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Discussion notes on the definition of jihad – gleaned from various 

viewpoints.  

We should refer to Sharia and its definition of jihad. Note that while 

a greater jihad is referred to, there are no Koranic references to 

this. 

If we must. 

 

Jihad means to war against non-Muslims, and is etymologically derived 

from the word mujahada signifying warfare to establish the religion. 

And it is the lesser jihad. As for the greater jihad, it is spiritual 

warfare against the lower self (nafs), which is why the Prophet said 

as he was returning from jihad. ``We have returned from the lesser 

jihad to the greater jihad.'' The scriptural basis for jihad, prior to 

scholarly consensus are such Koranic verses as:  

 

(1) ``Fighting is prescribed for you'' (Koran 2:216);  

(2) ``Slay them wherever you find them'' (Koran 4:89);  

(3) ``Fight the idolators utterly'' (Koran 9:36);  

and such hadiths as the one related by Bukhari and Muslim that the 

Prophet said: 

  

``I have been commanded to fight people until they testify that there 

is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah, and 

perform the prayer, and pay zakat. If they say it, they have saved 

their blood and possessions from me, except for the rights of Islam 

over them. And their final reckoning is with Allah'';  

and the hadith reported by Muslim, ``To go forth in the morning or 

evening to fight in the path of Allah is better than the whole world 

and everything in it.'' Details concerning jihad are found in the 

accounts of the military expeditions of the Prophet (Allah bless him 

and give him peace), including his own martial forays and those on 

which he dispatched others. The former consist of the ones he 

personally attended, some twenty-seven (others say twenty-nine) of 

them. He fought in eight of them, and killed only one person with his 

noble hand, Ubayy ibn Khalaf, at the battle of Uhud. On the latter 

expeditions he sent others to fight, himself remaining at Medina, and 

these were forty-seven in number.) 

The Koranic verses you quoted are half sentences and there is a 

requirement to finish the full verse to understand the context. 

 

"To fight..." doesn't always mean violence. Have you ever listened to 

politicians "fighting" the opposition on every issue. Boxers fighting 



in the ring. Police/politicians fighting corruption and fighting 

crime. They are phrases we use daily and if you apply your 

interpretation of it we sure are living in a very violent society. 

The actual definition of Jihad is a war fought by Muslims to defend or 

spread their beliefs (Webster, 2014). Oxford (2014) defines Jihad as 

(Among Muslims) a war or struggle against unbelievers. I am unsure how 

this equates to an internal struggle it seems to me that it points to 

an external struggle. Also, it doesn't say a struggle to keep their 

personal faith, it's to defend it meaning justify it. However, if you 

look up the term Jihad via Google Webster is the first definition, 

then the Islamic State of America defines Jihad as being an internal 

struggle. However, I prefer to use non-bias websites to determine 

definitions which is why I used Webster. A non-bias website has no 

reason to define the term Jihad any other way than it is. For example 

if you look up Christian on Webster you get the definition you find 

that it is someone who believes the teachings of Christ, if you look 

this term up on a Christian website you also find that it is defined 

as someone who believes of follows the teachings on Christ. There is 

no conflict, however the Christian website could have given a 

completely different answer to paint a different image of a Christian 

that aligns more with their bias, and if this were the case we would 

of course revert to the non-bias website of Webster Dictionary or 

Oxford. Now I understand that the term Jihad may have been used in the 

Islam religion as an internal struggle, however when there are Islamic 

terrorist who define themselves as Jihadist (Webster defines this as a 

person practicing Jihad) then it may be a good idea to migrate away 

from that term, especially when non-bias websites are defining it as 

an external struggle and war. I also realize that the majority of 

Muslims are not terrorist practicing Jihad as it is defined. However, 

when defining the word I highly suggest considering a non-bias source. 

As jihad is an Arabic word perhaps the best source for the meaning of 

the word is an Arabic source. An English source will provide you with 

an English definition as English people commonly think of the word. 

Therein lies the rub. The debate lies centered on the definition of 

jihad as Muslims interpret the word. My point is that the definition 

is more complex than a war or Holy war. 

 

"The Arabic word “jihad” is a noun. Its singular past tense verb is 

“jahada” (masculine) or “jahadat” (feminine). The singular active 

participle of “jihad” is “mujahid” (masculine) or 

“mujahida“(feminine). The root of the word “jihad” is “juhd” which 

means “effort.” Another related word is “ijtihad“ which means “working 

hard or diligently.” 

 



Jihad is simply the process of “exerting the best efforts,” involving 

some form of “struggle” and “resistance,” to achieve a particular 

goal. In other words, jihad is the struggle against, or resistance to, 

something for the sake of a goal. The meaning of the word is 

independent of the nature of the invested efforts or the sought goal. 

 

Contrary to common belief, the word “jihad” does not necessarily imply 

any violent effort, let alone “war” and such instances of extreme 

violence. It is a general term that can mean violent as well as 

peaceful actions, depending on the context in which it is used, as we 

shall indeed see later. Similarly, “jihad” as a generic word can be 

used even when the sought goals are not Islamic, i.e. in non-religious 

contexts." 

However if you look at classic Islamic Law It refers to struggle 

against those who do not believe in Allah. According to the dictionary 

of Islam and Islamic historians in most cases Jihad contains an 

element of military action. It should be noted that there are many 

different sects of Islam and yes some have given the word Jihad two 

different meanings one of internal struggle and one of a greater jihad 

which is defined as the external struggle against enemies of Islam. 

However, the majority of Islamic scholars agree that the concept of 

Jihad is one of a war against those who do not believe and wrong 

doers. And even those sects who have given it two meanings use one of 

the meanings as an external struggle against enemies (what defines an 

enemy and what kind of struggle are we talking about?). In my religion 

we don't view those who don't believe in what we do as enemies, and 

the way we struggle with it is to pray for them. After looking at both 

non-bias and bias resources I still find that it is not unreasonable 

to use the non-bias definition provided by Webster and Oxford. 

 

Honestly, if different sects if Islam cannot agree on the meaning of a 

definition I highly doubt we are going to come to an agreed upon 

meaning. 

 


