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Jihad, Modernity, and Sectarianism

Mark Sedgwick

ABSTRACT: This essay introduces this special issue of Nova Religio by
examining the main varieties of jihad and the main varieties of Islamism,
and also by exploring the overlap between scholarship on terrorism and
scholarship on NRMs. Three unusual varieties of jihad are identified, all
of which are relatively modern: anti-colonial jihad, pacifist jihad, and
Islamist jihad. All three are explored further by other articles in this
issue. This essay also argues that the internal dynamics of the Islamist
terrorist cell have much in common with the internal dynamics of the
sectarian NRM, and that understanding this helps to explain both the
moral and the strategic/operational decisions made by Islamist terrorists.

J

ihad might not at first sight seem an appropriate topic for a journal
of alternative and emergent religions. It is, after all, an element of
Islam, a religion that is now some 1,428 years old.1 Jihad, however, is
understood in various ways. As it is currently practiced by Islamists, for
example, it is a new phenomenon—not a survival of the Middle Ages into
the modern world, as many think, but rather a reflection of modernity.
Islamist jihad is also alternative, in the sense that both the activity and the
beliefs underlying it are far from mainstream among Muslims. (The distinction between Islamism and Islam is discussed later in this article.)
There are also other understandings of jihad that are equally different
from the mainstream understanding, some of which are discussed in this
essay and issue. Further, as this essay will argue, the internal dynamics of
one type of jihad group—the terrorist group—are remarkably similar to
those of certain types of sectarian NRM. Seen in these terms, then, jihad
is indeed an appropriate topic for this journal. A similar conclusion was
evidently reached by the editors of the Cultic Studies Review, who in 2006
included an article on jihad in their special issue on terrorism.2
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One thing that scholars of terrorism have in common with scholars
of NRMs is that both are trying to explain behavior that is, for the general public, not only objectionable and frightening, but also incomprehensible. Both types of scholars study beliefs and worldviews that differ
significantly from the norm; both types of scholars also encounter
“extranormal” violence.3 This is unusual in the case of NRMs, but the
extranormal violence of NRMs, from Peoples Temple to Heaven’s Gate,
has been of real importance for the development of NRM scholarship.
Michael Langone, in his article in the Cultic Studies Review, suggested
that “cultic studies experts can contribute to the international conversation about Jihadism because they have experience in understanding . . . ‘alien’ systems of thought and values.”4 Anthropologists and
historians also work on “alien” systems, of course, but NRM scholars and
their estranged cousins, cultic studies experts, do indeed have expertise
of special relevance.
An overlap between scholarship on terrorism and scholarship on
NRMs has been recognized by a few scholars for some time. Jerrold Post,
writing in 1986 on the neo-Marxist terrorism of the 1970s, referred to
work on the Unification Church.5 More recently, insights gained
through the studies of NRMs were applied in one of the most important
studies of al-Qaeda, Marc Sageman’s Understanding Terror Networks.6
Sageman, a forensic psychiatrist who had been a U. S. Foreign Service
officer during the 1980s, investigated the background and motivations of
members of al-Qaeda’s cells in Montreal and Hamburg, the former of
which was responsible for the failed millennium attack on Los Angeles
international airport, and the latter of which provided the key operatives
for 9/11. In analyzing how and why his subjects “joined the jihad,”
Sageman drew productively on the work of Rodney Stark, William Sims
Bainbridge, and Eileen Barker.7 As he showed, entry into a group that
would become an al-Qaeda cell and entry into an NRM have a lot in
common. Coming at much the same problem from the opposite direction, Langone has argued convincingly that joining a jihadist group can
usefully be seen as a form of conversion.8
This essay will return to the subject of terrorist groups and NRMs.
Before doing so, however, it will seek to situate the topic of this essay, and
of this special issue of Nova Religio, by examining the main varieties of
jihad—most of which have nothing to do with terrorism—and the main
varieties of Islamism—the most important of which has nothing to do
with jihad.
VARIETIES OF JIHAD
The concept of jihad is an ancient one, with a complex subsequent
history. This history has been well analyzed by Rudolph Peters in a 1979
book that has perhaps received too little attention.9 Six main varieties of
7
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jihad may be distinguished: the classical doctrine, jihad as propaganda,
modern “defensive jihad,” anti-colonial jihad, pacifist jihad, and Islamist
jihad.10 There are many other minor varieties, some of which are mentioned below. Sometimes, confusingly, the label mujahid (jihader, plural
mujahidun) is also applied to those not actually engaged in jihad. In
Afghanistan in the 1990s, for example, the mujahidun were those who
had formerly fought in the jihad against the Soviets, but had since
become little more than feuding bandits. In Algeria, the FLN called
their fighters mujahidun, but their fight against the French was jihad only
in a metaphorical sense—most of the FLN were socialists and secular
nationalists. One final note on terminology: a mujahid is not necessarily
the same as a “jihadist,” although “jihadist” is sometimes used—as by
Iain R. Edgar, in this issue11—to mean mujahid. For many, a “jihadist” is
not just a participant in a jihad, but a believer in “Jihadism.” I am not
myself convinced that “Jihadism,” which is often taken to mean the
practice of jihad as an end in itself, actually exists.
The classical doctrine of jihad was first formalized around the tenth
century, as part of the general process whereby Islamic doctrine and law
were codified from the source texts of Islam: the Quran and the hadith
(reports of the words and actions of the Prophet). The result of this general process was the sharia, the fully worked-out system of rules and
principles that govern all aspects of the lives of devout Muslims.12 One
reason for this process of codification was that the text of the Quran,
taken on its own, often permitted contradictory conclusions on significant matters—including, importantly, jihad.
Since one of the motives behind codification was the need to answer
practical questions as they arose, sharia rules on jihad naturally reflected
the conventions of warfare of the times, which were similar in Muslim
and non-Muslim worlds. Among the practical questions that were
addressed were the division of plunder and the circumstances under
which prisoners might be ransomed, enslaved or executed. The sharia
rules also reflected the geopolitical circumstances of the times, and so
included an assumption of a state of intermittent but more or less continuous warfare between Muslim and non-Muslim states (though, as
Colin Turner reminds us in this issue, the important Abbasid dynasty in
practice preferred a more peaceful approach to international relations).13
No real attention was paid to the justification for, or the objectives of,
jihad: its fundamental objective was, fairly obviously, victory. In its classic formation, then, sharia doctrine on jihad was not so much about war
and peace as about the conduct of war—in Western terms, jus in bello
rather than jus ad bello. It was a mixture of the Army Regulations and the
Geneva Conventions, appropriate for the circumstances of the times.
Developments in international relations gradually reduced this classic doctrine to virtual irrelevance. When the Ottoman Empire started its
rise to world power in the fourteenth century, sharia rules on jihad still
8
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mattered. By the time the Ottoman Empire finally collapsed in 1918, its
defeated leaders fleeing in a German submarine, sharia rules on jihad
had long been replaced by the standard modern conventions which
guided the actions of other combatant states. Jihad did, however, play a
small part in the First World War, but as propaganda rather than as religious or legal doctrine. At the start of the war, the Shaykh al-Islam—the
senior Ottoman religious dignitary—publicly proclaimed a jihad against
England, France, and Russia. The hope was that this proclamation
would help to motivate the Ottoman war effort, and might also create
disaffection among the Muslim populations of the three empires in
question. This was a possibility that worried the allied governments concerned,14 but did not in the end materialize. Other Muslim states have
since imitated this late Ottoman use of jihad as propaganda. The
Egyptian army, for example, is said to have used it to raise morale during the 1973 October (Yom Kippur) War. The use of the idea of jihad for
its propaganda value by a ministry of information, though, is very different from the application of the detailed rules of the classic doctrine.
Although no regular army or state has applied the classical rules of
jihad for centuries, certain parts of the classical doctrine remain relevant,
since all other varieties of jihad derive, to a greater or lesser extent, from
the classical doctrine. They also use the same technical terminology.
The single most important point about jihad is that participation is
a religious duty that brings religious rewards. Religious duties in Islam
may be either individual duties ( fard ayn) such as prayer, which every
Muslim must perform, or communal duties ( fard kifaya) such as the
study of Arabic grammar (necessary for Quranic exegesis), which must
be performed by a sufficient number of Muslims, but not by every
Muslim. Participation in jihad is normally a communal duty, but under
certain circumstances can become an individual duty. The key issue is
under what circumstances this happens, a question on which there is disagreement. There is no disagreement, however, about the religious
reward for those who die while participating in jihad: all who die in this
way are martyrs (shuhada, singular shahid ), and are automatically saved
from the fire and admitted to heaven. Even for those who do not die,
participation in jihad is a virtuous deed that will be rewarded, as well as
a form of spiritual discipline.
Another important point is that jihad is only waged against nonMuslims. War between Muslims happens—whether war between Muslim
states or civil war in a Muslim state—but it is plain war, not jihad. None
of the rules of jihad apply, including those relating to duties and
rewards. The key issue here is the definition of “Muslim.” The generally
accepted definition is very wide, including anyone who states that they
are Muslim and has not clearly shown that this is not the case (for example by publicly adopting and following another religion). Some, however, have always argued for narrower definitions, which allow warfare
9
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against groups that would normally be regarded as Muslim to count as
jihad. Those who adopt such narrower definitions are known colloquially as takfiris. Takfir is, technically, the declaration that someone is a nonMuslim (kafir) rather than a Muslim. Takfiris practice takfir on a grand
scale, thus sometimes broadening the scope of jihad to include conflict
with almost anyone who disagrees with them.
The third variety of jihad, after the classic doctrine and jihad as
propaganda, is what might be called “defensive jihad,” the understandings of jihad that were advanced by most Muslims during 2006 in
response to Pope Benedict XVI’s ill-advised quotation from Theodore
Khoury’s quotation from Emperor Manuel II. These understandings of
“defensive jihad” differ significantly from the understandings current at
the time of Manuel II’s captor Bayezid I, but they represent the consensus of most Muslims today. Few of today’s Muslims realize that they
have little or no basis in the classic doctrine.15 Their origin, as Peters
shows, lies in the nineteenth century, in the same circumstances that
John Hanson, in his article in this issue, uses to explain Ahmadi doctrine.16 Many Muslims in British India felt obliged to demonstrate their
loyalty to the British King-Emperor, and also to combat the characterization of Islam as a “religion of the sword,” barbaric in comparison to
Christianity’s emphasis on love. This resulted in a rethinking of jihad
that made it more or less compatible with Western concepts of “just war.”
Another result was the broadening of the meaning of the word jihad
to emphasize non-violent struggle, whether against one’s own lower self
(nafs, ego) or for goals such as national development. The former of
these non-violent senses of jihad, generally called “the greater jihad,”
was not a new concept; what was new was putting it in opposition to
the classical concept, “the lesser jihad,” rather than seeing the two as
distinct or even as complementary. In the latter of these non-violent
senses of jihad, one can have a jihad against absenteeism, just as one can
have a “crusade” against absenteeism. Both the “jihad of the pen” and
“metaphorical jihad” are discussed later in this issue.17 Both these understandings of “the lesser jihad” as primarily defensive and these understandings of jihad as potentially non-military had become widely
accepted throughout the Muslim world by the start of the twentieth
century, and remain dominant today.
The fourth variety of jihad is what Peters called “anti-colonial jihad.”
Although the classical doctrine of jihad had become irrelevant to states
by the nineteenth century, save for propaganda purposes, it remained
relevant for irregular and rebel forces. Once European armies had
defeated Muslim states in various parts of the Muslim world during the
nineteenth century, a number of sub-state resistance movements came
into being. All of these lay outside the Westphalian system, and all made
some use of the classic doctrine of jihad, often for its legitimizing and
unifying value, as Michael Kemper shows later in this issue.18 Such jihads
10
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were, of course, also defensive jihads—even if the defense was sometimes
pre-emptive. The most famous of these anti-colonial jihads were those
against the French in Algeria, against the Russians in Daghestan, against
the Italians in Libya, and against the British in Somalia, all of which
established short-lived political structures that might be called states.
Two of these “anti-colonial jihads” are discussed by Kemper: the
Daghestani jihad of Shaykh Shamil (the forerunner of the current
Chechen jihad); and the Algerian jihad of the Amir Abd al-Qadir, probably the only jihad leader to be awarded the Légion d’honneur. There
were also anti-colonial jihads against Muslim empires, most famously
that of the Sudanese Mahdi against Turco-Egyptian rule. These necessarily involved takfir. Since the Sudanese Mahdist state was finally
defeated by the British, “Mahdism” became established in the imperial
lexicon as an extreme form of “Mohammedan fanaticism.” Its more
precise meaning is discussed later in this issue by Hanson.
The fifth concept of jihad is “pacifist jihad.” This is an extreme development of “defensive jihad,” and is of special interest because it is associated with NRMs. Two articles in this issue discuss the pacifist doctrines
of two different groups. One is the Ahmadiyya of Ghulam Ahmad
(1835–1908), which now has up to twenty million followers worldwide.
The other is the Nurcus, the followers of Said Nursi (1878–1960), who
now number some seven million. Hanson, in his article, shows how
Ghulam Ahmad’s interpretation of jihad formed part of a novel interpretation of Islam that was rejected by most other Muslims, more
because of its methods and assumptions than because of its conclusions. Turner, in his article, shows how Nursi’s interpretations, though
perhaps equally novel, reached similar conclusions while avoiding a
break with the rest of the Sunni community.
The sixth and final concept of jihad, Islamist jihad, is that which is
nowadays most familiar in the West, and is exemplified by al-Qaeda. This
variety of jihad is discussed further below.
Of the six main varieties of jihad, then, all are modern save the classical doctrine and (to some extent) anti-colonial jihad. Jihad as propaganda retains the basic idea of religious duty and religious rewards, but
is fundamentally just a form of propaganda. “Defensive jihad,” the current mainstream interpretation, is of relatively recent origin, and is
essentially compatible with contemporary mainstream Western “just
war” theories—from which it in major part ultimately derives.
The two main alternatives to “defensive jihad,” on which this issue
focuses, are pacifist jihad and Islamist jihad. Pacifist jihad—called “nonviolent” by Hanson in this issue—is not only modern, as is shown in later
articles, but is also associated with NRMs. Several other NRMs, not examined in this issue, have similar views.19 The case of Islamist jihad is
more complicated, partly because Islamist mujahidun stress continuity
between today’s jihads and those of the time of the Prophet, and partly
11
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because many Western commentators condemn it as medievally barbaric. However, as will be argued below, it is modern in the sense that
Islamism is modern, as is terrorism.20 It is alternative not only in the
sense that it differs from the mainstream, but in the sense that many
types of jihad group have much the same internal dynamics as certain
types of sectarian NRMs.
ISLAMISM AND JIHAD
There is little consensus on the precise meaning of “Islamism,” and
this essay does not allow space to examine the question in much depth.
It is generally accepted—by scholars, if not by Islamists themselves—that
Islamism is a modern phenomenon, and is distinguished by its strong
political emphases. Indeed, “political Islam” is sometimes used interchangeably with “Islamism.”
Islam, famously, does not recognize an explicit division between the
religious and political spheres. In practice, however, different strands of
Islam and different groups within Islam have given greatly varying
degrees of emphasis to the political relative to the spiritual. Said Nursi,
as Turner shows, emphasized the spiritual. Islamism emphasizes the
political. Islamism also addresses modern political issues: the state, social
justice, economics, social engineering, and ideology. Some early
Islamists were explicit that there was an urgent need for an Islamic ideology to stand against competing ideologies of Western origin such as
Communism and capitalism.21 Some contemporary Muslim critics of
Islamism have in turn condemned Islamism as an ideologization, and so
a severe distortion, of Islam.22 Ideology is, arguably, quintessentially
modern, and so may be seen as the most important way in which
Islamism itself is modern. In Turner’s article, Islamism is also described
as an aspect of newly “resurgent identity.”
The crucial characteristics of Islamists, then, are that they focus on
politics, and that they promote a particular ideology. These characteristics matter more than do doctrinal distinctions between “fundamentalists,” liberals, modernists, traditionalists and so on. Whatever “funda
mentalist” means when applied to Islam,23 it does not require an
emphasis on the political, and need not be ideological. Like fundamentalists, liberal modernists come in both political and apolitical varieties; some are ideological, and some are not.24
Islamists, then, are by definition interested in political power, since
otherwise they would be just Muslims, not Islamists. However, just as
Islamist jihad is only one type of jihad, mujahidun are only one type of
Islamist. Political power may be reached by various means, both violent
and non-violent. Although it is Islamist mujahidun that dominate the
news, non-violent Islamist groups are more frequently found, larger,
and in the end probably more important. Every Muslim country with
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any semblance of an electoral process has at least one Islamist group that
engages in this process as a regular political party, as do many countries
in which Muslims are a minority.
Hamas and Hizbullah are now the most famous Islamist political
parties, but are atypical in having violent pasts and in combining violence with electoral politics. Most Islamist political parties have no more
to do with violence than non-Islamist parties do. In Egypt, for example,
the Muslim Brothers now form the most important opposition bloc in
parliament, and as a group have had no involvement with violence since
the 1940s (or perhaps the early 1950s). Certainly, many violent Islamist
groups and individuals have split off from the Muslim Brothers—but the
same might be said of certain European socialist parties. In Turkey, the
Refah party gained power by purely electoral means,25 and has since
developed into the fairly centrist governing AK party. PAS is likewise an
entirely regular political party, winning and losing power in several
Malaysian states. The list could continue almost indefinitely. Doubts are
sometimes expressed as to whether any of these parties are truly democratic, or secretly believe in “one man, one vote, once.” The answer to
this conundrum probably lies in the political practice of the states in
question. In Turkey, where it is now well established that a party that
loses an election relinquishes power gracefully and tries again later,
Islamists may be expected to continue to follow the prevailing norm. In
countries such as Egypt, where no regime has relinquished power voluntarily since the 1940s, the question is more open.
Islamist mujadihun, then, are a minority among Islamists. At least for
their own societies, they are also generally the least significant form of
Islamism. They differ from non-violent Islamists primarily in their choice
of means for achieving political power, but they differ also in their
degree of radicalism. All Islamist analyses of the deficiencies of current
systems have much in common, as do their remedies, which focus in one
way or another on implementing the sharia, often understood more as
constitution or ideology than as legal system.26 Democratic Islamists,
however, seek to reform systems, and include some degree of political
pluralism in their remedies. Islamist mujahidun, in contrast, seek to
destroy and replace current systems, and have little or no time for pluralism. The distinction mirrors that between democratic socialists and
revolutionary socialists.
Just as there are different types of Islamists, there are different types
of Islamist mujahidun. They can be subdivided between terrorists and
guerillas, and further subdivided in terms of their enemies, who may be
domestic or external. For the purposes of this essay, these distinctions
matter most because of their implications for the size and dynamics of
mujahidun groups.
As is notorious, the distinction between terrorism and guerilla warfare often lies in the eye of the beholder. Today’s Chechen mujahidun,
13
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for example, are very clearly terrorists in the eyes of Moscow, but are
guerillas in the eyes of many elsewhere. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, to take
another example, has spent much of his life leading mujahidun against
foreign soldiers in Afghanistan. In 1985, when the foreign soldiers were
Soviet, he was invited to meet President Reagan in Washington, D.C.27
Twenty year later, when the foreign soldiers were American, Hekmatyar
was doing much what he had always done, but this time Washington was
reportedly trying to kill him. Valid distinctions may, however, be made
between terrorism and guerilla warfare, especially on the basis of the
techniques employed.28 A bomb left in an otherwise peaceful city street
is characteristic of terrorism, while an attack on an army patrol is characteristic of guerilla warfare. Distinctions may also be made on the basis
of the size of the group. A small group of a dozen people cannot possibly carry on effective guerilla warfare, and thus small groups are associated with terrorism. Large groups, in contrast, are associated with
guerilla warfare, though they may still use techniques characteristic of
terrorism—just as states may, though this is unusual.
The significance of the distinction between the small terrorist group
and the large guerilla group is that the former bears striking resemblances to certain NRMs, which are explored later in this essay. The
small terrorist group tends to be isolated, while larger groups tend to be
more integrated into society. The large guerilla group often starts as a
small terrorist group, or even as what Kemper calls a “new religious
activist group,” but once it has grown to a certain size and switched its
emphases from terrorist actions to guerilla warfare and practical coalition building, it has more in common with a nineteenth-century anticolonial jihad group. The distinction is a version of the familiar one
between (small and isolated) sect and (larger and more or less accepted)
denomination.29
The distinction between Islamist mujahidun whose enemies are
domestic and Islamist mujahidun whose enemies are external—whether
actual or potential occupiers—has implications which are doctrinal as
well as organizational, since domestic enemies are generally Muslim,
and so have to be classified as non-Muslims by takfir in order for conflict
with them to count as jihad. Since external enemies are generally nonMuslim, takfir is not required, although anti-colonial jihads often
involved conflict with domestic as well as external enemies, necessitating a degree of takfir, as Kemper shows. The distinction also has sociological implications, since mujahidun attacking their own government
tend to be small and covert groups, while groups of mujahidun engaged
in guerilla warfare against a foreign occupier are often comparatively
large and well integrated into society.30 Islamist mujahidun whose enemies are domestic, then, are most likely to resemble an NRM.
A special case is that of Islamist mujahidun who engage in global
struggle. The idea that change in the global system is a prerequisite for
14
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local change is not a new one, and was promoted by Friedrich Engels.
Stalin had determined on “socialism in one country” by 1926, but the
neo-Marxist revolutionaries of the 1970s returned to the idea of global
revolution, producing extensive cooperation between, for example, the
Japanese Red Army and the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine. Just as the United States was the prime target for the neoMarxist global revolutionaries of the 1970s, the United States remains
the prime target for today’s global Islamist mujahidun, including alQaeda. Al-Qaeda thus attacks an external enemy while having many of
the characteristics of a group whose enemy is domestic.
Why the United States is seen as the source of the Muslim world’s ills
is a question that lies beyond the scope of this essay. It is important to
note, however, that the underlying political analysis is common in most
parts of the Muslim world. The Pew Global Attitudes Project identified
attitudes that shocked many Americans, including the drop in Jordanian
approval ratings of the United States from 25 percent in 2002 to 1 percent
in 2003, or the view of 60 percent of Turks that the United States is the
major threat to world peace; only 6 percent saw North Korea as the
major threat.31 These results have merely confirmed what is obvious to
any resident of the Arab world.32 Only the best educated and most cosmopolitan Egyptians, for example, even begin to question the general
assumption of implacable American hostility towards Arabs and
Muslims. Religion plays a part in this widespread political analysis, but
history, politics, and media representations play a more important part.
Many Americans are likewise convinced of the implacable hostility
toward them of the Arab world, of course.
SECTARIAN JIHAD
Scholars have sought to explain terrorism on various levels: that of
the cause, that of the group, and that of the individual. All of these are
important. A terrorist group requires a cause, and this will generally be
political, and also will generally be ideologically or religiously defined.
Sometimes, ideology and religion can become so intertwined that it
becomes difficult to distinguish the one from the other, as is the case
with Islamism. Cause and ideology, however, are necessary explanations
of terrorism, but are not sufficient explanations. Many individuals may
subscribe to a cause, such as national independence, or an ideology,
such as anarchism or Islamism, but only a few of them become terrorists.
The group matters, as well as the cause. It is impossible to understand
a group’s original decision to adopt a strategy of terrorist violence without understanding the external history of the group itself, and of the
state in which, or against which, it operates. At some point, the leadership of any terrorist group has determined that there is no better way
than terrorism of achieving its objective, either because it decides that
15
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no other way is available, or because it decides that other ways would
take too long. The leadership has also decided that terrorism is
morally justified, and that it is likely to work. These decisions are interesting ones, especially because they are usually wrong decisions.
Leaving morality aside for the moment, it is striking that most attempts
to use terrorism have failed, statistically speaking. There are, however,
occasional examples of success: the IRA in the 1920s, Zionist terrorism
in the 1940s, the Algerian FLN in the 1950s and 1960s. It is probably
these “inspiring examples” that explain why terrorism tends to come
in waves.33
NRM scholarship is of little use in understanding cause, ideology, or
the external history of a group. Cause and ideology lie primarily in the
sphere of political science, and external history lies in the sphere of the
general history of particular societies. NRM scholarship, however, does
have a lot to offer in the attempt to understand individual terrorists, and
also the internal history and mechanics of terrorist groups—including
the way in which a group responds to external events. Much of the work
that has been done on how and why NRMs turn to violence is highly relevant to the study of sectarian terrorist groups, whether jihadist or nonreligious. One important difference, however, is that while certain NRMs
turn to violence, terrorist groups—perhaps especially jihadist groups—
may actually be formed for the purpose of violence. Another difference
is that although some jihadist groups are somewhat apocalyptic,34 most
are not. A final difference is that there is arguably more rationality in the
decision of a jihadist group to adopt violence than there is in the decision of an NRM to turn to violence. Violence has been a means through
which political groups have achieved their ends, either fully or in part.
This has not, so far as I know, been the case with any NRM.
It is in the area of internal dynamics that parallels with different
approaches to understanding NRMs are most striking. Brainwashing, for
example, is often advanced as an explanation for both terrorist and
“cult” behavior.35 Psychology has also provided a number of hypotheses
for explaining terrorism, as well as NRMs. In the case of terrorism, psychological explanations have ranged from the “relative-deprivation
hypothesis” to the “narcissism-aggression hypothesis.”36 The problems
with both brainwashing and psychological approaches are well known to
NRM scholars, and need not be repeated here. This essay will focus on
other points.
As has been noted, small, compact and isolated terrorist cells have
more in common with the sect, and larger guerilla groups have more in
common with the denomination. The distinction is not absolute, however, since even large guerilla groups require some degree of clandestinity for operational reasons, and good security often requires that a
large organization consist of small, compact, and relatively autonomous
cells. This is the case, for example, with al-Qaeda.37 Similarly, even small
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terrorist groups may retain contact with a supportive milieu, as was the
case with the Red Brigades and is the case with most jihad groups—but
is not the case with NRMs such as Aum Shinrikyô, as Jean-François
Mayer has pointed out.38
Aum Shinrikyô was very much on its own. A jihad group, however,
may be envisaged as one of a series of Chinese boxes. First there is
humanity as a whole; then there is the general society of a particular
country. Within that are pious Muslims, and then Islamists in general.
Next come Islamists who are broadly in favor of the use of violence, but
do not necessarily carry this into practice. Finally, in the last box, is the
jihad group itself.
Despite this, the decision to join a terrorist jihad group is not taken
lightly. There is a big gap between the many who to some extent approve
of the use of violence to achieve ends they value, and the few who actually move from reflection to action. Like the decision to join any terrorist
group, the decision to join a jihad group has enormous implications for
any individual. Membership of any such group is almost certainly the
most important thing in any member’s life, both in terms of identity and
of purpose. The worldviews and activities practiced within the group are
very different from those in most of the surrounding society, creating a
significant degree of tension. This tension both keeps the group compact and makes it easier for the mental worlds—notably values and
assumptions—inside the group to differ significantly from those outside,
in the wider society.
This description of a typical terrorist group (Islamist or non-religious)
sounds remarkably similar to a description of an NRM. In fact, Bryan
Wilson’s five “specific sociological indicia of the sect” might equally well
describe a terrorist group or cell. They are (1) that a sect is “exclusivistic”
in relation to the prevailing norm, (2) that the sect “maintains a degree
of tension with the world,” (3) is a voluntary body with (4) possibilities
of “discipline . . . even expulsion,” and (5) is a “primary source of social
identity” for its members.39 Rex Hudson is explicit about this similarity,
though using somewhat different “indicia”:
Terrorist groups are similar to religious sects or cults. They require
total commitment by members; they often prohibit relations with
outsiders . . . they regulate and sometimes ban sexual relations; they
impose conformity; they seek cohesiveness through interdependence
and mutual trust; and they attempt to brainwash individual members
with their particular ideology.40

As has already been noted, brainwashing is a problematic concept.
However, in a loose and metaphorical sense, it might be said that all
members of all small and compact groups, including families, tend to
brainwash each other, by encouraging some views and behaviors and
17
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discouraging others. Group views and group decisions thus emerge—and
these, rather than ideology in a broader sense, are what matter most in
the explanation of terrorism in general and of Islamist terrorist jihad in
particular.
NRMs may indeed “prohibit relations with outsiders,” or at least seek
to minimize such relations. This separation may then be reinforced by
the hostility of outsiders. What is true for some NRMs is even more true
for terrorist groups. Members of an NRM may perceive the outside world
as an existential threat. For members of a terrorist cell, the outside
world really is an existential threat: if it is not actually trying to kill them,
which it may well be, it is certainly trying to jail them. Since all and any
relations with outsiders are a potential security risk, some form of clandestinity is required. The isolation from broader social networks that has
been so often noted in studies of members of NRMs becomes even
greater. A wanted terrorist sometimes cannot even visit a close relation
once a year, cannot sit in a café, or sometimes cannot even go into a
supermarket.
Given these similarities, it is not surprising that it is not always obvious whether a given group is an NRM or a terrorist group. The classic
example of this is Aum Shinrikyô, which was certainly an NRM, and
which was also taken until September 2001 as the prime example of socalled “fourth wave” or “religious terrorism.”41 It might be argued that
other groups elsewhere share very similar characteristics. For example,
the history of the Society of Believers (Jamaat al-Muminin), which is
commonly classed as an Islamist terrorist group, resembles that of Aum
Shinrikyô.
The Society of Believers was established in 1971 by a group of former
Egyptian members of the Muslim Brotherhood who had concluded that
the society in which they lived was so corrupt that the only solution was
to abandon it and start again, on truly religious principles, as interpreted by the group’s leader (amir), Shukri Mustafa. The group was
entirely separatist: “At a certain point in the stages of membership, [the
group’s] recruits were ordered to resign their jobs in the society at large,
desert their families, and sever all relations with the outside world.”42
Economic enterprises were set up by the group to make this separation
possible; male and female members were married (by Shukri Mustafa,
not under the laws of the Egyptian state) and began families. At this
stage, the Society of Believers was clearly an NRM rather than a political group, even if it did have a remote political ambition—that the new
society of which it was the kernel might grow to replace the old society
that it had abandoned. Some violence was used, but against dissident
members rather than against outsiders.43
Like Aum, the Society of Believers turned to “terrorist” violence after
an accidental confrontation with the police. In 1977, probably as a result
of violence against a dissident from within the group, several members
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were arrested. The decision was then made to kidnap Husayn al-Dhahbi,
a former minister of Waqfs (religious endowments), and use him as a
hostage to demand their release. The Egyptian government refused, alDhahbi was killed, and the Society of Believers was then broken up and
its leaders tried and executed.44 That they were charged under state
security laws and classified as terrorists had more to do with the nature
and preoccupations of the Egyptian security apparatus than with the
group’s nature or activities.
It might be argued that Aum Shinrikyô and the Society of Believers
were both NRMs that stumbled into violence—and perhaps terrorism,
depending on the definition of terrorism used.45 The reverse of this trajectory may also be observed. The Iranian Mojahedin-e-Khalq, for example, started in 1965 as an anti-Shah Islamist terrorist group, and later
played an important part in Ayatollah Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution.
After clashing with the new Iranian regime in 1981, the remnants of the
group started a long exile, mostly in Iraq, where it developed into an
implacable foe of what it called “fundamentalism”—and, according to
its historian Ervand Abrahamian, also developed into a “religio-political
sect.”46 Devotion to its leader, Masud Rajvi, and his wife Maryam became
extreme. Abrahamian quotes the testimony of an exiled mujahid: “You,
Masud, have saved me and given me a new life. It was you who illuminated history. It was you who bridged the gulf between us mortals and
the Prophets. It was you who brought us closer to the Prophets and the
Saints.”47 Former members later reported regular sessions of public
self-criticism during which members confessed their illicit sexual fantasies.48 A similar “cult of personality” based on an exemplary leader
(Abdullah Öcalan), also attended by public self-criticism, developed
among the Kurdish PKK in Lebanon.49 There are probably many similar cases.50
The group dynamics that terrorist groups share with some NRMs
help to explain both moral and strategic/operational decisions. The
more compact and separate a group, the more easily its views can differ
from that of society as a whole, and the more easily views within the
group become the single, and increasingly uniform, point of reference,
as the experience of the German Red Army Faction shows.51 This may
be explained partly by isolation from general social networks, and partly
by the way in which “the main fear of the members [of such a group] is
the fear of being held in contempt and abandoned by the group,” especially when abandonment can realistically be expected to result in death
or imprisonment.52
The group dynamic can also help to explain the expectation—which,
as has been noted, is statistically unlikely to be correct—that terrorism
will achieve a group’s objectives. As Post wrote, “fighting off feelings of
weakness leads to a delusion of strength; and the fear of defeat leads to
the certainty of success.”53
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One final important implication of the small, compact and separate
group remains. This is that it facilitates division of the world into “us”
and “them,” and a subsequent de-valorization of “them.” “They” are the
un-saved, and potentially the enemy; “they” can be de-humanized, and
their suffering and even death becomes of less moment. Membership of
a small, compact, and isolated group encourages “an idealization of the
‘we’ and a projection onto ‘them’ of all that is wrong.”54 Takfir is a useful complement to this process, but the neo-Marxist terrorists of the
1970s and the members of Aum Shinrikyô arrived at the same destination without takfir.
The importance of such Manichean worldviews has been noted by
many scholars seeking to explain violence in NRMs. Catherine
Wessinger writes of “radical dualism,”55 and Dick Anthony and Thomas
Robbins write of “exemplary dualism.”56 Audrey Kurth Cronin, a terrorism scholar, has also observed that “religious terrorists often feel
engaged in a Manichaean struggle of good against evil.”57 Much the
same, of course, could be said of non-religious terrorists. Bernard
McGinn observed that “the great temptation of apocalyptic eschatology
is always to externalize good and evil in terms of present historical conflicts.”58 Again, many ordinary Muslims, and many ordinary Marxists,
also view present conflicts in this way. What matters, then, is not so
much dualism, but how radical that dualism becomes.
An understanding of the group dynamics that Islamist terrorist
groups share with NRMs, then, can be most useful in understanding
their decisions and behavior. It can also be very useful in understanding
how and why an individual joins such a group. An understanding of conversion and of group dynamics, however, does not explain everything.
Takfir does matter, as does the ease with which jihad can be used to motivate and justify violence. Dreams, the transcendent, and the “mythic
past” matter too, as Edgar clearly shows in his article.
CONCLUSION
Two varieties of jihad, then, emerge as having special relevance for
scholarship in NRMs. The classical doctrine is not one of them, and has
anyhow been of little importance for centuries. Today’s mainstream
doctrine of “defensive jihad” also has little to do with NRM scholarship,
nor does jihad as propaganda. The varieties of jihad that have special
relevance for NRM scholarship are the two extremes: the pacifist jihad
that emerges within NRMs, and the jihad of Islamist terrorists, who
operate on a model similar to that of members of sectarian NRMs.
In practice, it is more likely that NRM scholarship will be of use to
scholars of terrorism than the other way round. It is fairly easy for a terrorism scholar to draw on the work of NRM scholars, but hard for an
NRM scholar lacking training and experience in a non-Western culture
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to work on that culture. Some NRM scholars, of course, do have the
necessary training, languages, and experience. What can happen when
this is not the case is well illustrated by some of the recommendations
made by Michael Langone in his (otherwise generally excellent) article
on “Responding to Jihadism.” His third recommendation, for example,
is that
Parents, teachers, clergy, law enforcement personnel and others who
seek to prevent young people or adults from following a path that leads
toward . . . extremist violence should learn and cultivate the skills of
deep, respectful communication.59

Read in an Egyptian context, for example, this recommendation falls
apart. Parents vary, but the approaches to communications of the other
groups mentioned by Langone are very different from the Western
norm. Public schools are so poorly funded and poorly run that the activities of teachers, who cannot survive without second or even third jobs,
consist exclusively of drumming set texts into heads, more or less word
for word. “Clergy” do not exist as such; preachers do exist, but they have
almost no pastoral role—they preach, and do not listen. The two communication skills at which law enforcement personnel are most practiced are the recruitment of informers and the extraction of confessions
under duress.60 The idea of an Egyptian police officer “cultivat[ing] the
skills of deep, respectful communication” can only be described as hilarious. Sound recommendations relevant to Arab societies might well be
drawn from Langone’s research, but training and experience that
Langone evidently does not have would be needed for this.
Anti-colonial jihad is also of interest. Although jihad is technically
war against any non-Muslims, in practice it has tended to be fought
against Christians. Muslim states have also come into conflict with other
varieties of non-Muslims, notably Zoroastrians (in Persia) and Hindus
(in India), but other non-Muslim states were generally defeated fairly
quickly.61 Only Christian states first resisted complete defeat (between
the seventh and fourteenth centuries),62 then slowly recovered lost territory (between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries),63 and finally
began to occupy preeminently Muslim territory (between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries),64 giving rise to anti-colonial jihads. All
these conflicts are now normally explained in political terms, though
reference to “Mohammedan fanaticism” was as frequent in nineteenthcentury Western explanations of anti-colonial jihads as reference to
“Muslim fundamentalism” is in today’s Western explanations of Islamist
jihads.
The relationship between the religious and the political has been
endlessly debated, and is further obscured by the complex relationship
between religion and identity. Moderate commentators tend to stress
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the political causes of conflict, which are thought to be amenable to
rational resolution, while more hawkish commentators often stress religious causes, deemed less amenable to compromise. Scholars of Middle
Eastern politics tend to be moderates, and tend to stress political causes.
These certainly exist, and I myself have argued elsewhere for a political
understanding of al-Qaeda.65 However, an insistence on political explanations can also obscure other important explanations, as Kemper’s
study of the historiography of two anti-colonial jihads shows very clearly.
Edgar’s study of the role played by inspirational dreams in Islamist jihad
is also a timely reminder of the importance of the religious.
I would like to thank the other contributors to this issue of Nova
Religio for their enthusiasm, patience, and helpfulness. Their articles follow, starting with Michael Kemper’s examination of anti-colonial jihad
in his study of the two “new religious activist groups” led by Shamil and
Abd al-Qadir, followed by Iain R. Edgar who discusses inspirational
dreams from al-Qaeda to the Taliban. Then, for NRMs proper, we have
John H. Hanson on the Ahmadiyya and Colin Turner on the Nurcus.
I would like to thank Jean-François Mayer for his comments and suggestions
on an earlier draft of this article.
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