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Introduction 

“Allahu akbar”, the jihadi terrorists shouts as he fires indiscriminately into a crowd of 1,500 people that 

gathered for a concert in Paris. 90 people die.  

Therefore, “Allahu akbar” must be an Islamist battle cry? 

But is it really that simple? The following article will explain what the word jihad means, how violent jihad was 

created, what violent jihad looks like in the 21stcentury, and why violent jihad is still a problem today.  

Definitions: 

Quran The Islamic Religious text 

Caliphate 
A caliphate is a territory governed by a strict form of 

Islamic law, called sharia law 

Allah 
The Arabic word for god, also the single God in Islam 

(the Muslim religion) 

Martyrs 
Someone who is killed because of their religious 

beliefs, or alternatively some who died in the name 

of their religious beliefs 

 

What does the word Jihad mean? 

 Jihad is an Arabic word which literally means “to struggle for something” or “to strive in the path of 

God.” 

 While many non-Muslims may know the term “Allahu akbar” from movies about terrorists or the news, 

it actually only means “Got is great” and is used by many Muslims on a daily basis in their prayers. The word 

jihad, too, is used in a variety of different contexts or situations.  
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 The Quran is the central religious text in Islam, like the Bible is in Christianity. The Quran uses the 

word jihad in the context of encouraging Muslims to struggle to live a good life by doing good things like 

praying regularly,and giving to charity. For example, some Muslims say their jihad is to find friends from other 

cultures or to be a good parent. However, some Muslims use the word jihad to propose violent actions to 

defend Muslim countries against non-Muslims or to establish Muslim rule in non-Muslim countries. Since the 

two meanings of the word jihad are so different, many people specify which form of jihad they are referring to 

when talking about the jihad: 

Inner Jihad Internal struggle inside every Muslim 

Outer Jihad Aka violent jihad, the fight to protect or expand 

Islam 

 

 The inner jihad (some people prefer the word greater jihad) is the struggle every Muslim has inside of 

him or her. This struggle could be deciding whether or not to financially support an orphanage or to 

instead spend that money on unnecessary expenses for oneself.  

 The outer jihad is also called violent jihad or Holy War. Only a fraction of the 1.6 billion Muslims 

worldwide supports the outer jihad, and they give one or both of the following reasons:  

 

Reason 1 for Outer Jihad: 

 Some Muslims perceive their religion to be threatened by non-Muslims or they believe the Islamic 

political rule is threatened by non-Muslims. Some even believe that there is a conspiracy by Christians and 

Jews to end Islam once-and-for-all. Those who support violent jihad perceive that some non-Muslim countries, 

such as the U.S., want to eliminate these Islamic countries (many are in the Middle East). Even if, for example, 

a Christian woman lives in France and has never done anything for or against Islam, she is considered by some 

to be an enemy of Islam and therefore target of jihadist violence, according to those who follow outer jihad.  
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Reason 2 for Outer Jihad: 

 Some other Muslims are of the opinion that more countries, or even all countries in the world should 

be governed by Muslim leaders, follow Muslim principles, and use a strict form of Islamic law called Sharia 

law, which many Muslims do not support. Supporters of this form of outer jihad may offer for non-Muslim 

countries to become Muslim countries. For example, Osama Bin Laden and his terrorist organization Al Qaeda 

offered for the United States to become a Muslim country. Violent extremists then accuse countries, such as 

the United States, for being enemies of Islam for rejecting these Islamic principles. And, as before, when 

people are considered to be enemies of Islam, jihadists feel they have the right or even the obligation to fight 

or kill those people. This might be the explanation or the reasoning behind why al Qaeda conducted the 9/11 

attacks.  

Section Key Points: 

 

 

 

 

 

When and how was violent jihad invented? 

 Violent jihad is described in the Quran, the Islamic religious text, which is 1,400 years old. However, 

the concept of jihad went through many phases of development since then. Looking back at the history of 

jihad we can identify five main stages:  

 

Phase One (about 600 A.D.) 

 The Quran tells the story as follows: The Prophet Muhammed led the first Muslims, who at the time 

were in the minority in the Middle East. Muhammed and his followers were attacked but ordered by God (who 

The word jihad thus has different meanings, depending on who says it and in what context. It can mean 

“to strive to live a good life” or “to struggle”, but it can also refer to violence carried out in the name of 

Islam. To articulate oneself precisely, it can help to specify which meaning one intends by adding an 

explanatory second word like inner  or outer  jihad 

 



4 
 

is called Allah in Islam) to endure these attacks. At some point he is given permission by God to fight off the 

attackers, then to fight all those who believe in other Gods than Allah.  

 

Phase Two (700 – 900)  

 Islamic Scholars discussed the story told by the Quran as outlined above, and decided what the story 

meant for the day-to-day life of Muslims. Some scholars were in favor of a literal interpretation of the 

religious-historical text and wanted all Muslims to go to war against all other religions. The majority of 

scholars, however, believed that the text (by then already centuries old) had to be understood in its historical 

context. Since, the society and world order has changed, making many feel it must be interpreted differently. 

They agreed that jihad should refer more to the fight one has inside oneself than the fight against other 

people.  

 

Phase Three (900-1000) 

A large kingdom under Islamic rule, called a caliphate. Like most Empires of that time it tried to enlarge its 

territory,but this caliphate did not force the people under its rule to convert to Islam if they were not Muslim. 

The efforts to expand the territory were referred to as expansive jihad. This expansive jihad is considered to 

be a collective duty of all Muslims. Collective means that it’s only a duty when the ruler tells them that they 

should fight. Every single Muslim, however, must defend the Empire individually, without being ordered to do 

so. This is called the defensive jihad.  

 

Phase Four (1000-1900) 

Bit by bit, the Islamic Empire shattered into smaller states. Since there was no centralized Islamic Empire, 

expansive jihadism was almost forgotten and jihad then mainly referred to the inner jihad. External actors 

played a large role in the destruction of defensive jihad, as many of the Islamic states would fall to non-Islamic 

regimes.  
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Phase Five (since 1900) 

An important Islamic Scholar claimed in a book that Muslims do not care about Islamic norms and laws 

anymore and that this is the reason behind most problems in Muslim societies today. He called for Muslims to 

live the jihad by defending their countries to please God. His name is Abdullah Azzam, and soon you will learn 

more about him.  

Section Key Point: 

 

 

 

If the idea of violent jihad has changed over time so much, what does violent 

jihad look like in the 21st century? 

 There are two people who are central to what violent jihad has become in today’s world. One is a 

university professor from Palestine called Abdullah Azzam, the other is Osama Bin Laden, former leader of the 

terrorist group Al Qaeda. As mentioned above, the idea of a violent jihad was largely set aside when the 

Islamic Empire fell in the 11th century. However, in 1984, a university professor called Abdullah Azzam (1941-

1989) revived the idea of jihad through a booklet called “Defending the Land of the Muslims is each Man’s 

most important Duty”. This booklet was taken by some as a call to arms (jihad) and it was strongly rejected by 

others. The two very contrasting opinions occurred because people interpret the Quran in many different 

ways. One group of Muslims, called Salafists, decided not to accept this common interpretation and instead 

choose to take the Quran literally. They discount the fact that the Quran was written in the context of a very 

different society (old world or medieval times). Instead, they use some of verses that actually command the 

use of violence to claim that their violence is “right” in the eyes of God. Azzam used these verses to urge 

Muslims to fight the non-Muslims which he declared to be enemies of Islam. One of his university students 

showed aparticularly high interest in his teaching and they discussed jihad, why and how it should be carried 

out. This is how Azzam became the mentor of Osama Bin Laden. Together, they founded the terrorist 

organization al-Qaeda, which was led by Bin Laden until he was killed by a Navy SEAL team in 2011. Under Bin 

Although the idea of violent jihad has been brought forward from more than 1,400 years ago, the 

meaning of this term has greatly evolved over the years.  
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Laden’s leadership Al Qaeda committed numerous terrorist attacks around the world, including the attacks on 

the World Trade center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington in September 2001 (referred to as 9/11). 

 

Osama Bin Laden is dead and al-Qaeda is rarely in the news anymore. Is violent 

jihad over? 

No. Although Al Qaeda has significantly lost 

influence since the killing of their leader in 2011, 

violent jihad is still a real immanent threat to 

international security. Most notably, the so-called 

“Islamic State” (also known as ISIS, IS, or Daesh). 

The Islamic State is a jihadist group that immerged 

during the Syrian civil war 2011. Many factors 

played into the unprecedented growth of the Islamic State, however the role of the Syrian Civil War cannot go 

understated. Very little intervention in the region allowed for the group to remain unattested for much of its 

early years. The terrorist group managed to bring some parts of Syria and Iraq under its control and claimed 

to have established an Islamic State, where governance and courts follow strict and radical Muslim principles 

and the Islamic law called Sharia, lastly establishing the desired Caliphate. Like in the Islamic Empires 

(caliphates) of the 10th and 11th centuries, Muslims who do not surrender are not considered real Muslims by 

the ISIS terrorists and are treated as enemies of Islam. Moreover, ISIS has committed multiple terrorist 

attacks in Africa, Europa, Russia, and Asia and has inspired terrorist attacks in Australia and North America.  

ISIS calls on all Muslims from around the world to individually  fight who they declare to be enemies 

of Islam. This has encouraged some Islamic extremists to be inspired to carry out terrorist attacks without 

even being directly involved with ISIS and sometimes without ever having met an ISIS member in real life. This 

makes the work of security forces and groups that try to prevent violent extremism a lot harder because many 

individuals become radicalized online (see Radicalization Table Talk).Violent jihad therefore is an ongoing 

problem facing almost all countries around the world.  
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Conclusion 

 Jihad is one of the most trivial concepts in extremism today. The term's meaning changes depending 

on the individual, making the acceptance of what is does or does not mean difficult to agree on. In 

understanding why violent Islamic extremists believe what they do, jihad is as the heart of that decision. 

While a majority of the Muslim population has actively denounced violent jihad, its influence over so many 

still persists. Groups such as al-Qaeda, the Islamic State, Boko Haram, al-Shabaab, and Jabhat al-Nusra all 

have cited jihad as being a factor in their fight. Their struggle is defined by apostate regimes and non-

believers who they believe are threatening their purpose and desires. What this reading should teach us is 

that terrorists are not "crazy people" or "irrational", but they are fighting with a purpose and toward a goal of 

which they are passionate in. While this passion, as we see it, extends into the realm of extreme, 

understanding the "why" is a step towards countering this threat.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 Can we thinking of historical examples of other instances of societies citing religion as a 
justification to carry out violence? 

 How might George W. Bush suggesting that groups like al-Qaeda hate us for who we are, 
undermine their actual goals and negatively affect the U.S. fight against terrorists? 

 Would you best describe al-Qaeda or the Islamic State as a group or an ideology? What does 
your answer suggest about the way we try and counter them? 

 


