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Politics, Theology, and Religion  
in Jihadist Violence 

by Jonathan Cole 
 

he global proliferation of jihadist 
violence over the past decades 
notwithstanding, many educated 

Westerners still view this phenomenon as 
a corollary of an extremist misin-
terpretation of jihad that has nothing to do 
with the concept’s purported real meaning 
(i.e., an inner spiritual battle), or indeed 
with the actual spirit and teachings of 
Islam. Yet while the overwhelming 
majority of the world’s Muslims do not 
actively support the global jihadist 
movement, this does not make it a hijacker 
or distorter of Islam. Rather, both the 
movement’s pronounced goals and modus 
operandi arise from or reflect Islam’s 
authoritative texts, traditions, and history. 
But understanding this requires greater 
conceptual clarity about the interre-
lationship among the three Western 
categories at the heart of controversy: politics, theology, and religion. 
 

Politics 
The global jihadist movement is polit-

ical in two significant and uncontroversial 
respects. For one thing, it aspires to direct 

 
 
 

 
and administer states as ISIS managed to do 
in parts of Syria and Iraq, albeit briefly. 
Indeed, jihadists possess what they regard as 

T

The founder of the Islamist group Hizb at-
Tahrir has declared that Islam “is a complete 
and comprehensive regime for the totality of 
human life, which Muslims are obligated to 
implement and execute completely.”
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as indicating that any ruler who 
fails to govern in strict accordance 
with the Shari‘a (as they define it) 
is an infidel and thus to be 
resisted, including violently, in 
accordance with their expansive 
view of apostasy and its penalties. 

Khalifa, or caliph, comes from 
the verb khalafa, which means to 
follow or succeed. Caliph literally 
means successor and, in the 
context of Islam, specifically 
denotes the successor to the 
prophet Muhammad, Islam’s first 
political ruler. The announcement 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) of its 
putative caliphate in 2014 provides 
a vivid illustration of how the 
Qur’anic concept caliph is used by 
jihadists in support of their 
political goals.  

The statement was titled “This 
Is What God Has Promised,”4 and 
it begins with verse 55 of Surat an-Nur (The 
Light), which says:  

God has promised those of you 
who believe and do good works to 
make them masters in the land as 
He made those who went before 
them, to strengthen the Religion. 
He chose for them, and to change 
their fears to safety... “Let them 
worship Me and serve none besides 
Me. Wicked indeed are they who 
after this deny Me.”   

The verb translated “make masters” 
(“rulers” in other translations) is istakhlafa 
from the root khalafa and, therefore, with 

                                                 
4 Abu Muhammad al-Adnani, “This Is What God Has 

Promised,“ June 29, 2014. 

connotations of caliph.5 On the basis of this 
and related Qur’anic passages, the ISIS 
statement claims that God has promised 
Islam global leadership and sovereignty over 
the earth, but that fulfillment of this promise 
is contingent on God being worshiped in the 
strictest monotheism. Consequently, paving 
the way for the fulfillment of God’s political 
promise is one of the central missions for the 
global jihadist movement.  

This examination of jihadist exegesis 
illustrates that while jihadists do not formally 
recognize the Western distinction between 
politics and religion, they nevertheless have 
something like a political theory. God rules 
over the earth as the sovereign through his 
revealed law in the form of the Shari‘a, and 

                                                 
5 See, for example, Qur. 2:30, which is also cited in 

the ISIS proclamation: “This is what God has 
promised.” 

Islamic State fighters surrender to Afghan forces, April
2018. ISIS claimed that God has promised Islam global
leadership and sovereignty over the earth. Paving the way
for the fulfillment of God’s promise is one of the central
missions for the global jihadist movement. 
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Some of the foundational concepts of 
jihadist thought and activity can thus be 
described using two distinct Western categories: 
politics and theology. Put differently, it requires 
two Western conceptual categories to ade-
quately describe, let alone explain, key aspects 
of jihadist thought, which combine to form a 
“political theology.” Central jihadist concepts 
such as caliphate, Shari‘a, and hukm are best 
thought of as theopolitical concepts that relate 
both to God’s relation to the world and to the 
administration of states.  

An understanding of global jihadist 
terrorism illustrates the necessity of integrating 
politics and theology. The moral legitimation 
for killing Western citizens is fundamentally 
theological, based on an interpretation of 
commandments made by God in the Qur’an 
and the model of warfare practiced by 
Muhammad and his successors. But the 
selection of terrorist targets is often made on 
the basis of political considerations. Targets 
are rarely, if ever, selected because of 
revelation, but rather for their strategic, 
symbolic, and political value to the larger 
jihadist political agenda: coming to power 
and implementing “true” Islamic rule.  

Why, then, is it so controversial to talk 
about theology when it comes to the global 
jihadist movement and its violence? One 
explanation is the nature of contemporary 
social sciences where there is palpable and 
sometimes explicit discomfort with the 
category of theology. This can be attributed 
to what Jason Blum aptly terms the 
“methodological and ontological naturalism” 
of most social science researchers, the idea 
that “phenomena are to be explained solely 
through natural [mundane, not religious] … 
categories and causes.”7  

                                                 
7 Jason Blum, “Pragmatism and Naturalism in 

Religious Studies,” Method and Theory in the 
Study of Religion, 2 (2011), p. 84. 

Methodological and ontological natural-
ism treats the theology of its subjects as 
irrelevant because there is no such thing as 
“God’s relation to the world.” Theological 
concepts and rhetoric, along with religious 
practice and experience, are to be explained 
by natural phenomena and causes alone, 
which are necessarily ulterior when the 
subjects claim theological motivations and 
goals. Politics, unlike theology, is considered 
to be real, tangible, and, most importantly, 
natural, and therefore a legitimate category 
for explaining the global jihadist movement.  

There is a tension for social scientists, 
however, because jihadist literature is saturated 
in theological language. So researchers must do 
something with the expressed theology of 
jihadists. Two strategies are common in aca-
demic literature and public commentary. One 
is to minimize the importance of jihadist 
theology and then to ignore it. The other is to 
construe jihadist theology as merely politics 
by another name.  

Thomas Hegghammer, a leading expert 
on the global jihadist movement, offers a 
vivid illustration of the “minimize-and-
ignore” strategy. While he acknowledges that 

Article 8 of the Hamas covenant illustrates the 
convergence in jihadist thought of politics, 
theology, and religion: “Allah is its goal, the 
Prophet is the model, the Qur’an its constitution, 
jihad its path, and death for the sake of Allah its 
most sublime belief.” 
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statements about Islam as a whole, then 
oppose such descriptions. They object to 
non-Muslim scholars adopting the language 
of jihadists because they believe it unjustly 
legitimizes jihadists. 

Some take this opposition to extremes. 
Muslim scholar Asma Afsaruddin, for 
example, has argued that “those who 
describe the actions of these militant groups 
as jihad are part of the problem.” She has 
even provocatively suggested that it is 
“Islamophobes” who “focus on the notion of 
jihad as armed combat.”11 This opposition to 
even talking about jihadist theology pushes 
many non-Muslim scholars to the more 
comfortable and uncontroversial waters of 
political explanations, which also happen to 
be those offered by Muslim scholars like 
Afsaruddin.  

But as Sun Tzu famously observed, “If you 
know yourself but not the enemy, for every 
victory gained, you will also suffer a defeat.”12 
Shutting down honest and empirical study of 
jihadist thought is utterly counterproductive, 
a recipe for gross misunderstanding of an 
enemy with which the West—rightly or 
wrongly—finds itself at war. Muslim scholars 
such as Afsaruddin must recognize that it is 
not “Islamophobia” that has brought jihad 
into public discussion: The global jihadist 
movement itself is responsible. If there were 
no self-described jihadists waging self-
described jihad against many Muslim-
majority states and their Western allies, then 
the question of jihad would probably be as 
little discussed as it was prior to 9/11. 
Muslim scholars such as Afsaruddin could 

                                                 
11 Asma Afsaruddin, “Islamist Militants Carry out 

Terror, not Jihad,“ Religion News Service, June 
9, 2017. 

12 Sun Tzu, The Art of War (Berkeley: Ulysses Press, 
2007), chap. 3:18. 

also be more sensitive to the fact that, while 
their restrictive reading and application of 
jihad is laudable, it does not illuminate what 
jihadists believe, which is what policy-
makers, scholars, and the general public all 
seek to understand.  

Religion 
Religion is the Western conceptual 

category most readily observable in jihadist 
thought. The term din (religion) occurs 
frequently and centrally in jihadist literature. 
Moreover, jihad, as conceived by jihadists, is 
taken to be a fundamental element of din al-
Islam (the religion of Islam). One could 

If there were no self-described jihadists waging
self-described jihad against Muslim-majority states
and their Western allies, then the question of jihad
would probably be little discussed as it was prior
to 9/11. It is not “Islamophobic” to focus on the
notion of jihad as armed combat. 
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should shed their longstanding denial of the 
role of Islamic theology in contemporary 
jihadism. Recognizing that the West 
confronts a potent “Islamic political 
theology” in the form of the global jihadist 
movement will be a first step towards 
understanding the true nature of one of its  
most enduring security challenges.  
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