
Attitudes Toward Political Violence: What 

is Jihad? 

When we talk about violence and terrorism associated with Islam, a term that's become very 

common is the term "jihad." And a related term, "jihadists," okay, those who engage in jihad. 

Now the problem with dealing with this concept is there are many uses of, for the term jihad.  

 

So let me start by talking with a little bit of accuracy here. Often the term jihad is translated as 

"holy war." Now the problem with that is that if you look at the Qur'an, jihad is a very common 

term in the Qur'an. It is never used for holy war. So jihad is a complex term.  

 

It doesn't mean that there aren't people who then use it when they're acting, use that term that 

way, but the primary meaning of jihad in Islam for the vast majority of Muslims and in the Qur'an 

is jihad means to exert oneself, to make great effort to follow God's will, to lead a good life, to 

lead a good, moral life. Now this is something that all religious believers share in common.  

 

The primary role, then, is to lead a life where you're following God's will, where you are 

attempting to improve your community, where you are pursuing a life that is concerned about 

social justice, etc.  

 

A related use of that term is the notion of self-defense, i. e., an obligation to defend your faith 

and your community when under siege. But this would be when under siege, which means self-

defense.  

 

However, another use of the term jihad is not for defensive warfare or action, but offensive 

warfare or action. And many of us would say that's exactly what Al-Qaeda and terrorist groups 

engage in.  

 

But as I'll talk about later, the fix here or the problem here is that often when you get people like 

bin Laden and other terrorists, they don't present it as if they're engaging in an offensive war or 

that they're being terrorists. They will see the world or the enemy as in fact being the threat. And 

they will see themselves as defending their interest, whether it's their territory or it's their faith. 

 


