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The Faces of Jihad


The world today looks upon Muslims and Islamic countries as symbols of terror. The common man nevertheless is not to blame for this perception of Muslims. In my opinion the terrorists and fundamentalists from Muslim countries have exploited the religion and the American media have taken this exploitation and used it to their benefit. The aim of this paper is not to degrade the American media in any way. The purpose of writing this paper is to prove that Islam is not a violent religion; it is in-fact the opposite. The image the American media has made of Muslims and their religion is because of the lack of knowledge of Islam. An example of this is the misused word Jihad a word that nowadays brings terror to anyone who hears it but has nothing to do with terrorism. 


It is important to know the true meaning of Jihad since extremist Muslims have manipulated its meaning. The media used this exploitation, to provide a world wide hate for the word. Jihad does not promote terrorism at all and the first portion of the paper is dedicated to explain the teachings of Jihad. The second section will deal with the media's portrayal of Islam. It is also important to note how the American media, because of the attacks that Muslim extremist made on America, have generalized all Muslims as terrorist and backward people. In my opinion discussing this is important as the Muslim population has suffered at the hands of the American media. Lastly, the paper will discuss how Jihad cannot be categorized as terrorism as the terms of Jihad differ to a great extent from the recent terrorist acts. 

Teachings of Jihad


Understanding what Jihad is can only be done if one looks into the root meaning of Jihad which is to struggle or strive. In the Quran the word Jihad is used several times, but whenever the word is used it is followed by the phrase “fi sabillilah,” which means “in the name of Allah” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). Jihad thus means to strive or struggle in a way that is praiseworthy. The struggle is an internal one where a person struggles to stay on the path of Allah, or it could be an external one. The later is what deals with warfare and its conditions in Islam. To explain the meaning of Jihad further this section will be divided into two: the first will discuss Jihad as an internal struggle or greater Jihad and the next will discuss Jihad as external struggle or lesser Jihad. 


The Prophet Muhammad once said: "The greatest Jihad is that against a man's own lust" (Mirza, n.d.). Greater Jihad can be best explained as "an active, continuous and conscious struggle to learn all that we can about Islam. to spread an awareness, to teach what one knows to others who don’t, and to overcome all obstacles for the performance of these undertakings" (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). The purpose of greater Jihad, according to Mr. Faizan Ahmed, a graduate student in Canada studying political affairs whom I interviewed on November 14, 2003, is to make one a better person and thus a  better Muslim. Jihad is to struggle. This could mean struggle to gain knowledge, to understand people, God, relationships, nature, anything, even oneself. The Quran, for example, states gain knowledge even if one has to go to China. This means the struggle for knowledge or the Jihad for knowledge is given importance in the Quran. “Go forth light and heavy, and strive hard in Allah's way with your property and your persons; this is better for you, if you know” (Kayagdi and Rutherford, 2003).


Jihad also includes the spreading out of Islamic teachings and beliefs to different societies and cultures. “Invite all to the way of your Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and reason with them in the better way…” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). It is important to note that this form of Jihad is to spread Islam in a peaceful way. Muslims are required to respect all the various religions in the world. One can only spread the Islamic teachings to people through discussions and arguments and never through wars. Muslims are forbidden to speak ill of any of the religions. This illustrates the importance of tolerance and is referred to as the “struggle of the tongue.”


 “Fight them until there is no more persecution or oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in God; but if they desist let there be no hostility except to those who practice oppression” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). This is what the Quran says about war or lesser Jihad. God says to fight the oppressors until there are no more persecutions. What this means is that Jihad as war is only allowed if it is for self-defense. Self-defense means repelling aggression against lives and property in case of an actual or expected attack by enemy forces. “Fight in the cause of God those who fight you, but transgress not for God loves not the transgressors” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). This quotation from the Quran is extremely significant as it prevents Muslims from transgressing from the purpose of Jihad as war. Lesser Jihad promotes religious freedom, preventing oppression and persecution of Muslims. Muslims are allowed to fight the oppressors but if they go overboard by killing the innocent and looting then they have transgressed from the teachings of Islam. Lesser Jihad is also justified when Muslims living outside Islamic nations are oppressed and are not allowed to practice their religion. The Quran supports this by stating, "And why should you not fight in the cause of God and of those who being weak, are ill treated? Men, women and children whose cry is: “Our Lord! Rescue us from this town whose people are oppressors and raise for us from You one who will protect” (Karyagdi and Rutherford). 

Another justification for Jihad as defensive war is when a treaty between two or more nations has been violated. “But if they violate their oaths after their covenant, and revile your religion, fight the chiefs of the unfaithful; for their oaths are nothing to them that thus they may be restrained” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003).


Jihad does deal with warfare but only under strict conditions. The many revelations in the Quran that refer to lesser Jihad are always followed by certain conditions. The root meaning however, is a struggle to keep on the right track and this is called the greater Jihad illustrating that the internal struggle has been given more importance than the external one (warfare). 

The Media's Portrayal of Islam

  
It is true that Muslim extremists have exploited Islam moving away from what it teaches. However, Muslim fundamentalists are just a minority of the Muslim population around the world. But the world has made generalizations of Muslims and these generalizations are no doubt resulting from the constant stereotyping and bashing the media gives Islam. When a gunman attacks a mosque in the name of Judaism, a Catholic IRA guerrilla sets off a bomb in an urban area, or Serbian Orthodox militia men rape and kill innocent Muslim civilians, these acts are not used to stereotype an entire faith. Never are these acts attributed to the religion of the perpetrators. Yet how many times have we heard the words “Islamic, Muslim fundamentalist, etc.” linked with violence. Islam literally means “submission to God” and is derived from a root word meaning “peace.” Islam is considered a “way of life” for Muslims and they make no division between secular and sacred in their lives. Like Christianity, Islam permits fighting in self-defense, in defense of religion, or on the part of those who have been expelled forcibly from their homes.  It lays down strict rules of combat, which include prohibitions against harming civilians and against destroying crops, trees, and livestock. 


One incident in the recent past that draws out the propaganda in the media against Muslims is the Oklahoma City bombings on April 21, 1995.  The early news reports, stated that people of Middle Eastern decent were seen fleeing the scene. Former representative Dave McCurdy found a link to prove that a “fundamentalist Islamic terrorist group,” was responsible for the bombings. The response spread all over, in the next few days, there were attacks on private homes and mosques. Muslims were later found to be not guilty for the charge pinned on them, but were found helping out in various rescue attempts (“Struggling Against Stereotypes, n.d.). The individual is who should be held responsible for committing acts of terror, not the religion.  Islam has been the “scapegoat for terrorism” due to the medias position of being an educator and informer (Durrani, 1999). 


Mr. Ahmed spoke on two such incidents where Muslims suffered because of irresponsible reporting. At a university in Georgia one Pakistani girl was gang raped by four Caucasian males.  There was also a case of two Sikh brothers who were killed because they were wearing a turban and had long beards. The turbans and the beards are a part of the Sikh religion and tradition. However the attackers did not realize the difference. The American media was irresponsible in the way it provided its masses with information. It portrayed many stereotypical images of Muslims, long beards, turbans, etc, and as with the two Sikh brothers many suffered. 


Many Muslims have been harassed because of the way the media uses terms such as “Muslim extremist” or “Islamic terrorist” frequently in news stories to catch the eye of the viewer. Even in shows such as “Jihad in America” on the PBS television network, and the “Crimson Jihad” shown in the movie “True Lies” (Durrani, 1999; Struggling against Stereotypes, n.d.), this kind of representation of Islam on television is making it hard for Muslims in the United States to spread an awareness amongst the people of America. 


These acts of violence against Muslims and the people who fit the stereotypical images of Muslims can be called acts of terrorism. It is true however, that most of the population of Americans will disagree with these acts of violence. It is the same thing with Muslims condemning acts of terrorism committed by the extremists.

Jihad and terrorism 

Jihad and terrorism have somehow been mixed together as one word, but in actuality what Jihad means and stands for differs wholly from terrorism. “When it is said to them: Make not mischief on the earth, they say why, we only want to correct things, Indeed they are the mischief doers, but they realize (it) not” (Mirza, n.d.). In my opinion this verse from the Quran, describes the difference between Jihad and terrorism the best. Terrorist organizations such as the Taliban, in this case are the "mischief doers." They said that they wanted to correct things and maybe they believed in what they were doing, but they did it in an unethical and disgusting manner. That didn’t only ruin the Muslim reputation around the world but also caused the many innocent people to die a gruesome death, and the families of the deceased to suffer immensely. Jihad is not terrorism. 


Terrorism is war without rules and Jihad requires those who go to war to follow very strict rules. For example within the context of Islam, it is forbidden in war to kill women or children or anyone who is not a soldier or who did not engage in battle. Before a war or a battle, the enemy should be given the option to surrender or to pay a tribute for protection instead of fighting. The rules of war as related by the Prophet Muhammad required Muslims to show much restraint. “Not only is it forbidden to kill anyone who does not take up arms against you, but it is also forbidden to harm animals, damage trees, gardens or agricultural areas” (Karyagdi and Rutherford, 2003). 


Firestone in his book Jihad explains the restrictions on fighting that Muslims have to abide by through verses in the Quran. For example, “Fight in the path of God (fi sabil Allah) those who fight you, but do not transgress limits (wala ta ‘tadu); for God does not love transgressors” (Firestone, p. 73). The importance in this verse lies in the root of the Arabic word ta ‘tadu, which means to “pass beyond something,” or “to transgress.” Firestone goes on to explain exactly what this transgression is referred to. The killing of women and children and other noncombatants, is prohibited and if this condition is not followed, its is a great sin.

Conclusion


It is important for the world to be aware of certain events in the recent past. Forming stereotypes about certain people has proved to be unfair in history. The aim of this paper was to clear up some of the misconceptions people might have about Islam. Human beings learn in every stage of life and in my opinion it is never to late to let go of certain social schemas we create; as categorizing a group of people leaves no room for individuality. 


It is imperative to note that the majority of the Muslim population condemns acts of terrorism and many Islamic countries have helped the United States fight the war against terror. Even the media after noticing the many Muslims being harassed around the country, who had nothing to do with the terrorist act, have recently made attempts to help spread an awareness of Islam and it's teachings.


Jihad has many forms but as discussed earlier none of its forms deals with terrorism. In my opinion Jihad is probably one of the most misunderstood words at this time. In order to understand Jihad it is vital for one to know the faces of Jihad.
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