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Jihad is a multifaceted concept deeply ingrained in Islamic theology and culture, often misunderstood and misinterpreted. The 
term itself is derived from the Arabic word "j-h-d," which means "to strive" or "to struggle." It encompasses a wide range of 
meanings and applications within the Islamic faith, making it essential to explore its nuances. 

 

First and foremost, jihad can be classified into two primary categories: the greater jihad (al-jihad al-akbar) and the lesser jihad 
(al-jihad al-asghar). 

 

The greater jihad refers to an inner spiritual struggle, an individual's ongoing battle to live in accordance with the principles of 
Islam. It entails efforts to combat personal weaknesses, temptations, and sinful inclinations. This inward journey is about self-
improvement, moral development, and drawing closer to God. It involves acts of self-discipline, such as controlling anger, 
resisting temptation, and cultivating virtues like patience and humility. This form of jihad is regarded as the most critical by many 
Islamic scholars, as it leads to a deeper connection with God and a more righteous way of life. 

 

Conversely, the lesser jihad pertains to external or physical struggle. It encompasses actions taken to protect the Muslim 
community (ummah) or to establish justice and defend the oppressed. This aspect of jihad includes defensive warfare in 
response to threats, persecution, or aggression. It is governed by strict rules of engagement, as outlined in Islamic jurisprudence, 
which prohibit the harming of non-combatants, destruction of property, and any actions that violate Islamic ethics or 
international law. 

 

It is important to clarify that the concept of lesser jihad has sometimes been misappropriated or misconstrued by extremist 
groups to justify acts of terrorism and violence. Such interpretations are not representative of mainstream Islam and are widely 
condemned by Muslim scholars and leaders. True jihad, as understood by the majority of Muslims, is a last resort and is 
conducted within the bounds of ethical and legal frameworks. 

 

Moreover, jihad is not synonymous with terrorism. Acts of terrorism, which intentionally target innocent civilians and cause 
harm to non-combatants, are unequivocally prohibited in Islam. The vast majority of Muslims reject terrorism as a distortion of 
their faith's teachings. 

 

In conclusion, jihad in Islam is a complex and multifaceted concept that involves both an internal, spiritual struggle (greater jihad) 
and an external, physical struggle (lesser jihad). It is a term often misinterpreted and misused, leading to misconceptions and 
controversies. Genuine jihad, as practiced by the majority of Muslims, is rooted in the pursuit of self-improvement, moral growth, 
and the defense of justice and human rights. It is essential to distinguish between true jihad and extremist ideologies to foster a 
more accurate understanding of this concept within and beyond the Islamic community. 

 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. How do you understand the concept of jihad in Islam, and what are its different aspects or dimensions? 

2. What are some common misconceptions about jihad, and how can these misconceptions be addressed or corrected? 

3. How does the greater jihad (internal struggle) manifest in your personal life and spiritual journey? Can you share any personal 
experiences or reflections? 

4. In your opinion, what are the ethical guidelines and conditions that should be met for the lesser jihad (external struggle) to be 
considered legitimate in Islam? 

5. How can Muslim communities promote a more accurate understanding of jihad and counter extremist interpretations of this 
concept within their own ranks? 


