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Introduction 
The ideology that underlies jihadi terrorism is central in two ways. First, it provides the core 
reason for jihadi groups to exist, offering a clear vision and set of objectives. Second, it legitimizes 
acts of terrorism and becomes a means to win sympathy, support, and recruits from the 
community. This legitimacy not only enhances the group’s capability but also provides 
sustainability. Ideology also drives the evolution from collective action to individual action, which 
stems from ideological belief.  

The centrality of ideology to jihadi groups leads many to argue that the key to defeating this trend 
is the formulation of an effective counterideology. The development of an effective 
counterideology must be rooted in a thorough understanding of the ideological foundations of 
jihadi groups. This is especially true of al Qaeda and its regional affiliates, like Jemaah Islamiyah. 
A comprehensive understanding of jihadists’ beliefs will facilitate an effective response to these 
groups and inform the development of tools to monitor ideas on the ground. As Sun Tzu noted in 
The Art of War, “know your enemy and know yourself.”  

This paper seeks to offer a brief overview of jihadi ideology. Since space limitations prohibit a 
more comprehensive analysis, the paper will focus on three critical components. These include 
the relationship with the “other,” the necessity of power, and jihad. These three components were 
selected because they play the most important role in the violent conduct of jihadists. 

For the purposes of this article, jihadist refers to a person who subscribes to jihadism, which is 
defined as an ideological commitment to the establishment of an all encompassing Islamic state 
through violent jihad.1 

There are many jihadi groups operating in various parts of the world. Some are local in character 
and mission, restricting their political objectives to certain national boundaries. Others are 

                                                           
 
1 Mary Habeck, Knowing the Enemy: Jihadist Ideology and the War on Terror (New Haven, Conn.: Yale 
University Press, 2004), 4; Gilles Kepel, The Roots of Radical Islam (London: Saqi Books, 2005), 15; Jalil 
Roshandal and Saron Chadha, Jihad and International Security (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 10; 
and Walid Phares, Future Jihad: Terrorist Strategies Against America (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), 59. 
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transnational. Al Qaeda is regarded as the most dangerous jihadi group due both to its 
transnational character and its violent track record, demonstrated most notoriously by the 
September 11 attacks. Al Qaeda is thus regarded as today’s primary threat to international peace 
and security.2 

Jihadists and the Non-Muslim “Other”  
Jihadists’ view toward the “other” is fundamentally negative. This view originates from the belief 
that Islam requires Muslims to believe that Islam is the only true religion recognized by God 
(Allah) (Qur’an 3:19, 3:85). Jihadists consider Islam the sole religion for all mankind (39:3). Kufr 
(disbelieving) is regarded as the gravest sin in the eye of God (31:13, 4:48, 98:6, 5:72, 18:110), as 
Muslims are commanded to enjoin good and forbid evil (3:104, 3:110). Jihadists believe that a 
Muslim’s attitude toward evil is stipulated by the Prophet: “Anyone among you sees disobedience 
to God (munkar), should change it with his hand. If he is not able to, then with his tongue 
(advice). If he is not able to, then change it in his heart (boycott). That is the weakest of faith.” To 
the jihadist, there is no good that is greater than bringing people to the fold of Islam, and there is 
no greater evil that Muslims must forbid than kufr. Allowing non-Muslims to practice their 
religions freely in public is considered a negation to the command that all mankind must submit 
to Allah only (51:56).  

Jihadists Perception of Non-Muslim Hostility 
toward Islam 
The jihadists’ extremist interpretation of the Qur’an also informs their understanding of non-
Muslim attitudes toward Islam. According to their interpretation, non-Muslims will never be 
pleased until all Muslims abandon their religion and follow an un-Islamic way of life (2:109, 
2:120, 4:89). Outsiders are seen as sharing a common hatred of Islam that prompts them to 
conspire against, subvert, or attack the faith at every opportunity (2:9, 2:105, 2:217, 9:8, 5:82, 63:7–
8, 3:69). Because outsiders will use treachery and every means at their disposal to destroy Islam 
(3:118–120, 2:75–77), Muslims are enjoined to be wary of and firm toward non-Muslims (48:29, 
5:54, 63:4). 

In jihadi discourse, the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims is always in conflict due 
to fundamental differences between these communities. Muslim life is based on full submission 
(ubudiyah) to God, while non-Muslims live a life based on submission (ubudiyah) to fellow 

                                                           
 
2 Shaul Meshal and Maoz Rosenthal, “Al-Qaeda as a Dune Organization: Toward a Typology of Islamic 
Terrorist Organizations,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 28, no. 4:275–293; and Roshandal and Chadha, 
Jihad and International Security, 17–37, 81. 
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humans or false gods.3 Jihadists use historical events to support this view. These include the 
conspiracy between pagan Arabs and Jews against the Prophet, an example that ignores the 
special status Jews are afforded in Islam as “people of the book.” The crusades and Western 
European colonization of Muslim lands are also cited, as are more contemporary examples of 
Muslim suffering at the hands of Communists, Hindus, or Christians in China, Kashmir, the 
former Yugoslavia, and elsewhere.4 

Al-wala’ (Allegiance) and Al-Bara’ (Disassociation) 
Doctrine 
Al-wala’ is defined as total loyalty and allegiance to God alone, while al-bara’ translates as total 
disassociation from all that displeases God. Because jihadists believe that God only favors Islam 
and its followers, jihadi ideology dictates that Muslims must faithfully conform to the teachings of 
Islam and enjoy the fellowship of brother Muslims. A Muslim’s faith, however, will not be 
complete by upholding al-wala’ alone. According to jihadi belief, the devout Muslim must also 
practice al-bara’.5 This means that Muslims must disassociate themselves from all that is related 
with kufr, including the kuffar (infidels), with whom God is displeased (60:4, 19:49-51, 11:54-56, 
43:26-28, 10:41).6 

Jihadists believe that Muslims should not associate themselves with the kuffar so that they can 
avoid anything that may dilute their religious identity and sacrifice Islamic principles. This 
doctrine, made necessary by non-Muslims’ perceived hostility toward Muslims, strongly 
discourages any fraternity with kuffar (3:118-120, 8-72-73, 3:28, 4:89, 5:51). Instead, Muslims are 
encouraged to distinguish themselves from unbelievers and to avoid non-Muslim forms of dress, 
hairstyle, or behavior (5:51).  

Living with unbelievers in a Muslim country is strongly discouraged, while living in or traveling 
to a non-Muslim country is allowed only under strict conditions. It must be done for the purpose 
of da’wah (propagation), for instance, or with an assurance that their faith will not be 
compromised. Coexistence with the kuffar in a non-Islamic environment may deny a Muslim 
God’s “paradise in the afterlife” (4:97–99).7  

                                                           
 
3 Sayyid Qutb, Fi zilal al-Quran [Under the shades of the Qur’an], Dar asy-syuruq 3 (1985): 1586–1587. See 
also Sayyid Qutb commentary on offensive jihad in the same book, 1431–1452. 
4 Ibid., 1593; Hizb ut-Tahrir, The Inevitability of the Clash of the Civilisation (London: Al-Khilafah, 2002), 
28–39. 
5 Muhammad Sa’id Salim Al-Qahtani, Al-wala’ wa al-bara’ fi al-Islam [Allegiance and non-allegiance in 
Islam] (Riyadh: Dar Tayyibah, 1983), 89–94, 137–46. 
6 Ibid., 137–146 
7 Ibid., 224, 234, 246–247, 272–290, 306–309, 321–342; See also, Shaykh Saalih bin Fawzaan Al-Fawzaan, 
“Al-walaa’ wal-baraa’” [Allegiance and association with the people of Islaam and emaan and disassociation 
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Muslims are enjoined to treat unbelievers kindly and justly but must do so without establishing 
fraternity with them. Muslims are also allowed to benefit from non-Muslims and to learn from 
them in the fields of science and technology (60:8–9).8 

The Ultimatum: Embrace Islam, Submit under 
Islam’s Rule, or War 
Chapter 9 of the Qur’an contains a revelation that calls on Muslims to wage unconditional war 
against unbelievers. Jihadists believe that this abrogates other verses limiting jihad to self-defense, 
as well as those that dictate tolerance toward non-Muslims.9 

Verse 5 of the chapter stipulates that the peace treaties with pagan Arabs should be considered 
null and void and that the pagans should be made to embrace Islam or face war. Verse 29 of the 
chapter allows a special concession for non-Muslims to remain with their faith, but only if they 
agree to submit to the rule of Islam. 

The practice of giving the ultimatum can also be seen in many of the hadiths (Prophet’s 
traditions). One hadith records the Prophet’s instruction to his military commanders: 

Fight with the name of God and in the path of God. Combat those who disbelieve in God. 
Fight, yet do not cheat, do not break trust, do not mutilate, do not kill minors. 

If thou encounter an enemy from among the [infidels], then offer them three alternatives. 
Whichever of these they may accept, agree to it and withhold thyself from them. 

So call them to embrace Islam. If they accept, then agree to it and withhold thyself from 
them. Then ask them to quit their territory in order to immigrate into the territory of the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
and enmity with the people of falsehood and disbelief in Islaam], Calgary Islamic, 
http://www.calgaryislam.com/imembers/pdf/manhaj/16.pdf (accessed April 10, 2007). 
8 Ibid., 364–371. 
9 Osama bin Laden, “Declaration of War Against Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places,” 
PBS Online Newshour, August 1996, http://www.pbs.org/newshour/terrorism/international/ 
fatwa_1996.html; “World Islamic Front Statement on Jihad against Jews and Crusaders,” Al-Quds Al-Arabi 
(London), February 23, 1998; Osama bin Laden, interview by Tayseer Alouni, Al Jazeera, October 2001; 
“Bin Laden’s Warning: Full Text,” BBC News, October 9, 2001, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/1585636.stm; Sout Al-Jihad, no. 3 (2003): 18, 25–30; Muhammad 
Abdul Salam Al-Farj, Al-jihad: al-faridhah al-ghaibah [Jihad: the neglected obligation] (n.p.: 1982). Al-Farj 
was a leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad Organization, which Ayman Al-Zawahiri also belonged to before 
its merger with al Qaeda. The book was the organization’s primary reference of its ideology. Al Qaeda in 
Iraq, Limaza nuqatil? Man nuqatil? [Why we fight? Who we fight?], June 2005, 
http://www.tawhed.ws/r?i=3421 (accessed January 5, 2006); and Hamd bin Abdullah Al-Humaidi, Hatta la 
tasma’ li al-jihad munadiyan [So you will not hear a caller of jihad], July 17, 2002, 
http://www.tawhed.ws/r?i=749 (accessed January 5, 2006).  
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migrants [i.e. the Muslim state], and inform them that if they do that they will have same 
rights as the migrants and same obligations as they. If they refuse to migrate, then inform 
them that they will be considered as [nomadic] Muslims, the same Divine laws being 
obligatory on them as on other Believers, except that they will not benefit by booty and 
other state income unless they join forces and fight along the Muslims. 

If however they refuse, then call them to pay Jizyah [protection tax]. If they accept, then 
agree to it and withhold thyself from them. 

If they refuse, then seek help from God and combat them…10 

According to the revelation of Chapter 9, armed jihad is understood as a standing obligation for 
Muslims until all lands submit to the rule of Islam. Accordingly, jihadists consider armed conflict 
to be the basis of the relationship between Muslims and unbelievers. Muslims are similarly 
prohibited from entering into permanent peace agreements with non-Muslim countries. 
According to the jihadists, peace agreements should not exceed 10 years, as was the practice of the 
Prophet during the Treaty of Hudaibiyah with the pagan Arabs of Mecca.11 

The Necessity of Power 
Two ideas are central to the jihadi understanding of the necessity of power. First, they argue that 
Muslims are obligated to rule by the laws of God, Shari’a. Because the implementation of God’s 
law cannot be fully realized until Muslims are in power, an expressly Islamic state is necessary to 
implement God’s will. 

Second, because Islam is the sole religion for all mankind, jihadi groups believe that Muslims are 
obligated to ensure that Islam prevails above all other religions or ideologies and that all mankind 
submits to Islam. Political power is the essential means to achieve this aim.12 

Although this belief informs a critical aspect of jihadi ideology, it is important to note that not all 
who subscribe to this view should be regarded as jihadists. There are many Muslims who desire 
an expressly Islamic state but seek to achieve it through peaceful or democratic means. These 

                                                           
 
10 Muhammad Hamidullah, The Muslim Conduct of State (Lahore: Ashraf, 1987), 299. 
11 Majid Khadduri, The Islamic Law of Nations: Shaybani’s Siyar (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
1966), 16–17. 
12 Kepel, The Roots of Radical Islam, 41–59; Mark A. Gabriel, Journey Into the Mind of an Islamic Terrorist 
(Lake Mary, Fla.: FrontLine, 2006), 65, 79, 81, 84, 89, and 93; Roshandal and Chadha, Jihad and 
International Security, 52–53, 57, 62–63; and National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United 
States, The 9/11 Commission Report (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2004), 50–51. 
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individuals may be defined as Islamists. From an ideological perspective, jihadists and Islamists 
are differentiated by their understanding of jihad.13 

Jihadist and Jihad 
Jihadists subscribe instead to the idea of perpetual war between Muslims and unbelievers. They 
believe that non-Muslims will never allow Muslims to live in peace and view violent jihad as the 
essential relationship between the faithful and unbelievers. To the jihadist, armed jihad is a 
standing obligation until the end of the world that will continue until all lands submit to the rule 
of Islam. The basis of the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims can only be war, not 
peace. Only violent jihad can realize the supremacy of Islam.14 According to al Qaeda’s leader, 
Osama bin Laden, “There is no way to obtain faithful strength but by returning to this jihad.”15 

Important in today’s context is the jihadi interpretation of jihad as a fardhu ain (personal 
obligation), required of all Muslims to combat enemy occupation of Muslim lands. In the minds 
of jihadists, these lands refer not only to Palestine, Iraq, or Afghanistan but also lands that were 
previously part of the Islamic caliphate or ruled by Muslims. These include a variety of areas that 
extend from Andalusia, modern Spain, to Mindanao. The extremists contend that jihad must be 
waged until all of these lands return to the dar al-Islam (land of Islam). 

Jihadists also argue that targeting civilians and noncombatants during jihad is justified for three 
reasons. First, because the enemy has shed the blood of Muslim civilians, jihadists are taking 
appropriate vengeance by attacking enemy civilians. Second, because enemy civilians vote for 
their leaders and finance aggression against Muslims through their taxes, jihadi action against 
them is permissible. The third and final reason why jihadists argue that targeting civilians is 
acceptable is that such actions are a necessary or inevitable evil for a greater good.  

As for suicide bombings, jihadi groups generally regard them as amaliyat isytisyhadiah 
(martyrdom operations) rather than suicide. Al Qaeda’s endorsement of “martyrdom operations” 
is clear, in both word and deed. Bin Laden specifically addressed this issue in one of his 
statements: “We stress the importance of the martyrdom operations against the enemy—

                                                           
 
13 Fawaz A. Gerges, The Far Enemy: Why Jihad Went Global? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 117; Meghnad Desai, Rethinking Islamism: The Ideology of the New Terror (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2006), 23–27; and Roshandal and Chadha, Jihad and International Security, 11. 
14 Sout Al-Jihad, no. 7 (2003–2004): 26–27; Sout Al-Jihad, no. 19 (2004–2005): 37–38; Mark A. Gabriel, 
Journey Into the Mind of an Islamic Terrorist, 95, 102–105; and Roshandal and Chadha, Jihad and 
International Security, 6, 44–49 
15 Osama bin Laden, interviewed by Peter Arnett, CNN, March 1997. 
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operations that inflicted harm on the United States and Israel that have been unprecedented in 
their history, thanks to Almighty God.”16 

Three characteristics of jihadi ideology stand out: the binary view of “us versus them,” or dar al-
Islam versus dar al-harb (land of war); a conspiratorial bent; and broad generalization. Bin Laden 
exemplifies these traits when he notes, “these incidents divide the world into two regions: one of 
faith where there is no hypocrisy and another of infidelity.”17 

The alliance of Jews and Christians against Muslims is a constant theme in jihadi rhetoric. Jews 
and Christians are viewed from a generalized perspective, ignoring the heterogeneity and 
pluralistic nature of those communities.18 International institutions including the United Nations 
and its conventions are accordingly viewed with cynicism and seen as little more than tools of the 
“crusader-Zionist” effort against Islam. Bin Laden illustratively offered an award for the killing of 
the UN secretary-general.19 

From a broad rhetorical perspective, ideological jihadists are committed to not only defensive 
jihad to recover lost Muslim lands but also offensive jihad to subject new lands to Islamic 
authority. The jihadi propensity for violence is further exacerbated by a binary worldview that 
marries a conspiratorial bent with an inherent hostility toward nonbelievers. As Jason Burke 
noted of al Qaeda, it is “less an organization than an ideology,”20 a view that is shared by many 
other scholars.21 Jihadi ideology explains in large part the danger that al Qaeda poses to 
international peace. 

                                                           
 
16 “Bin Laden Tape: Text,” BBC News, February 12, 2003, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/2751019.stm; Gabriel, Journey Into the Mind of an Islamic Terrorist, 
53–55; and Roshandal and Chadha, Jihad and International Security, 82–86. 
17 “Bin Laden Rails against Crusaders and UN,” BBC News, November 3, 2001, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/world/monitoring/media_reports/1636782.stm; “Bin Laden’s Warning: Full 
Text,” BBC News, October 7, 2001, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/1585636.stm; see also, Roshandal 
and Chadha, Jihad and International Security, 62. 
18 Osama bin Laden, “Declaration of War Against Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holy Places”; 
“World Islamic Front Statement on Jihad against Jews and Crusaders,” Al-Quds Al-Arabi (London); Osama 
bin Laden, interview by Tayseer Alouni, Al Jazeera, October 2001; “Bin Laden Rails against Crusaders and 
UN,” BBC News; “Bin Laden’s Warning: Full Text,” BBC News; Sout Al-Jihad, no. 17:36; Sout Al-Jihad, no. 
18 (2004–2005): 46–47; Gabriel, Journey Into the Mind of an Islamic Terrorist, 87–88; and Roshandal and 
Chadha, Jihad and International Security, 60–61. 
19 Osama bin Laden, interview by John Miller, ABC News, May 1998; Osama bin Laden, audio tape 
translated by Naouar Bioud, CBS News, May 6, 2004; and “Purported bin Laden Tape Offers Gold for 
Bremer,” CNN, May 7, 2004. 
20 Jason Burke, “Think Again: Al Qaeda,” Foreign Policy (May/June 2004): 18–19; Jason Burke, Al-Qaeda: 
The True Story of Radical Islam (London: Penguin Books, 2004), xxv–xxvi. 
21 Meshal and Rosenthal, “Al Qaeda as a Dune Organization: Toward a Typology of Islamic Terrorist 
Organizations”; Habeck, Knowing the Enemy: Jihadist Ideology and the War on Terror, 170; Desai, 
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Conclusion 
Today, jihadi ideology has lifted the movement to new levels of prominence. Information and 
communication technology, particularly the Internet, have facilitated the dissemination and 
accessibility of jihadi ideology. It inspires youths who are increasingly frustrated with world 
events to take the path of terrorism, without necessarily belonging to any jihadi group. 
Increasingly, the world witnesses acts of terrorism in the name of jihad by an individual or 
individuals acting as an ad hoc group. This kind of activism is exemplified by the bombings in 
Madrid on March 11, 2004; the attack in London on July 7, 2005; and the attempted car bombings 
in London and Glasgow International Airport in June 2007. On June 2, 2007, security forces in 
Singapore announced that a Singaporean detained on his way to wage jihad against coalition 
forces in Afghanistan claimed that radical ideas that he retrieved from the Internet influenced his 
decision to fight.22 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
Rethinking Islamism: The Ideology of the New Terror, viii; and Australian Government, Protecting Australia 
Against Terrorism (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2006), 8. 
22 Aidan Kirby, “The London Bombers as ‘Self Starters’: A Case Study in Indigenous Radicalization and the 
Emergence of Autonomous Cliques,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 30, no. 5:426; M.E. Bowman, “Some-
Time, Part-Time and One-Time Terrorism,” Intelligencer: Journal of U.S. Intelligence Studies 13, no. 2 
(Winter/Spring 2003): 16–18; Walter Laqueur, The New Terrorism: Fanaticism and the Arms of Mass 
Destruction (London: Oxford University Press, 1999), 265–269; Ted G. Groetzel, “Terrorist Beliefs and 
Terrorist Lives” in Psychology of Terrorism, ed. Chris E. Stout (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2002), 109; Petter 
Nesser, “Jihadism in Western Europe After the Invasion of Iraq: Tracing Motivational Influences from the 
Iraq War on Jihadist Terrorism in Western Europe,” Studies of Conflict & Terrorism 29, no. 4:329, 334; 
Meshal and Rosenthal, “Al-Qaeda as a Dune Organization: Toward a Typology of Islamic Terrorist 
Organizations”; Peter Mascini, “Can the Violent Jihad Do Without Sympathizers?,” Studies in Conflict & 
Terrorism 29, no. 4:351; Jarret M. Brachman and William McCants, “Stealing al Qaeda’s Playbook,” Studies 
in Conflict & Terrorism 29, no. 4:316; Edward Newman, “Exploring the ‘Root Causes’ of Terrorism,” Studies 
in Conflict & Terrorism 29, no. 8:753; Fawaz A. Gerges, Journey of the Jihadist: Inside Muslim Militancy 
(New York: Harcourt, 2006), 20–39; Roshandal and Chadha, Jihad and International Security, 106–117, 
122–128; and Singapore Ministry of Home Affairs, “Further Detentions, Releases & Issuance of Restriction 
Orders under the Internal Security Act,” press release, Singapore, June 8, 2007. 
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