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Abstract:  

Religious terrorism is simply categorized as a type of violence in which religion is used as a 

basic tool or justification by individuals or groups for achieving their illegal, immoral and 

unlawful goals through the means of terrorist activities. Carrying out terrorism in the name of 

faith has long been a prominent aspect of human affairs. Religious terrorism can be explained 

as well as one’s understanding of the term terrorism. It is commonly said that no religion in 

the world incites its believers to carry out terrorist attacks but it is also an undeniable fact that 

religion is still being misused by clerics and other religious identities as a tactic for the sake 

of their agendas. The perspective of western media and the public is also confusing the things 

as sometimes it seems that every religious person is a suspect of terrorism which is 

continuously causing unrest amongst peaceful peoples. A clear understanding must be there 

in minds of people regarding the difference between Jihad and Terrorism. This paper 

explains some important aspects related to religious terrorism. 
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1. Introduction:  

Terrorism is quite possibly the most contested term and has no complete definition. The issue of 

characterizing the term “terrorism” is notable and has been analyzed broadly. Religious 

terrorism is promoted by those persons whose aims and motivations have a dominating religious 

impact but due to the misinterpretation of the religion or the religious terrorism, it ends up into 

outrageous types of delusions. A very clear understanding of the link between terrorism and 

religion is not so easy. There is no uncertainty that the strong beliefs of a few religionists can be 

framed as a form of fanaticism, conceivably leading to the radicalism and extremism on the 

earth. This extremism can be aimed at followers of other religions, or against any non-religious 

society and government. Many religious clerics, and representative of particular sects of 

religions, claim their access to religious truth and become extremists and intolerant of other 

beliefs when taken to excess. They should be categorized as fanatical.  

Terrorism is purely an act of individuals who violate or misunderstand the actual spirit of 

religions but as they use to be believers of any religion so religions are also questioned and 

sometimes even directly linked with terrorism as being the basic motive behind the actions of 

those extremists. According to David. C Rapoport, in the modern world, it is believed that the 

ongoing wave is 4th of terrorism and is notably religious in nature (Rapoport, 2002). Rapoport 
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believes that the Iranian Revolution, New Islamic Century, and Invasion of Afghanistan are the 

main catalyst for this wave of religious terrorism. He predicts that the ultimate goal of the 

religious extremists is the Creation of a global Islamic Caliphate and the Western world 

especially the United States and Israel are their main targets suicide bombing, aircraft, and other 

lethal weapons are their tools and tactics in this mission. 

2. History of Religious Terrorism:  

Human beings are carrying out terrorism in the name of the faith for a very long time and it has 

been a consistent phenomenon in human history. The histories of people, civilizations, nations, 

and empires are replete with examples of extremist true believers who got themselves engaged 

in violence to promote their religious views and belief system. A few religious terrorists are 

motivated by defensive motives, some terrorists try to ensure the prevalence of their faith, and 

others are inspired by an aggressive amalgam of these tendencies. The nature of religious 

terrorism can be genocidal, revolutionary, or communal. Individuals, groups, agonizing 

movements, or even governments can commit this, and depend on either side's perspective, 

there is also another debate that what title should be given to those perpetrators, religious 

fighters, or terrorists. 

When we talk about Judeo-Christian faiths, the followers believe that there are clear references 

in the Bible for not just killing and invading the enemies but also for the absolute annihilation of 

the rival nations for the sake of religious beliefs. In the light of the Bible, Joshua along with his 

followers and army devastated the 31 Canaanite cities and almost killed 310000 persons in this 

conquest. According to them, to fulfill the covenant of God, this conquest was totally rational 

and justifiable to wipe their enemies out of this Promised Land (White, 2005). 

Christian Crusades is also a notable example in the context of religious terrorism.  Roman 

Catholic church made almost 9 invasions of the Islamic east, in the era of the Middle Ages. The 

very first invasion took place in 1095. The name “Crusades” was given to these invasions as 

these were launched in the name of the Cross. The ultimate purpose of the Crusades was to take 

control of holy lands, the Saracens, from the Muslims. Christian soldiers and Knights responded 

to this call due to two main reasons. The capturing of lands and glory was undoubtedly an 

important thing but the central theme was the promise that was made by Pope Urban II, 

according to which, fighting and dying in the name of the Cross would secure a place in the 

heavens for the participants. Getting the lands as winners would be a thing of joy and if any of 

the Knights died while fighting for the Cross with pure intent, would be granted heaven and all 

of their sins would be forgiven. Western Knights captured Bethlehem and Jerusalem, the 

biblical lands, and started killing Muslims and Jews. Another deadly crusade took place in 

southern France, titled the Albigensian Crusade, where innocent catholic residents were also 

targeted along with the enemies, the Cathar sect. These crusades seemed to be the will of God 

as these were sanctioned by the Church and Pope and Church was the fundamental icon for 

God’s will so this series kept going against non-Christian residents and territories (Phillips, 

2015). 

In the 11th century, Hassan Ibn al-Sabbah, a religious head of the Ismaili sect of Islam, founded 

the “Order of Assassins” in Persia. He supported the radical version of this sect and arranged an 

army comprised of his followers to defend and impose his very own interpretation of his beliefs. 

The Assassins climbed the mountains of Persia, Crusader-occupied areas of Palestine, modern 

Iraq, and Syria. Surprisingly, the word “Assassin” was derived from the name of “Hashish”, a 

drug that was eaten by the Al-Sabbah and his followers before committing violent activities. 

After the word “assassination” was derived as the Assassins were adept at sudden killing.  



Religious Terrorism: Myth or Reality 

 
 

Journal of Social Work and Sustainable Development, 2022, 2(1), 8-15 

 

 

10  

According to Assassins, to kill or to be killed in the name of God was a good and rewarding 

activity as it would assure a place in heaven for them because they used to believe in the 

rightness of their cause and method. It is also true that the Muslims used to condemn them 

declaring their actions totally against the teachings of Islam. (Law, 2015) 

Thuggees were a coordinated pack of expert professional killers, which are often portrayed as 

the world's first mafia and the predecessors to the religious terrorists in modern days (Wagner, 

2014). Thuggees worked from the 13th to the 19th century in India. Individuals, who were 

scandalous for their ceremonial deaths completed for the sake of the Hindu Goddess Kali, were 

known as Thugs, a word that passed into basic English during the British control of India. 

Thuggees worked by joining gatherings of explorers and travelers and acquiring their trust prior 

to astonishing them in the evening and commonly choking them with a tissue or noose, a speedy 

and calm strategy, which left no blood and required no uncommon weapons. They would then 

bury them after robbing them and were responsible for more than 2 million deaths. (Odhiambo, 

2014) 

3. 9/11 and the Global War on Terror :  

The tragedy of September 2001 can surely be considered as quite possibly the most shocking 

event in the 21st century. It triggered political, diplomatic, military, and economic changes. 

Four commercial planes, hijacked by the group of 19 terrorists of Al-Qaeda organization hit the 

World Trade Center in New York and some parts of the Pentagon targeting the most prominent 

monetary and military symbol of the most powerful United States, resulting in the death of 

about 3000 individuals of more than 180 different countries and injuring more than 25000 

persons. Nobody anticipated the unfortunate occasion of 11 September. 

In 2002, the leader of Al-Qaeda, Osama Bin Laden composed the “Letter to America” where he 

expressed his intentions for starting a holy battle against the United States, which was due to the 

American help of Israel or the operations and sanctions in Somalia or Iraq. Al-Qaeda is termed 

as the most prominent example of religious, sometimes called sacred terrorism in the 

contemporary world. This letter showed Bin Laden's motives for bankrupting and destroying the 

US. According to the reports, since 2001, the war on terror has cost more than $7 trillion. 

Although it could not bankrupt the United States it caused great danger to the American 

economy. The US battle against terrorism surpassed the American region, causing expanding 

involvement in nations like Afghanistan, Iraq, and Yemen. The United States justified its 

invasions and confrontations on different grounds under the umbrella of combating terrorism 

(Randy Borum, 2009).  

Following the post-9/11 war,  more than 500,000 individuals have lost their lives in 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan. Almost the same number of people died in the Syrian war 

alone. According to reports, more than 50% of terrorist attacks took place in just 4 countries of 

Iraq, Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan (Pinto, 2019). These are the reported figures but it is 

expected that there are many more indirect deaths caused by this war due to lack of food and 

scarcity of water in long term in these regions. In addition, the US-drove wars have compelled 

millions of people to escape those confronted areas, looking for asylum in different nations. 

Statistical data shows that regions like the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa suffered from 

most of the deaths in the world due to terrorism.  

Till 2017, 95% of the casualties have been seen in these regions while America, Europe, and 

Oceania combined bore less than 2% of total deaths. Countries in a state of civil war, experience 

the most deaths due to terrorism. For example, combined Syria and Iraq have gone through the 

80% of the total causalities in the region. This issue of the high death toll can be easily linked to 
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the impact of the United States' involvement in the internal issues of the states in the region. On 

the other hand, America itself experienced 0.006% of deaths caused due to terrorism from 1996 

to 2007 with the exception of the year 2001, when this ratio was 0.1% of total killings, and 

interestingly the rate of deaths due to terrorism in America in 2001 was even less than the 

deaths due to road accidents, suicides and gun crimes that year. It is very much clear that the 

war on terror badly damaged these regions of the Muslim population. (H.Cordesman, October 

17,2017) 

4. Islamic Terrorist Organizations :  

According to statistics provided by the Global Terrorism Index for the year 2020, the terrorist 

organizations of Taliban, ISIL, Boko Haram, and Al-Shabaab were responsible for most of the 

deaths in the year 2019. These terrorist groups were the reason behind the death of more than 

7500 people, making up 55% of total deaths in 2019. (Global Terrorism Index 2020, 2020) 

In 1994, The Taliban group emerged in Afghanistan as a militant group depending on the 

Mujahideen who took part in the fight against the Soviets in 1979. After two years, Afghanistan 

was under the control of the Taliban in 1996. Until 2001, the Taliban administrated Afghanistan 

when US-led NATO forces invaded Afghanistan and overthrew the regime which was thought 

to be a supporter of Al-Qaeda. According to recent data till 2019, it was estimated that the 

Taliban hold 10% of total Afghanistan's territory. In 2019, the military officials and police were 

the primary targets of the Taliban which constituted over 50% of the total deaths. The reason for 

the Taliban's attacks on the security forces was their motive to challenge the stability of states in 

their campaign of insurgency. More than 1800 people were killed in the attacks on the military 

and police. Pro-government militant groups were also treated as enemies by the Taliban. In 

2019, there was a decline in the fatalities of civilians as compared to 2018 but the number of 

attacks on civilians increased. The bombing was the most common practice in these attacks 

causing the death of over 1000 individuals. (Afghanistan: Background and U.S. Policy: in Brief, 

November 10, 2020) 

ISIL, the Islamic State of Iraq, and the Levant emerged in Iraq in 2014 among the local 

militants when Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi announced the Islamic Caliphate in some areas of Syria 

and Iraq. Till now, ISIL has been liable for more than 30,000 deaths in terrorist activities. 17% 

of these deaths were in Syria while the majority 79% of these 3000 were in Iraq. Half of the 

killings caused by the ISIL were due to explosions or bombings, causing about 700 deaths in 

2019. ISIL launched 141 attacks on civilians in 2019 with a death ratio of 1.2 percent per attack 

as compared to 266 attacks in 2018. Suicide bombing had been the most lethal tactic of ISIL in 

the year 2019, mainly targeting Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and Tunisia. Suicide bombing made 

up 13% of ISIL's attacks in 2019 and caused about 53% of total deaths over the year. 

Boko Haram, the most lethal group in Sub-Saharan Africa, since its emergence in 2009, has 

been liable for the multiple deaths in West Africa, mainly through the Lake Chad Basin district. 

As a small group of Islamic extremists, it arose in 2002 under the leadership of Muhammad 

Yousuf but gained enough recognition in 2009 (Fisseha, The Nexus between Religion and 

Terrorism : An Investigation into the Boko Haram killing Activities in Nigeria, 2016). This 

Salfi-Jihadi insurgency caused over 19000 deaths due to terrorism and combat-related deaths 

over the tally of 37500 from 2011 to 2020. Nigeria suffered the most of all in the region. Boko 

Haram has now been spread into Niger, Cameroon, and Chad but it officially arose in the North-

eastern region of Nigeria. In 2016, due to multiple internal conflicts, Boko Haram got divided 

into different splinter groups, among which the Islamic State of West Africa Province (ISWAP) 

is the main and largest group, targeting the most number of civilians and military-men by 
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launching various attacks in 2019. At its peak, Boko Haram was known for its suicide bombings 

which were not very common phenomena in the region of sub-Sahara Africa. In 2017, 46% of 

all the attacks of Boko Haram were suicide bombings but it declined to 7% in the year 2019. 

Boko Haram's lethality ratio was 15 casualties per attack in 2014 and it also decreased to 4 

death against every attack in 2019. Boko Haram shifted its focus to a way of attacking as armed 

assaults made the 40% of total attacks in 2019 and hostage-taking also comprised the 16% of 

total deaths in terrorism by Boko Haram. This group used to recruit children and females as 

suicide bombers but after 2015, this trend has decreased, and now the children who were used in 

the past for intelligence have been employed. According to one of the leaders, named Mallam 

Sanni Umaro, Boko Haram is an Islamic Revolution (Voll, 2015). 

Al-Shabaab emerged in the mid of the year 2006 in East Africa in the fight over the capital of 

Somalia. This militant group being a partner of Al-Qaeda has the inspiration of establishing 

Islamist statehood there. As per estimations, the range of members of Al-Shabaab varies from 

7000 to 9000 individuals. Recently, Al-Shabaab has acquired worldwide acknowledgment 

following numerous lethal attacks in the capital city of Mogadishu and due to its various 

militant activities in the neighboring states of Uganda, Ethiopia, and Kenya. In 2019, 87% of 

the total deaths due to terrorism of Al-Shabaab occurred in Somalia while the remaining 13% of 

the total 578 took place in Kenya. More than 60% of total attacks in 2019 caused deaths while 

less than 40% did not result in any death. Mogadishu has for quite some time been the focal 

point of the terrorist actions of al-Shabaab and in 2019 over a big part of al-Shabaab assaults in 

Somalia happened in Mogadishu, causing 280 fatalities. This incorporates probably one of the 

deadliest attacks of 2019 when 83 individuals, including 17 police officials and four foreigners 

were murdered and 148 individuals were harmed. Most of the terrorist activities in 2019 

happened in the capital Nairobi. In 2019, Kenya endured its most awful assault when the 

DusitD2 hotel complex was attacked by al-Shabaab agents in Nairobi, resulting in the death of 

26 individuals, including the five culprits and 21 civilians. (Sofia Hayati Youof, March,2013) 

5. Western Media & Islamophobia : 

Irrational fear of something is called phobia. Islamophobia can be explained as the baseless 

agitation and hatred against Muslims, Islam, and Islamic culture. Western Media turned against 

the Muslims after the incident of 9/11 and depicted all the Muslims and even the religion Islam 

in a very negative way and tried to build a narrative that Muslims are involved in bombings, 

killings, hijackings, and mass shootings and that the main inspiration of Muslims is their 

religion Islam and Islam itself a religion which promotes terrorism and radicalization. It is very 

much clear that Islam is the most misjudged religion in the West and unluckily Muslims 

themselves could not understand their religion in the real sense. Most Muslims live in countries 

like Pakistan, Indonesia, and India but they can observe as enough moderate and peaceful as 

compared to those of the Middle East (Praja, ISLAM , GLOBALIZATION AND COUNTER 

TERRORISM, 2017). The media created a sense of fear and threat among Non-Muslims against 

Islam. The media showed its bias in discussing the actual teachings of Islam and portrayed all 

the Muslims around the globe are od terrorist minds who want to promote Jihadi culture. It tried 

to show that Muslims are radicals and made efforts to associate radicalism with Islam. The 

driving forces of the West wanted to portray Islam as a threat saying that this religion is simply 

a danger to Western culture. The media’s definition of violence was totally different from the 

definition of Muslims. Western Media promoted these stances without comprehensive research 

and without proper understanding of the history, experiences, and lives of the people who faced 

brutalities and then turned into radical terrorists. (Taj Mengal) 



Religious Terrorism: Myth or Reality 

 
 

Journal of Social Work and Sustainable Development, 2022, 2(1), 8-15 

 

 

13  

These continuous efforts of Western Media have born some unwanted fruits as they created a 

sense of Islamophobia among the Westerns. Some scholars believe that Muslims are 

deliberately being scapegoated by the media persons and they have turned Islamophobia into an 

industry (Chambers, 2021). Phobia simply means the baseless and irrational sense of fear. 

Researchers who studied Islam and Muslims over the years are of the belief that Muslims are 

being discriminated against and hatred in the West on the basis of their religion as it is 

presented as the religion of terrorism. According to reports, 83% of the terrorist attacks and 

90% of total deaths happened in Muslim countries. Consequently, the people Muslims are being 

targeted their properties are being attacked. Muslims are being humiliated and false narratives 

are being attached to Islam. Even in the movies, Muslims are depicted as violent and extremists. 

In January 2015, attacks in Paris and then in Copenhagen, and the deadly shootings in February 

2015, added fuel to the fire in the context of Islamic radicalization (Orav, 2015). Muslim 

minorities in Europe are treated badly. Veil, beard, and Islamic names are considered to be the 

attributes of Terrorists instead of Muslims. Their religious sentiments are harmed. Whenever a 

group of terrorists with Islamic names attempts any act of violence somewhere, all the Muslims 

around the globe face the consequences of it. This prejudice and baseless hate in the West for 

the Muslims without any distinction between good and bad is adding fuel to fire. (Gol, March 

14, 2019). This attitude is making the situation worse in many countries. In France, Muslims 

comprise about 9% of the total population and unfortunately, they are experiencing the hate and 

prejudice of locals. According to a survey held in 2015, the Islamic faith was a threat in the 

views of 40% of French respondents. Similarly, Muslims comprise almost 5% of the total 

population of the United Kingdom. In 2014, responding to a survey, 35% of people declared 

Islamic beliefs as a threat. When we talk about Germany, we see that Muslims are also about 

5% of the German population but research shows that, In 2016, about 60% of Germans 

responded in a very negative way saying that Germany has no space for Islam. The Netherlands 

is also among the countries where Muslims are more than 1 million in number but sadly the 

situation is also very bad there. They fear that Muslim immigrants and Refugees are a constant 

threat to their society. Muslims also make up to 6% of the total population of Sweden and there 

is also a sense of Islamophobia. According to statistics, In 2016, 36% of people were of the 

view that Muslims are not compatible and 57% doubted that Muslims particularly refugees are a 

threat to their national security. (Abdelkader, 2017) 

6. Jihad vs Terrorism :  

Confusingly interlinked terms in modern days, Jihad and Terrorism are quite different from 

each other in their actual spirit. Jihad is the teaching of Islam under given situations while there 

is no place for terrorism in Islam. Jihad is primarily meant for the betterment and achievement 

of just societies while eradicating and uprooting harmful and evil trends. Terrorism is based on 

violent actions for creating influence in the minds of others and for causing destruction in 

society by killing and injuring human beings and by destroying resources. In fact, Jihad is 

practiced against the evils which are the characteristics of terrorism. Jihad means to strive and 

struggle for establishing and securing society according to the commandments of Allah. The 

distinction between Jihad and Terrorism can never be ignored because terrorism causes deaths 

while Islam says “Killing one innocent soul is like killing all the human race”. Islam is a 

religion of peace and prosperity that discourages the unlawful, violence, inequality, and 

unnecessary use of force but when these things prevail and life becomes difficult then Jihad is 

waged and it is supposed to be declared by the state. Jihad is beneficial for all mankind, not for 

the Muslims only, if it really needs to be waged. Terrorism has to do nothing with the Jihad and 

regardless of objectives, if any act of people is not found to be in compliance with the teachings 

of Islam and Jihad, then it would be termed terrorism. (Munir, March 2014) 
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7. Conclusion :  

It is very much clear that religions have been used by extremists for committing terrorist 

activities but it is totally false to believe that any religion in the world promotes terrorism. 

Every religion might have a code of retaliation in times of need but the pattern of terrorism in 

the modern era does not meet with that of any religion. Muslim terrorist groups are carrying out 

terrorism in the world but it is unfair to blame the religion Islam for this as other religions are 

not blamed by the Muslims as well as the West when any Non-Muslim individual, group, or 

organization carries out the violent activities. It is also the part of history that many Non-

Muslims and Non-believers were involved in acts of terrorism. Confusing Jihad with terrorism 

and entitling the Muslims as terrorist is the main reason for discord between East and West. 

Every violent activity should be condemned and doers must be held accountable but it ought to 

be done beyond the framing of religion-based discrimination. If we mean terrorism in the name 

of religion, by religious terrorism then it has been an undeniable reality in the history of 

mankind but it should also be kept in mind that terrorism itself is a religion-less phenomenon.  
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