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RELIGIOUS-LINKED VIOLENCE AND 
TERRORISM 

A Response to James Veitch 

Azyumardi Azra 

Is there any “radical religion” as is explicitly stated and discussed at 
length in James Veitch’s paper? Arguably there are certain verses in the 
Holy Books that could contain or incite radicalism, but they must not be 
taken as the perfect representation of religions, for there is no doubt that 
the essence of religions is peace on earth. Or, there are individuals in the 
name of certain religions who wage violence, terrorism, and even war; 
but, again, they are not representatives of that particular religion; in fact 
they are misleading and are on the fringe of that religion. The great 
majority of adherents of any religion are peace-loving people who 
respect diversity and pluralism. 

Therefore, I would suggest that the term radical religion is 
misleading. One should try not to associate any particular religion with 
violence let alone to label it a “radical religion”. Radicalization of 
adherents of certain religions – as I will discuss below – is the result of 
various factors that often have nothing to with religion and God. 
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Root Causes of Violence and Terrorism 

There is little doubt that root-causes of radicalism, violence or 
terrorism in the name of religion are very complex; in fact there are 
some kind of combination of various factors including politics, 
economics, and to some extent also certain teachings or interpretations 
of religions. In most cases, politics seems to be the most important 
factor.1 To take the most recent cases of terrorism in Indonesia such the 
Bali I (2002), Jakarta Marriot (2003), Kuningan Jakarta (2004), and Bali 
II (2005) bombings, it is apparent that politics, both domestic and 
international, is the main cause of terrorism. At the domestic level, the 
perpetrators of the bombings have been motivated by their anger and 
hatred against the Indonesian political system that they regarded as un-
Islamic. This is particularly true when Megawati Soekarnoputri was the 
president of the Republic of Indonesia; they believed it was unlawful for 
a woman to become the leader (imam) of a state in which the great 
majority of the population is Muslim. 

As for international politics, it is clear that even before the tragic 
events of September 11 in the USA, the Muslim perpetrators of 
terrorism had condemned certain injustices in international politics. For 
them the USA and other Western countries are the enemies of Islam. 
They believe Western countries, particularly the USA, are basically 
hostile to Islam and the Muslim world. In fact, they believe, the USA 
and other Western countries have conspired to destroy Islam and 
Muslims. A number of international cases such as the US continued 
support for Israel at the expense of the Palestinians and the US military 
campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq have only added fuel to their anger 
and hatred toward the USA and its allies. 

                                                           
1 cf. Azyumardi Azra, “Terrorism: Religious Factor”, paper presented at 
International Summit on Democracy, Terrorism, and Security [in conjunction 
with one year commemoration of Madrid bombing], Madrid, Spain, March 8-11, 
2005. 
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Therefore, religion – in this brief paper, Islam – is seldom the main, 
let alone the only, cause of terrorism. Political and economic interests, 
and other non-religious factors, however, easily gain religious 
justification when the perpetrators of terrorist acts put forward certain 
interpretations of religious teachings. The use, abuse and manipulation 
of religious justifications are potentially greater in Islam, which does not 
have a single body of religious authority. 

From a doctrinal point of view, I realize of course that certain 
doctrines of Islam could be used and abused by certain Muslims for 
justifying acts of violence and terrorism. The doctrine of jihad, for 
instance, could be easily taken as justification by certain Muslim 
individuals and groups to conduct violence and holy war against 
perceived enemies, including even Muslims. Certain verses of the 
Qur’an and the Tradition (Hadith) of the Prophet Muhammad are prone 
to be interpreted that way; indeed, there exist religious interpretation and 
understanding in line with that way. The absence of a single authority in 
Islam – particularly among the Sunni – makes it very difficult, if not 
impossible, to issue religious ruling (fatwa) that would decide once and 
for all that terrorism as jihad is religiously unjustifiable and invalid. 

Not least important is the precedent in Muslim history of radical acts 
that can be included in the definition of terrorism. The radical acts 
conducted by the Kharijis (Seceders) in the post-Prophet Muhammad 
period, for instance, have in fact continuously inspired many, 
contemporary radical Muslim groups. There indeed exist certain radical 
ideologies among Muslims that advocate that it is religiously valid to 
conduct such radical and terrorist acts. 

Therefore, there is an urgent need among concerned Muslim scholars 
(ulama) to rethink, reinterpret and reformulate certain interpretations of 
classical and medieval ulama concerning jihad, for instance. For that 
purpose the ulama and Muslims in general, first of all must discard the 
defensive and apologetic attitude that is apparent when they respond to 
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terrorist acts conducted by certain individuals or Muslim groups. They 
should admit that there are indeed terrorists among Muslims who, based 
on their understanding of Islam, conduct terrorism. By admitting this 
problem, then, the ulama could proceed to address the issue objectively 
from a religious point of view. 

Religious-linked acts of violence and terrorism, like those that 
happened in Indonesia, are not associated with the state. Rather, most 
radical groups are opposed to the state; they are originally non-state 
activists of obscure backgrounds. Moreover, they are as a rule outside of 
mainstream Muslim movements. In fact, they have bitterly criticized 
mainstream Muslims as being overly accommodating and compromising 
in relation to what they regarded as un-Islamic political, social, cultural, 
and economic realities.2 

There is a possibility, however, that certain radical individuals or 
groups may be recruited by or have certain connections with persons in 
the government or military. This is not new in Indonesia. The terrorists 
who hijacked a Garuda Indonesia airplane in Bangkok, during the 
Soeharto period, for instance, were former members of Islamic state 
movements in the 1950’s, who were recruited by Soeharto’s own 
generals to launch the so-called komando jihad (jihad command). There 
are many indications that certain military personnel have incited and 
manipulated radical groups in the post-Soeharto period. 

Religiously linked violence and terrorism is not unique to Islam 
only. One can find throughout human history a great number of terrorist 
acts that, in one way or another, are linked with certain religions. 
Increasing globalization and the instant flow of information bring news 
of many injustices and anomalies, which accelerates the radicalization of 
religious individuals and groups. 

                                                           
2 cf. Azyumardi Azra, Indonesia, Islam, and Democracy: Dynamics in a Global 
Context (Jakarta & Singapore: ICIP & Equinox, 2006). 
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Religions without central authority are more prone to violence and 
terrorism. However, religions with central authority may also become 
prone to foster violent individuals because of the decline of religious 
authority and the de-centring of religious authority and leadership. 

There is little doubt that literal and sharia-oriented (zahir) 
understandings of Islam are more prone to radicalism. This kind of 
religious understanding draws clear boundaries even between Muslims. 
Muslims who are opposed to their understanding are regarded by them 
as having gone astray and, therefore, are targets of jihad (war). This can 
be seen clearly in the cases of the Wahabis in the late 18th century 
Arabia and the Padris of West Sumatra in the early decades of the 19th 
century. 

A non-literal understanding of Islam, such as is represented by 
Sufism, is less prone to violence. This is mainly because of the strong 
emphasis Sufism puts on inclusiveness and the inner (batin) aspect of 
Islam. Even though the Sufi – like the literalists – also appeal for the 
purification of religious acts, but they do it in a peaceful manner through 
spiritual exercises rather by using force. 

Suicide Bombings 

Despite all the explanations of the true meaning of jihad as espoused 
by mainstream ulama and other Muslim figures and organizations, it is 
clear that radical groups that operate openly and terrorist groups that 
work underground, continually abuse and manipulate the doctrine of 
jihad for achieving their ends. Worse still, they manipulate the doctrine 
to justify the act of suicide bombings that victimize many innocent 
people, including Muslims. 
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Suicide acts, as Jamhari3 shows, are not a new phenomenon. Suicide 
acts in order to kill enemies or even innocent people, have been 
conducted since classical and medieval times by a number of radical 
groups. For instance, there was a Jewish radical sect who conducted 
suicidal acts in their confrontation with Rome. The Shi’ite Assassins 
also used terrorism to assassinate their opponents. In fact the very words 
assassinate, assassination and assassin came from this particular ghulat 
(Shi`ite radical group).4 Then, in modern times, there were the Japanese 
kamikaze pilots in their Pacific war against the US. There are also 
suicide bombers among the Sri Lankan Tamils. The list can be very 
long. 

Radical Islamic groups in the Middle East, in their confrontation 
with the Israelis have accepted suicide bombing as a justified method. 
They regarded suicide bombing as the “willingness to die as an act of 
ultimate devotion [to God] in a defensive holy war”. To support this 
view, Fathi Shiqaqi, a founder of Islamic Jihad, in 1988 formulated 
guidelines for martyrdom (shahid) using human bombs. Quoting 
Qur’anic verses (3: 40-45), Shiqaqi asserted that God admires martyrs 
(including suicide bombers), but not those who commits suicide for 
personal reasons.5 

The phenomenon of suicide bombings in Indonesia is relatively new. 
These began with the Marriott bombings, followed by bombings in front 
of Australian Embassy and Bali II The perpetrators of the bombings 
were clearly suicide bombers. And it is also clear from the video 
produced and left by the bombers of the Bali bombing II that their 
ruthless acts were inspired by the misunderstood and twisted meaning of 
jihad. 
                                                           
3 Jamhari, “Suicide Bombings: The Indonesian Case”, paper presented in the 
international workshop “The Anatomy of Terrorism and Political Violence in 
South and Southeast Asia”, Denpasar October 19-20, 2005. 
4 Bernard Lewis, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam (London: Phoenix, 
1967). 
5 Jamhari, ibid. 
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Many Indonesian would hate to believe that there are suicide 
bombers within their own community. First of all, the great majority of 
Indonesian Muslims believe that the kind of Islam they subscribe to is 
an Islam wasat, a middle, or moderate path that gives very little room 
for extremism and radicalism. Secondly, Indonesian Muslims by in 
large, believe that suicide bombings are prohibited by Islam; there is a 
great deal of Islamic teaching that emphatically prohibit Muslims to 
commit suicide as well as to kill innocent people, regardless of their 
religion. Thirdly, there is no reason whatsoever to commit such acts in 
Indonesia, a Muslim country where Muslims enjoy freedom under a 
regime that shows no hostility to either Islam or Muslims. Since the 
second half of the Soeharto regime, in the 1990s up until the current 
government, Indonesian Muslim activists have held many important 
positions in the government. 

Following the Bali bombing I (October 2002), the Council of 
Indonesian Ulama (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) issued two very important 
fatwas. First is a fatwa that prohibits terrorism in the name of jihad. It 
states that the equation of jihad with acts of violence, let alone terrorism, 
runs contrary to the very nature of Islam as a religion of peace. The 
second fatwa is the emphatic prohibition of suicide bombing, precisely 
because Islam prohibits committing suicide and killing non-combatant 
innocent people. 

It is regrettable that for various reasons these two important fatwas 
failed to reach a wider audience of Indonesian Muslims. As a result, 
many Indonesian Muslims have a very obscure idea about the true 
meaning of jihad as they hear of continuing violence and terrorism, 
committed for example, through suicide bombings in Indonesia and 
elsewhere. It is not surprising therefore, that some apparently assume 
that terrorism and suicide bombings, conducted in the name of 
defending Islam from the aggression of certain Western countries, are 
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somehow acceptable. That is also why the condemnation of these acts 
among Muslims sometimes appears muted. 

The momentum for the reassertion and reconfirmation of the two 
fatwas gained momentum in the aftermath of the Bali bombing II 
(October 1, 2005). In conjunction with the celebration of Id al-Fitri, the 
Indonesian Vice-President Muhammad Jusuf Kalla, invited a number of 
Muslim leaders to his official residence (November 17, 2005), during 
which occasion he showed the audience the video of the four 
perpetrators of the bombing. In the video, the four suicide bombers 
asserted that they would conduct jihad by planting bombs around 
Indonesia, and that they would go to paradise and later would be 
accompanied by 70 members of their families and relatives. The 
unexpected revelation stunned all of the Muslim leaders present; in the 
end they agreed to form the Tim Penanggulangan Terrorisme through a 
Religious Approach (TPT, or Anti-Terrorism Team – through a religious 
approach)6 chaired by KH Ma’ruf Amin, a respected `ulama’, who is 
also a national leader of the MUI Ma`ruf Amin is assisted by a number 
of vice-chairpersons who represent mainstream Muslim organizations 
and institutions. 

As formulated in its first meeting, the TPT aims to reformulate and 
disseminate the true meaning of jihad as a spiritual struggle and that 
terrorism and suicide bombing run contrary to the teachings of Islam; 
secondly, to conduct research on literature that contains misleading 
conceptions of jihad such as one written by Imam Samudra, one of the 
perpetrators of the Bali bombing I, who was sentenced to death by a Bali 
court. The TPT, according to Ma’ruf Amin, will produce counter-
arguments and publish booklets that succinctly delineate the true 
meaning of jihad. 

                                                           
6 TPT-Team Penanggulangan Terorisme (Dengan Pendekatan Keagamaan) 
[Anti-Terrorism Team: Religious Approach], Jihad dalam Islam [Jihad in 
Islam], manuscript for booklet, 2006. 
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Since its formation, the TPT has been active, not only in research 
and writing about the true meaning of jihad, but also in conducting 
public lectures and seminars among pesantren circles in Java and 
Sumatra. The seminars are attended by kiyais, and teachers of 
pesantrens as well as by representatives of Muslim organizations. The 
seminar that was conducted in Yogyakarta towards the end of January 
2006, involved representatives of Abu Bakar Ba’asyir’s Ngruki 
Pesantren, whose graduates include several prominent terrorists. The 
seminar began with a kind of suspicion towards the TPT, followed by 
heated debates among the audience that in the end resulted in a mutual 
understanding that terrorism and suicide bombing are absolutely 
prohibited in Islam and that all Muslim institutions should do their best 
to prevent young Muslims from being recruited by terrorist groups to 
become suicide bombers. 

The activities of the TPT are very important for several reasons. 
Mainstream ulama and Muslim organizations have been the target of 
strong criticism for their rather passive attitude in confronting terrorism 
conducted by in the name of jihad and Islam. According to some critics, 
their passivity seems to indirectly condone such ruthless acts. The TPT 
realizes that it is difficult to win back those who are already misled by a 
dangerously mistaken understanding of jihad, for they have been 
brainwashed by certain intellectual actors of terrorism. But the TPT sees 
the necessity to protect young Muslims from being misled and converted 
into becoming suicide bombers by terrorist groups. 

Conclusion 

The phenomenon of religious radicalism, violence and suicide 
bombing is a complex one. It is related not only to misleading and 
invalid understandings of jihad, but also to other factors such as the 
increased disorientation and dislocation among the most vulnerable 
segments of society, particularly the youth. Therefore, preventing young 
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people from becoming suicide bombers needs concerted efforts by 
various leading sectors of the state and society. 

It is clear that the doctrine of jihad has been used and abused for 
different purposes throughout Indonesian history. A number of factors 
have been responsible for the appeal of jihad, including internal crises 
within Muslim society and government, and external factors like the 
perceived war against Muslims conducted by certain Western powers in 
the name of a “war on terror”. The use and abuse of jihad has taken 
place in the past, and may continue among Muslims in the future. To 
anticipate that, it is necessary for `ulama’ and other concerned Muslim 
leaders to reformulate a more contextual kind of jihad. Otherwise, jihad 
may continue to be equated with radicalism, violence and terrorism. 
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