
When Jihad 
Refers to Fighting

c /V th o u g h  jihad is often translated into English as ‘holy war’, it 
must be noted that war has never been described as ‘holy’ in any o f  
Islam’s primary texts or even early Islamic literature. Linguistically 
speaking, jihad is an Islamic term that applies to a broad spectrum o f  
activities, ranging from daily striving to meet the day’s challenges, to 
the striving against one’s desires and self, to the struggle to provide 
for one’s family. Its basic definition is ‘the act o f striving or struggling 
in the way o f Allah’. Therefore, jihad is not limited to war; it includes 
struggling with one’s soul, speech, body and wealth so that the 
message o f  Allah reaches all humans willing to receive it.

Islamic scholars have referred to different types o f  jihad, such as 
jihad against the self (to understand Islam, act upon it, call others to it 
and be patient with the difficulties o f  making this call), jihad against 
the Devil (repelling Satanic whispers, doubts and lusts), jihad against 
the tongue (controlling it, using it to enjoin what is good, forbid what 
is wrong, spread the correct teachings o f  Islam and answer false 
ideologies), jihad against aggression (with the purpose o f protecting 
Islam and the lives, honour and property o f  Muslims) and other types 
o f jihad like jihad against the hypocrites, jihad against oppressors and 
jihad against mischief makers.

Jihad —  in the context o f  fighting —  has specific rules and 
conditions that need to be met before jihad is initiated. The first rule 
is that people are not to be fought because o f  what they believe, or to 
coerce them to accept Islam. The second rule is to ‘fight only those


