to decide 
which actions to take, and to bear the consequences of his/her actions. The human is God’s 
viceregent on earth. The Qur’an states: “when your Lord said to the angels verily I am going to 
appoint a viceregent on earth.”(2:30) 

Thus, the protection of human life and respect for human dignity are sacred in Islam. The honor 
that God bestowed on humans is also stressed. “We have honoured the sons of Adam; provided 
them with transport on land and sea; given them for sustenance things good and pure; and 
conferred on them special favors, above a great part of Our creation.” (17:70) Thus, the work, 
worship, and life of a person should be aimed at preserving, protecting, and achieving human 
pride and dignity as main principles and values in Islam. Islamic scholars have cited several 
Qur’anic verses to establish the importance of human dignity and pride: 
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We have indeed created man in the best of moulds. (95:4) 

It is We who created you and gave you shape; then We bade the angels bow down 
to Adam, and they bowed down; not so Iblis; he refused to be of those who bow 
down. (7:11) 

Behold, thy Lord said to the angels: ‘I will create a viceregent on earth.’ They 
said: ‘Will You place therein one who will make mischief therein and shed blood? 
While we do celebrate Your praises and glorify Your holy (name)?’ He said: ‘I 
know what you know not.’(2:30) 

It is considered a good deed to intervene or act to protect the basic dignity and pride of the 
person, because the creation of the human by God makes him/her a creature who deserves 
respect and protection. 

In Islam, within every person there is sacredness; that person is protected and 
sacrosanct until the person violates this sanctity. The person removes with his/her 
own hands such blanket protection by committing a crime thus removing part 
of his/her immunity. With this dignity, Islam protects its enemies, as well as its 
children and elders. This dignity, which God blessed humanity with, is the base 
for all human relationships.47 

Thus, in addressing conflicts through Islamic values, promoting and preserving the dignity of the 
parties involved becomes an important motivation in resolving the conflict. In fact, protecting 
and insuring the dignity of underprivileged groups in society is the core value that underlies 
many of the peacebuilding and nonviolent strategies. 

EQUALITY 

Islamic teachings go beyond intervention to reach a settlement in a specific dispute; they aspire 
to achieve the value of one human family. The value of equality among all members of the 
community is prevalent in the Islamic tradition and values. It is promoted and acknowledged as 
a basic value because of the oneness and common human origin of all people: 

0 mankind! We created you from a single (pair), a male and female, and made 
you into nations and tribes, that you may know each other (not that you may 
despise each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of Allah is the 
most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with 
all things). (49:13) 

In Islam, there is no privilege granted based on race, ethnicity or tribal association. The only two 
criteria to be deployed in recognizing good Muslims are their faith and good deeds. There is no 
difference whatsoever between people except in their devotion to Allah, since He is the common 
creator of all humans. A well known Hadith confirms this principle of equality: “All people are 
equal, as equal as the teeth of a comb. There is no claim of merit of an Arab over a Persian (non-
Arab), or of a white over a black person, or of a male over female. Only God- Fearing people 
merit a preference with God.”48 Ibn Taymiyah (a well- known Muslim scholar 1263-1328) argued 
in these terms: “The desire to be above other people is injustice because all people are of the 
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same species. A man’s desire to put himself higher and reduce the others is unjust.”49 Islam 
underscores that all people are the children of Adam and Eve, and such sayings are often cited 
by traditional mediators and arbitrators as a recommendation or a call for brotherhood and 
harmony. 

SACREDNESS OF HUMAN LIFE 

Peacebuilding approaches assume that human life is valuable and must be saved and protected, 
and that resources should be utilized to preserve life and prevent violence. A central teaching of 
Islam is that there is a purpose and meaning in the creation of the universe, including humans: 
“Not for (idle) sport did We create the heavens and the earth and all that is between!” (21:16, 
see also 44:38) The Qur’an clearly suggests the sacredness of human life: “And if any one saved 
a life, It would be as if he saved the life of the whole people.”(5:32) “And do not take a life 
which Allah has forbidden save in the course of justice. This He enjoins on you so that you may 
understand.” (17:33) Islam respects the unique meaning of each person’s life: it is an integral part 
of the great cosmic purpose. Consequently, what each person does matters profoundly. 

Thus, destruction and waste of resources that serve human life are prohibited. Even when Muslims 
in the early period launched an armed conflict, their rulers instructed them to avoid destruction 
and restrict their wars. According to a well known speech made by the first khalifah Abu Bakr, 
when he dispatched his army on an expedition to the Syrian borders: 

Stop, 0 people, that I may give you ten rules for your guidance in the battlefield. 
Do not commit treachery or deviate from the right path. You must not mutilate 
dead bodies. Neither kill a child, nor a woman or an aged man. Bring no harm to 
the trees, nor burn them with fire, especially those which are fruitful. Slay not any 
of the enemy’s flock, save for your food. You are likely to pass by people who have 
devoted their lives to monastic services, leave them alone.50 

In a similar context, Imam Ali, reacting to his followers’ pressure to go to war, was forced to utter 
the following words to convey the importance of the values of saving lives, as well as patience 
and the duty to avoid violence: 

If I order you to march on them on warm days, you say ‘This is the fire of summer. 
Give us time until the heat is over.’ If I ask you to march on them in winter, you say 
‘This is the bite of the frost. Give us time until the cold is over.’ All this and you flee 
from the heat and the cold, but, by God, you are more in flight from the sword.51 

In short, peacebuilding initiatives in Islam ought to preserve and improve the conditions for 
protecting human fights and dignity, and promote equality among all people. Accomplishing 
those objectives through intervention is encouraged regardless of race, ethnicity, or religious 
affiliation of the people. 
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A QUEST FOR PEACE 

Peace in Islam is a state of physical, mental, spiritual and social harmony. Living at peace with 
God through submission, and living at peace with fellow beings by avoiding mischief on earth, 
is real Islam. Islam is a religion that preaches and obligates its believers to seek peace in all life’s 
domains. The ultimate purpose of one’s existence is to live in a peaceful as well as a just social 
reality. While, as will be described, 

[t]here are circumstances in which Islam contemplates the possibility of war, for 
instance, to avert worse disasters like the denial of freedom to human conscience 
... the essential thing in life is peace. It is towards the achievement of peace that 
all human efforts must be sincerely diverted.52

Peace is viewed as an outcome and goal of life to be achieved only after the full submission to 
the will of God. Thus, peace has an internal, personal as well as social applications, and God 
is the source and sustainer of such peace. Accordingly, the best way to insure peace is by total 
submission to God’s will and to Islam.53 Shunning violence and aggression in all its forms has 
been another primary focus of Islamic values and tradition. Many Qur’anic verses stress this 
principle, among them: “Whenever they kindle the fire of war, God extinguishes it. They strive 
to create disorder on earth and God loves not those who create disorder.” (5:64) Tolerance, 
kindness to other people, and dealing with all people in such a manner with no exception is also 
emphasized in these verses: “God commands you to treat (everyone) justly, generously and with 
kindness.” (16:90); “Repel evil (not with evil) with that which is best: We are well-acquainted 
with the things they say.” (23:96) Thus when evil is done to you it is better not to reply with evil, 
“but to do what best repels the evil. Two evils do not make a good.”54 

The Prophet’s tradition also supports the shunning of violence and calls for restraint. Such teaching 
is clear in the Hadith: “The Jews came to the Prophet and said, ‘Death overtake you!’ Aishah 
said, ‘And you, may Allah curse you and may Allah’s wrath descend on you’. He (the Prophet) 
said: ‘Gently, 0 Aishah! Be courteous, and keep yourself away from roughness.’55 Forgiveness and 
amnesty are also recommended and viewed as the best reaction to anger and conflict.56 Even 
in situations or relationships of conflict and fighting, Islam calls on its followers to prefer peace 
over war or violent confrontation. This notion is best reflected in the well known verse: “But if 
the enemy inclines towards peace, do you (also) incline towards peace, and trust in Allah: for 
He is the one that hears and knows (all things). (8:61) .... Nor can goodness and evil be equal. 
Repel with what is better: then will he between whom and you was hatred become as it were 
your friend and intimate!” (41:34) 

The quest for peace is also clear in the Prophet’s tradition and life. The use of violence as a mean 
to address conflict was rare in the Prophet’s life and in the Qur’an. During the Meccan period of 
the Prophet’s life (610-622 C.E.), he showed no inclination toward the use of force in any form, 
even for self defense. He emphasized nonviolent resistance in all his instructions and teaching 
during that period in which Muslims were a minority. The Prophet’s teachings were focused 
on the value of patience and steadfastness in facing the oppression. For 13 years, the Prophet 
fully adopted nonviolent methods, relying on his spiritual preaching in dealing with aggression 
and confrontation. This period of the Prophet’s life has been cited as a source of nonviolent 
inspiration and teachings of peaceful preaching. During this time, though he was tortured, 
accused of blasphemy, and humiliated, and his family and supporters were ostracized, he did 
not curse his enemies or encourage violence. On the contrary, his teachings were centered 
around prayer and hope for enlightenment and peace. Ibn Umar relates that someone asked the 
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Prophet, “Who is the best Muslim?” He replied, “That one whose hand and tongue leave other 
Muslims in peace.”57 

In Islam, the quest for peace extends to both interpersonal and community cases of quarrel or 
disagreement. Muslims should not use violence to settle their differences, but rely on arbitration 
or other forms of intervention. The Qur’an explains, “[Y]ou should always refer it (disputes) to 
God and to His Prophet.” “And obey Allah and His Messenger; And fall into no disputes, lest you 
lose heart And your power depart; and be patient and persevering: for Allah is with those who 
patiently persevere.” (8:46) 

Peace in Islam is reflected in the meaning of the word itself in Arabic. The word Islam means the 
“making of peace;” thus, the idea of “peace” is the dominant one in Islam. A Muslim, according 
to the Qur’an, is a person who has made peace with God and others. Peace with God implies 
complete submission to His will, which is the source of all purity and goodness, and peace with 
others implies the doing of good to fellow humans: “Nay, whoever submits himself entirely to 
God, and is the doer of good to others, he has his reward from His Lord ...” (2:112) The centrality 
of “peace” is reflected in the daily greetings of Muslims of each others “al-salam alaykum” 
“peace be upon you.” The Qur’an states: “And the servants of Allah most gracious are those who 
walk the earth in humility and when others address them, they say peace!” (25:63) “And their 
greeting therein shall be, Peace.” (10:10) “Peace” is also a reward which the believers will enjoy 
in paradise: “They shall hear therein no vain or sinful talk, but only the saying, Peace, Peace.” 
(56:25-26) Peace is the ideal that Muslims strive to achieve and they are constantly reminded of 
this value through the names of God such as “Abode of peace.” (10:25) 

Islamic principles and values of peace cannot be fully explained without addressing the value 
of jihad.58 Scholars agree that there are conditions which permit the use of force, and there 
have been massive amounts of debates and research by Muslims and non-Muslims to provide 
interpretations of the context and meaning of jihad. Many of these studies concluded that jihad 
does not mean the constant use of the sword to resolve problems with non-Muslim enemy, or 
among Muslims. In addition to the Qur’anic verses which indicate the possibility of peaceful and 
nonviolence jihad, different sects in Islam have emphasized the principle that there are several 
levels of jihad and that the self-jihad is the most difficult to achieve.59 

PEACEMAKING 

Open communication and face-to-face confrontation of conflicts are more productive than 
avoidance of problems or the use of violence to resolve them. Communication and confrontation 
reduce the cost of an ongoing conflict, and address all the grievances of the parties. The role of the 
third party, as an integral part of peacebuilding intervention, is mainly to facilitate communication, 
reduce tension, and assist in rebuilding relationships. Such interaction is described as functional 
and necessary to engage the parties in a true peacebuilding process. Islam encourages such 
process through an active intervention, particularly among Muslims themselves. 

If two parties among the believer fall into a quarrel, make you peace between 
them. But, if one of them transgresses beyond bounds against the other, then fight 
against the one that transgresses until it complies with the command of Allah. 
But, when it so complies, then make peace between them with justice and be fair. 
For, God loves those who are fair. The believers are but a single brotherhood; so 
make peace between your brothers and fear Allah that you may receive mercy. 
(49:9-10) 
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Though these verses have been used by scholars who justify the use of violence in Islam, and 
to disqualify the pacifist hypotheses, nevertheless they clearly support the concept of mediation 
and the third party intervention to resolve disputes using fairness and justice as the primary 
values of intervention. In addition, they reflect a core Islamic value of shunning away aggression. 
Muslims should not be involved in aggression at all. “And let not the hatred of some people in 
shutting you out of the sacred mosque lead you to transgression (and hostility on your part). Help 
one another in righteousness and piety. But help you not one another in sin and rancor.” (5:2) 
Lack of tolerance and hatred should not lead an individual to become the “aggressor” or hostile 
to the other disputant, even if they shut him out of the house of God, which is an act of exclusion 
and violence. Rather, Muslims must settle their conflicts peacefully based on both the Qur’an 
and the Prophet’s tradition, as shown in the verses, “[t]he believers are but a single brotherhood: 
so make peace and reconciliation between your two (contending) brothers . . . .” (49:10) and 
“[s]hould they (two) reconcile with each other and a reconciliation is best.” (4:128) Also there 
is a clear call in the Qur’an for peacemaking and reconciliation in verse 4:114: “In most of their 
secret talks, save (in) him who orders charity or kindness, or conciliation between mankind and 
he who do this seeking the good pleasure of Allah, we shall give him great reward.” 

Peacemaking and reconciliation of differences and conflict are preferred and highlighted by the 
Prophet’s tradition. He instructed his followers: “He who makes peace between the people is not 
a liar.”60 The Prophet’s intervention in resolving the problem of the Black Stone in Mecca as based 
on a well-known Hadith, is a classic example of peacebuilding.61 It illustrates the creativity of 
a peaceful problem-solving approach conducted by a third party intervenor (in this case, the 
Prophet himself). Mecca clans had a dispute over the Ka‘ba’s building and the lifting of the Black 
Stone to its higher location. The clans asked for the Prophet’s advice and intervention, due to 
his reputation as a trustworthy and faithful person. The Prophet proposed a simple yet creative 
method to resolve the dispute. He placed the stone on a cloak and asked each clan to hold one 
side of the cloak and jointly lift the stone to the required height, then he placed the Black Stone 
in its new location.62 The resolution of this problem implies the denunciation of violence and 
competition, and appreciates values of joint problem solving, and creativity. In fact, there are 
many accounts of interventions by the Prophet in which he utilized such skills and principles in 
settling disputes. 

In short, based on Islamic values, aggression and violent confrontation, bigotry, and exclusion 
are less effective than peacebuilding and nonviolent methods in resolving problems. Methods 
of peacemaking and the pursuit of justice rather than violence can be employed to resolve 
differences. Such values correspond to those identified by practitioners and scholars in conflict 
resolution and peace studies as a fundamental strategy which should guide conflict resolvers in 
the field of conflict resolution, too.63 

FORGIVENESS 

In Islam, as in many religions, it is a higher virtue to forgive than to maintain hatred. Justice 
ought to be pursued and evil should be fought. Nevertheless, forgiveness remains a higher virtue 
(42:40 and 24:43). Forgiveness is the way people (Muslim and non-Muslim) ought to deal with 
each other, “Keep to forgiveness (O Muhammad) and enjoin kindness, and turn away from the 
ignorant.” (7:199) and Muslims are instructed to “[r]epel evil (not with evil) but with something 
that is better (ahsan)-that is, with forgiveness and amnesty.” (23:96) In fact, believers are urged to 
forgive even when they are angry. (42:37) 
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The Prophet himself, when he entered Mecca with his Muslim followers set an example of a 
great forgiving attitude towards Meccans who fought him by declaring it as a sanctuary.64 The 
Prophet always prayed when he was persecuted during the Mecca period, saying: “Forgive them 
Lord, for they know not what they do.”65 

Being merciful is another quality or behavior expected from a Muslim. “God has mercy upon 
those who are merciful to others.”66 Mercy is an important step in the process of forgiveness and 
reconciliation. The value of forgiveness and its relationship to mercy is similarly supported by a 
story about some of the Prophet’s followers who asked him to invoke the wrath of God upon the 
Meccans because of their persecution of Muslims, His reply was: “I have not been sent to curse 
anyone but to be a source of rahmah (compassion and mercy) to all.”67 

Forgiveness and reconciliation are central values and practices in Western peacebuilding 
and conflict resolution approaches too. Theories and practices of conflict transformation and 
resolution have focused on reconciliation as the most desired outcome of a conflict resolution 
process.68  

DEEDS, ACTIONS, AND INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY AND CHOICE 

Islam puts emphasis on doing and deeds; the real test of a Muslim’s faith is in action. Lip service 
is not enough. As for those who have faith and have done good deeds, God will take them as 
His friends. “On those who believe and work deeds of righteousness, will (Allah) Most Gracious 
bestow love.” (19:96) “If you do good, it will be for your own self; if you do evil, against yourselves 
you did it.” (17:7) An individual is responsible for his/her deeds; no one else can guide him or 
bear the responsibility of someone else’s actions: 

Whosoever brings a good deed will receive tenfold the like thereof, while 
whosoever brings an ill deed will be awarded but the like thereof; and they will 
not be wronged. (6:160)

It is not that We wronged them but they wronged themselves. (11:101) 

Whoever acts righteously, man or women, and has the faith, verily We will give 
such a person a good life and give his reward in the hereafter also, according to 
the best of their actions. (16:97) 

According to Islam a person has three major types of responsibilities according to which he/she 
will be judged by God: 

(1) responsibility towards Allah to be fulfilled through the performance of religious duties  
 faithfully; 
(2) responsibility to oneself by living in harmony with oneself; 
(3) responsibility to live in harmony and peace with other fellow humans. 

Deeds are central in measuring the person’s obligation in meeting these responsibilities. 

Similarly, the emphasis on “actions and doing” is central in peacebuilding, particularly when 
parties attempt to go beyond the dialogue and exchange of opinions. Believing in the importance 
of behavioral changes and implementation of values through specific actions is a central factor 
that promotes peacebuilding and change. Moving the other by persuasion and allowing him the 
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free will to make a choice are two important principles in Islam. Both indicate that individuals 
carry the responsibility of their own actions. Even the Prophet himself was not responsible for the 
decisions of others: “But if  they turn away, Say: ‘Allah suffices me: there is no god but He: in Him 
is my trust-He the Lord of the Throne (of Glory) Supreme!’” (9:129) The Prophet emphasized that 
if others do not accept your message, it is their choice, therefore, the person is only responsible 
for his/her actions.69 Allah is the sole arbitrator who judges the choices of the people: 

Now then, for that (reason), call (them to the faith) and stand steadfast as you are 
commanded, nor follow you their vain desires; but say: ‘I believe in the Book which 
Allah has sent down; and I am commanded to judge justly between (us and) you. 
Allah is our Lord and your Lord; For us (is the responsibility for) our deeds, and for 
you for your deeds. There is no contention between us and you . ... (42:15)70

The sense of individual choice and call for involvement extends to the political governing 
system in which the ruler expects his followers to take full responsibility and stop injustice if it 
is committed. Abu Bakr told the people: “I am no better than you. I am just like any one of you. 
If you see that I am pursuing a proper course, then follow me; and if you see me err, then set me 
straight.”71 Thus, the emphasis on persuasion is a strong indicator that humans are in charge of 
their own fate, and should personally reason about the effects of their own individual actions. 
Persuasion is a main strategy in the Qur’an, as reflected in the great number of verses that 
present the arguments of those who opposed the Prophet, and the systematic negation of these 
arguments through proof and evidence in the Qur’an. 

Naqvi establishes the importance of “free will” and choice in Islam by deducing this value 
from its basic axioms. He states: “In the Islamic ethical scheme, man is the cynosure of God’s 
creation.72 He is God’s viceregent on earth: ‘He it is Who has placed you as viceregent of the 
earth ....’” (6:165) Hence, the purpose of human life is to realize one’s status as a ‘free’ agent, 
invested with Free Will and able to make choices between good and evil, right and wrong. 
By virtue of their freedom, humans can either realize their destiny of being God’s viceregent 
on earth or deny themselves this exalted station by making the wrong choice. In other words, 
humans will be held accountable for the choices they make in their individual capacity. 

Involvement and actions in community life are favored channels for meaningful deeds by 
Muslims, because deeds and individual responsibility are so central in Islam. Therefore, 
Muslims are encouraged to improve their communal life, support each other, abolish poverty, 
and help the needy. Such goals can be attained only through actions and deeds, important 
criteria which God and the Prophet instructed the followers to adopt. They are essential and 
central to the judgment of Muslims. Thus, peacebuilding in Islam must be based on such 
principles of individual responsibility and orientation to act upon his/her choices in supporting 
the development of their community.

PATIENCE (SABR) 

Muslims are encouraged to be patient and to wait on their judgment of others, whether they are 
Muslims or non-Muslims. Sabr (patience) is a virtue of the believer who can endure enormous 
difficulties and still maintain his strong belief in God. In Arabic, the word sabr implies a 
multiplicity of meanings which cannot be translated into one English word, including, 
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(1) patience in the sense of being thorough, not hasty; 
(2) patient perseverance, constancy, steadfastness, firmness of purpose; 
(3) systematic as opposed to spasmodic, or chance action; 
(4) a cheerful attitude of resignation and understanding in sorrow, defeat, or suffering, as  
 opposed to murmuring or rebellion, but saved from mere passivity or listlessness, by  
 the element of constancy or steadfastness.73 

As the Prophet said, 

Nay, seek (Allah’s) help with patience and perseverance and prayer: it is indeed 
hard, except to those who bring a lowly spirit. (2:45) 

You who believe! Seek help with patient perseverance and prayer: for Allah is 
with those who patiently persevere. (2:153) 

... but if you persevere patiently, and guard against evil, then that will be a 
determining factor in all affairs. (3:186) 

O you who believe! Persevere in patience and constancy; vie in such perseverence; 
strengthen each other; and fear Allah; that you may prosper. (3:200) 

At least fifteen additional Qur’anic verses encourage Muslims to be patient and persevere in 
their daily lives and in their pursuit of a just life.74 The way in which Muslims should live out 
the virtue of patience is described as follows: “Therefore do you hold patience-a patience of 
beautiful (contentment).” (70:5) This deep commitment to God is the source of patience that 
empowers people in crisis or when they are persecuted. It is the belief that their cause will be 
victorious. Patience, according to Islam, can be a source of solidarity among people who resist 
their persecution with patience: “O you who believe! Persevere in patience and constancy; vie 
in such perseverance; strengthen each other; and fear Allah; that you may prosper.” (3:200) 

Patience is also associated with making a personal and individual sacrifice. “O you who believe! 
Seek help and prayer: for Allah is with those who patiently persevere.” (2:153) “Be sure we shall 
test you with something of fear and hunger, some loss in goods or lives or the fruits (of your toil), 
but give glad tidings to those who patiently persevere.” (2:155) “Patience and perseverance” as 
interpreted by Yusuf Ali is not mere passivity. It is active striving in the way of truth, which is the 
way of Allah. Thus, oppression and persecution can be resisted and faced with praying and active 
patience. Patience and restrain are better than revenge. The Prophet said that “power resides 
not in being able to strike another, but in being able to keep the self under control when anger 
arises.”75 Even when arguing or engaging in a conflict, the Prophet said: 

Whoever has (these) four qualities is a hypocrite, and whoever has any one 
of them has one quality of hypocrisy until he gives it up. These are: whenever 
he talks, he tells a lie; whenever he makes promise, he breaks it; whenever he 
makes a covenant, he proves treacherous, and whenever he quarrels, he behave 
impudently in an evil-insulting manner.76 

And if you catch them out, catch them out no worse than they catch you out: but if 
you show patience, that is indeed the best (course) for those who are patient. And 
do you be patient, for your patience is but from Allah; nor grieve over them: and 
distress not yourself because of their plots. For Allah is with those who restrain 
themselves. And those who do good. (16:126-128)
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In commenting on these verses, Yusuf Ali says: 

The context of this passage refers to controversies and discussions, but the words 
are wide enough to cover all human struggles, disputes, and fights. In strictest 
equity you are not entitled to give a worse blow than is given to you. But those 
who have reached a higher spiritual standard do not even do that .... Lest you 
should think that such patience only gives an advantage to the adversary, you are 
told that the contrary is the case: the advantage with the patient, self possessed, 
those who do not lose their temper or forget their own principles of conduct.77 

This is a strong command that instructs Muslims on how to use patience and self-restraint in 
reacting to conflicts, a type of patience that will give them the advantage. Sabr is an important 
quality of the believers-as agents of change-in Islam, the same characteristic required for 
peacebuilders and for those who engage in nonviolent resistance campaigns. This type of 
patience is very appropriate to peacebuilding, since an intervener in such a context would need 
a great deal of patience to carry out initiatives for peace and development in the community, and 
the receiver’s patience is also required for a peaceful coexistence in conflict areas. 

UMMAH, COLLABORATIVE ACTIONS, AND SOLIDARITY 

Peacebuilding approaches assume that collaborative and joint efforts to resolve a problem are 
more productive than competitive efforts by individuals only. The principle of one ummah or 
community, and collaborative efforts based on that principle, are often utilized to motivate 
disputants to reach an agreement, achieve unity, gain strength, and be empowered by working 
together. Ummah also embraces the idea of reducing cost and damage that might incurred by 
individuals if they stand alone in a conflict. It is used to mobilize unity and support against the 
outside enemy, and to motivate people to avoid political and social split or rivalries (fitnah). As 
a collaborative approach to life’s challenges, ummah assists in social and political mobilization, 
and can be employed for collective actions in a social or economic development or peacebuilding 
context. 

In Islam the base for solidarity is wider than the Muslim community alone. God has created all 
humans equal, and they have a common origin. Therefore, they should assist one another and 
not neglect each others’ needs. 

O people, fear your Lord who has created you from a single soul and created from 
it its pair and spread from this too many men and women .... Fear Allah, in whose 
name you plead with one another, and honour the mothers who bore you. Allah 
is ever watching over you. (4:1) 

Solidarity among Muslims is a central value too, reflected in the well-known traditional saying: 

‘Help your brother, whether he is an oppressor or he is an oppressed one.’ People 
asked: ‘O Allah’s Apostle! It is all right to help him if he is oppressed, but how 
should we help him if he is an oppressor?’ The prophet said: ‘By preventing him 
from oppressing others.’78 
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The Prophet also declared that: “None among you has faith until you desire for your fellow 
Muslims what he/she desires for him/herself.”79 This is a clear message to avoid the use of 
violence and prevent aggression by Muslims against other Muslims and non-Muslims. Solidarity 
in this context is different from tribal solidarity (assabiyyah- assisting members of the same tribe/
clan/family against outsiders, regardless of the conditions).80 Thus, nonviolent strategies in Islam 
are most effective if they are based on collective approaches and political and social solidarity. 

The concept of ummah has functioned as a base for collective action since the Prophet’s time. 
During the early period of Islam, in Mecca, the Prophet utilized the values of collaboration and 
collectivism to mobilize his followers and to respond nonviolently to accusations and to the 
force of those who did not follow his prophecy.

Contrary to the notion that the sense of ummah has vanished due to the different political regimes 
in Muslim world, and that it existed only when Muslims were all under the same political 
authority, Farid Esack argues: “The notion of ummah has not only survived but continues to give 
Muslims a deep sense of belonging.” As suggested previously, the ummah has even expanded 
to include non-Muslims, for all those who believe in God are members of this community, too. 
Farid stresses that “[t]he universal community under God has always been a significant element 
in Muslim discourse against tribalism and racism.”81 Other scholars note that the “People of 
the Book,” as recipients of the divine revelation, were recognized as part of the ummah, based 
on the Qur’anic verse: “ [A]nd surely this, your community (ummah), is a single community.” 
(23:52) The charter of Medina-the first constitution created by the Prophet-is another proof of 
such an inclusive and religiously diverse community.82 

The Prophet reminded his followers on many occasions on the importance of unity and solidarity 
between the believers and non-Muslims. He instructed Muslims to avoid causes of dissension and 
to support each other, comparing their relationship to the organs of the body that communicate 
pain if one part is ill, or to a building which is strengthened by the strength of its various parts. 
“A believer to another believer is like a building whose different parts enforce each other. The 
Prophet then clasped his hands with fingers interlaced (while saying that).”83

Islam has been considered a religion of structural transformation and change, particularly in its 
impact on pre-Islamic civilizations. In this context, the principle of ummah, in both its specific 
and general meanings, has emerged in Muslim history as a powerful mechanism for social and 
political transformation.84 

Peacebuilding initiatives can preserve a community’s structure and identity by careful planning, 
implementation, and follow up. The inclusion of Muslim-defined communal solidarity in these 
phases can contribute to the success of peacebuilding initiatives and serve as an effective forum 
for social mobilization. Nonviolence and peacebuilding are based on similar collective and 
collaborative approaches that aim to respond to the needs and interests of the parties, and 
to create future bonds, relationships, and agreements between disputing parties. Collective 
approaches utilized by the victims of injustice or the less powerful party to exert influence and 
power over the other side can create a change in the behavior of the other side, as demonstrated 
by leaders of nonviolent movements on both political and social levels. Ummah offers a powerful 
mobilizing frame for various Muslim communities to pursue justice, realize their power base, 
and assert themselves nonviolently to systematically resist structurally unjust arrangements. 
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INCLUSIVITY AND PARTICIPATORY PROCESSES 

Participatory forums and inclusive procedures are more productive and effective than authoritarian, 
hierarchal, and exclusionary decision-making approaches. Peacebuilding strategies are based on 
either assisting parties in joint interest-based negotiation or bringing a third party in to facilitate 
such a process. 

Similarly, the Qur’an’s main premise is that the idea of inclusiveness is superior to exclusiveness, 
that justice must replace injustice. These principles are best reflected in the Muslim tradition of 
mutual consultation (shura) in the governing process. The meaning of shura is the solidarity in 
society based on the principle of free consultation and genuine dialogue, reflecting equality in 
thinking and expression of opinion.85 Through public and private consultation, the governor (the 
leader) should seek active advice and input from his followers prior to making a decision. “Those 
who harken to their Lord, and establish regular prayer; who (conduct) their affairs by mutual 
consultation; who spend what We bestow on them for sustenance.” (42:38) Whether the ruler 
must consult is not a matter subject to differing interpretation in Islam due to the imperative form 
in which the shura was communicated to the Prophet.86

The central role that shura plays in Islamic governance systems has been widely discussed by 
Islamic scholars, particularly those who support the notion that democracy is not necessarily 
contradictory to Islam. Despite scholarly debates on when and who can be consulted in 
important community decisions, the fact remains that consultation and input in decision making 
is expected from the whole ummah, the general community and its leaders through a process of 
shura. Thus, shura was a hallmark of early Islamic governance. 

For Islamic scholars who have emphasized its central role, shura is not merely a consultation 
by the rulers and their advisers only, but it is an inclusive process. Shura involves all matters 
concerning the ummah, not simply those which they might be likely to have expertise. The people 
of the shura represent all the segments of the society, differing from the people of ijtihad who are 
the Islamic fuqaha’ (pl. of faqih) or experts of jurisprudence. The Prophet encouraged Muslims 
to consult with each other and with experts. He repeatedly consulted with other Muslims and 
followed their advice even when he disagreed with the person.87 

Scholars have identified major principles which support the democratic and inclusive procedures 
in Islam. Some of these principles are: 

(1) Governance is for the ummah: its approval is a sine qua non for the continuation of  
 the rulers. Thus the legitimacy for governance is based on the ummah’s satisfaction  
 and approval rather than on the khalifah‘s:88 “The Prophet said that if all Muslims  
 agreed on a matter, then it cannot be wrong.”89 

(2) The community is obligated to pursuing religion, building a good life, and looking  
 after public interests; these are not the responsibility of the rulers only. In addition  
 to the Qur’anic verses supporting this principle, almsgiving (zakah) is the best  
 evidence for the mutual responsibility of the people in supporting each other. Helping  
 others and sharing part of their wealth become a right and duty of Muslims towards  
 each other.90 
(3) Freedom is a right for all. Freedom is the other side of monotheism. By acknowledging  
 his loyalty to God alone, a person is free from all others.91 Individual freedom of  
 decision is expected and favored by the Prophet who says “Do not be a conformist,  
 who says I am with the people, if they do good I do good, and if they do harm, I  
 do harm.”92 If freedom of expression of all people is not guaranteed then shura is not  
 practiced. 
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(4) All people are equal in their origin. They are all humans and from one father. They  
 were all created from the same soul.93 
(5) The other-the different one-has legitimacy, which provides him with the right to  
 protection by virtue of his being human. For example, the Prophet stood to respect  
 a funeral and when he was told that it was a Jewish funeral, he wondered aloud: “Is 
 not that a soul!”94

(6) Oppression is prohibited and opposing it is a duty. Zulm (unjust treatment) is one of 
 the most prohibited acts because it defies Islam’s chief message of justice.95 
(7) The law of shura is above all. Islamic law is to be followed by both the rulers and the  
 people. Such a principle has the potential to protect the people from governments 
 and technocrats who might manipulate and change the rules to serve their interests. 

In addition to shura, ijma’ (consensus building) is an important mechanism of Islamic decision-
making because, with shura, it supports collaborative and consensus building processes rather 
than authoritative, competitive, or confrontational procedures for dealing with differences. These 
principles in Islamic tradition and religion practiced by the Prophet mandate involvement and 
responsibility among people to resist zulm, rather than passivity or acceptance of oppression.96 
Moreover, regardless of the level or nature of the conflict (community/interpersonal, or political/
social), consensus and inclusivity frameworks are simply more effective than authoritative 
decisionmaking and coercion in resolving conflicts or implementing projects. They can achieve 
sustainable agreement (particularly on community and public policy levels) in many areas of 
conflict. 

PLURALISM AND DIVERSITY 

Pluralism and diversity are core values in Islamic tradition and religion. The Qur’an recognizes 
diversity and tolerance of differences based on gender (49:13; 53:45); skin color, language 
(30:22); beliefs and ranks. (64:2; 6:165) Harmony between the different social grouping and 
communities is praised, and competition and control of any person by another is condemned.97 
The Qur’an asserts that differences are inherent in human life. Thus, ethnic, tribal, and national 
differences have no real bearing on closeness to God. Rather, as suggested in discussing ummah, 
only their degree of faith is the solemn criterion by which those groups will be judged.

Differences among people, inevitable in humanity, are a basic assumption in Islam. “If your Lord 
had so willed, He could have made mankind one people: But they will not cease to dispute.” 
(11:118) These differences are integrally related to the free will that God has bestowed on 
humanity, for people should be expected to be diverse not only in nationality and affiliation, 
but also in the expression of their faith and the path that they choose to follow. (10:99) Such a 
principle of free will and the individual’s responsibility for all his/her actions is reflected in the 
Qur’an: “If Allah so willed, He could make you all one people: but He leaves straying whom He 
pleases, and He guides whom He pleases: but you shall certainly be called to account for all 
your actions.” (16:93) 

Tolerance of the “others,” particularly non-Muslim (people of the Book), is repeatedly accepted 
and emphasized in Islam. The equality of the followers of different religions is reiterated in both 
the Qur’an and Hadith many times. Muslims are asked to remember that there is no difference in 
the treatment of people of different religions except in their faith and deeds: (3:113-114), (2:62) 
and (5:69). The Qur’an calls on Muslims to abandon fighting and coexist peacefully with other 
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religions, reaffirming the validity of the other religions and requiring its followers to respect their 
scriptures. In fact, the expansion of Islam through da‘wa in Asia and Africa or the Pacific region 
has taken place mainly among non-Muslims. Under such circumstances Islam could not have 
survived or prospered without having been strongly pluralistic and accepting of diversity.98 The 
Qur’an reflects this celebration of diversity of people and belief: 

Say: ‘O People of the Book! Come to common terms as between us and you: 
That we worship none but Allah; That we associate no partners with Him; That 
we erect not, from among ourselves, lords and patrons other than Allah.’ If they 
turn their back, say you: ‘Bear witness that we (at least) are Muslims (bowing to 
Allah’s Will).’ (3:64) 

Say, ‘O People of the Book, you have no ground to stand upon unless you stand 
fast by the Torah and the Gospel and all that has been revealed to you from 
your Lord .... Those who believe (in the Qur’an), those who follow the Jewish 
scriptures and the Sabians and the Christians-any people who believe in God, 
the Day of Judgment and do good deeds, on them shall be no fear nor shall they 
grieve.’(5:71-72) 

Among Muslims themselves, pluralism historically existed in the early Muslim community. There 
was no single Islamic law or constitution, nor standardization of the Islamic law. For example, 
the Sunni tradition produced four legitimate schools of thoughts, not limited to legal traditions. In 
fact, the development of Qur’anic interpretation legitimizes the validity of differences (ikhtilaf): 
several interpretations of the Qur’an coexisted in the same period and space. On the other hand, 
Islam is least tolerant of nonbelievers or infidels. Throughout history, those who were cast as 
kafirun (pl. of kafir-unbeliever) were persecuted and punished by rulers and other followers.99

The Medinan charter, which was contracted between the Prophet and the various tribes, is an 
example of the high level of tolerance and respect of diversity assumed by Islam. Under the 
charter, all Muslims and Jewish tribes (apparently, no Christians were involved) are considered 
one community, but each tribe retains its identity, customs, and internal relations. The charter 
was supplemented by a set of rules derived from the Qur’an and sunnah to protect the rights of 
each group. The freedom of religion, and the right not to be guilty because of the deed of an ally, 
were among the protected rights.’100 

Proceeding from this recognition of diversity, seven main principles or usul can be derived from 
the Qur’an supporting coexistence and tolerance:101

(1) Human dignity deserves absolute protection regardless of the person’s religion,  
 ethnicity, and intellectual opinion orientation. (17:70) This dignity is a form of 
 individual protection given by God; 
(2) All humans are related and from the same origin; (4:1; 6:98; 5:32) 
(3) Differences among people are designated by God and are part of His creation and  
 rules (sunnah), thus differences in ethnicity, race, culture, etc., are a natural part of 
 life. (30:22; 10:99; 11:118, 199) God had the power to create us all the same, but He  
 did not; (11:118) 
(4) Islam acknowledges other religions and asserts their unity of origin; (42:13; 2:136) 
 Because differences are a given in Islam, there is no justification for violating people’s  
 rights to existence and movement due to their different religious affiliation; (42:15) 
(5) Muslims have the freedom of choice and decision after the calling or the message has  
 been delivered; (2:256; 18:29; 17:107; 109:4-6) 
(6) God is the only judge of people’s actions. People are responsible for their decisions  
 and deeds when they face judgement. The Prophet only carried the message, only  
 God is responsible for the judgement; (42:48; 16:124; 31:23; 88:25, 26) 
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(7) Muslims should observe good deeds, justice, and equity in dealing with all human  
 beings. (5:9; 4:135; 60:8) 

The principles explain why Islam was not consumed by other cultures and did not reject them 
either; instead Islam created a new civilization, multicultural and pluralist in practice. Although 
Asian, African, or European Muslims have widely different cultural practices, nevertheless, as 
Muslims, they are expected to tolerate each other’s cultural differences and those of non-Muslims 
in their communities. 

Unfortunately, the social and political movements that attempt to mobilize the masses to pursue 
political control have been engaged in redefining multicultural and pluralist Islam as a more 
“centralist and narrow” view of the world.102 Muslim scholars are still reacting to proposals 
attempting to re-define Islam in relationship to the principles of diversity and tolerance of 
difference. For example, Farid Esack expresses some skepticism about the consequences of the 
embrace of all diversity to the Muslim community. He cautions against an automatic acceptance 
of all differences for two reasons. First, he points out the theological challenge of determining 
how Islam can set the limits on diversity and find an orderly path toward either affirmation or 
change of traditional practices, such as women leading Friday prayers. Second, he cautions that 
Western values and cultures underlie pluralism, which may unwittingly serve as an extension 
of hegemonic interests over the so-called underdeveloped world. Farid Esack proposes that 
diversity be understood in Islam not as the mere willingness to let every idea and practice exist, 
but as aimed towards specific Islamic objectives, such as freeing humankind from injustice 
and servitude to others, so that we may be free to worship God.”103 In peacebuilding, diversity 
and tolerance of differences are core principles of practice. In their efforts, peacebuilders hope 
to bring people to the realization that they are different, and that such differences should not 
constitute a basis for discrimination or bias. Moreover, it is harmful and unjust to deprive people 
of their rights because of their national, racial, religious, or other affiliation. These values have 
been made integral parts of Islam since its inception. In short, for Muslims diversity and tolerance 
of difference are God’s wish, because if God had wished He could have created all humans 
alike. Instead, he created a pluralist world with different humans. 

CONCLUSION 

This article has only begun to describe the principles and assumptions which characterize conflict 
resolution and nonviolent beliefs and practices in Islam. As illustrated, all values are strongly 
supported by Islamic text and tradition (Qur’an and Hadith). The set of values and principles 
identified in this research constitutes a framework for Islamic peacebuilding that confirms Satha-
Anand’s eighth thesis which reveals the connectedness between nonviolence and peacemaking, 
and Islam: “Islam itself is fertile soil for nonviolence because of its potential for disobedience, 
strong discipline, sharing and social responsibility, perseverance and self-sacrifice, and the belief 
in the unity of the Muslim community and the oneness of mankind.”104 

The adoption of this framework can have significant implications on various aspects of internal 
and external intervention programs and forces in any Muslim community. If it is applied in a 
community context, this framework can promote objectives such as: 
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(a) an increase of solidarity among members of the community; 
(b) bridging the gap of social and economic injustice;
(c) relieving the suffering of people and sparing human lives; 
(d) empowering people through participation and inclusivity; 
(e) promoting equality among all members of the community; and 
(f) encouraging the values of diversity and tolerance. 

On an applied peacebuilding level, Islam as a religion is conducive to nonviolence and 
peacebuilding methods through its various rituals and traditions. For instance, the weekly 
Friday prayer is a natural place for gathering which has been utilized by many political leaders 
and movements. In the last decade, scholars such as Satha-Anand, Johansen, and Crow, et. 
al., and others have began examining Islamic traditions and religion to identify other rituals 
and practices that can be effective in applying nonviolent action strategies.105 For example, the 
obligation of fasting is an excellent training for hunger strikes. Second, the ritualistic prayers 
and the formation of the worshipers into parallel lines; and practice of speaking and moving in 
strict uniformity prepare people for engagement in disciplined actions. Third, religious chanting 
can be a main channel for peaceful marches, meetings, principle.106 All these are excellent 
preparation techniques for the discipline needed for nonviolent demonstrations, sit-ins, and 
assemblies. The utilization of nonviolence and peacebuilding strategies based on an Islamic 
framework is appropriate for both conflicts that involve only Muslims and those that involve 
non-Muslims too. 

In both conflict resolution and development work, proven strategies to bring change to the life 
of disadvantaged communities always depend on the use of local and indigenous traditions and 
experience. Intense involvement of the community in the processes of change and resolution of its 
problems (organizing, applying, and evaluating) tends to increase the impact of the intervention. 
Muslim communities are not an exception to such a rule. Utilizing Islamic values and principles 
suggested in this framework will increase the possibility for peaceful change and development 
in such communities. 

On a policy making level, the incorporation of such values into decision-making and orientation 
of leaders as well as followers to these values can bring new momentum to any community. 
As social change agents in the various Muslim communities attempt to mobilize their people 
to engage in social and political movements, they often neglect the importance and power of 
such religious and cultural values in appealing to their masses. The values in this framework can 
constitute a way of communication for change among Muslims. 

In the area of economic and social development initiatives, particularly those carried out by 
outside agencies and organizations, the use of these values and norms in their local projects can 
contribute to the success and sustainability of these initiatives. When such programs are developed 
based on these values, the outcome and the process has to empower the local communities and 
members who were involved. For example, when a World Bank microeconomics project in Cairo 
incorporates the values in this peacebuilding framework within the design and implementation 
phases, the outcome of such a project was necessarily different from a project that was based on 
criteria derived from American or western values and approaches. 

At present these are religious ideals. The present reality of the Muslim communities is far from 
achieving or applying such ideals on a massive political or social scale. In fact, many of today’s 
Muslims seem not to follow these values and principles in their daily lives. Nevertheless, these 
ideals continue to exist and are transmitted to new generations through cultural, religious beliefs 
and practices, and other forms of socialization. In fact, much of the frustration among many 
Muslims expresses itself in the failure of Islamic leaders and communities apply these values 
and principles. 
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The discussion in this article reflects a major gap between the Islamic basis for a peacebuilding 
approach to life in general and the interpretation of Islam as a war-like religion. This gap cries 
for the need for a more solid “community of interpreters” to study Islam and peacebuilding, 
interpreters who will attempt to contextualize Islamic religious and traditional values within 
peacebuilding and nonviolent frameworks, rather than in war and conflict frameworks. This 
effort to reconstruct legitimate social, religious, and political nonviolent alternatives to resolve 
internal and external conflicts in Muslim societies is most needed to promote socioeconomic 
development on all levels. 

Finally, by identifying the principles and values of peacebuilding in an Islamic context, the 
question of their existence in Islamic tradition and religion becomes irrelevant. Thus, future 
research and studies can focus on the next step: examining the application of such principles in 
day-to-day contexts, and identifying the obstacles that prevent their application. Another area 
of future research is to document successful day-to-day initiatives of peacebuilding and conflict 
resolution conducted in Muslim communities. By examining such case studies scholars and 
practitioners can promote the conditions for effective peaceful intervention to resolve political, 
social, and other types of conflicts which are tearing apart many Muslim communities.
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