
Attitudes Toward Political Violence: What 

Muslims Believe About Violence 

What do Muslims have to say about issues of jihad and extremism? That is, Muslims today.  

 

What we find out is that when we look at polls and we ask Muslims across the world-- if you look 

at, for example, the Gallup world polls or you look at the Pew organization and their polls, and 

they do look at the global Muslim world-- that indeed for the vast majority of Muslims, jihad has 

that primary meaning of leading a good life, following God's will. And therefore it's not just 

issues of social justice, but in popular jargon it can be getting involved in your community. It 

could be doing all those things that one ought to do because they're good and because you 

believe God would want that.  

 

And that's in direct contradiction of course to the use of jihad by extremists. Okay? What you do 

find is that militants often, when they are surveyed, they will in justifying their jihad, the primary 

reference that they will give are political grievances. You know, rather than they're being 

primarily theological grievances. In other words, the reason why they want to fight against 

people for most militants is not simply that they see this as fighting over whether or not 

Christians worship the same God or whether or not Christians believe in the Trinity, etc.  

 

Now, what do majorities of Muslims think about extremism and terrorism? Again, one wants to 

start with a simple fact. If you look at surveys of Muslims globally and what do they admire 

about the West and what do they share in common with the West. Well, on the one hand, what 

they admire about the West is actually what Westerners say they admire about themselves-- 

education, economic development, democracy, rule of law.  

 

Muslims across the world, on the other hand, have a problem with the fact that they believe that 

their religion, Islam, and mainstream Muslims are denigrated, are looked down upon, are brush-

stroked by the action of extremists and terrorists. A primary concern for Muslims is that they 

want to see economic development. They're concerned about their family. They're concerned 

about education.  

 

But in particular, they're concerned about security issues also, just as Americans are concerned 

about security and fear extremism. Because as I said earlier, empirically the vast majority of 

people who are vulnerable are people in many of these Muslim societies.  

 

One final comment about American Muslims. We, of course, in America or in Europe, Muslims 

and non-Muslims in America and Europe are concerned about acts of terrorism. Indeed, 

Muslims like non-Muslims were killed in the bombing of the World Trade Center. But what we 

see is that the vast majority of Muslims reject extremism and terrorism, reject violence, and 

indeed see themselves as integrated into American society and believe that people of other faith 



can also be saved.  

 

Now, I make that point because normally I wouldn't make it but I run into so many people who 

will say oh, you know, all Muslims believe that we're just all unbelievers. We're terrible. We're 

going to go to hell, et cetera. So, one wants to keep that in perspective. 

 


