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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.
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Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
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dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
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as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.

Keywords: Christianity, Islam, religious harmony, shared values

Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 

Dangerously Uninformed: 
Myths of Religion and Violence

Abstract

Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
against Christianity. Erroneous as this image is, it is difficult to erase it from the minds of many 
Christians and even moderate Muslims especially those that have been victims of religiously 
instigated violence. This paper seeks to identify enduring and shared values of both religions such 
as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.

Keywords: Christianity, Islam, religious harmony, shared values

Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.

References

Bako, S. (1992). World recession and the growth of religious intolerance in Nigeria. In Jacob K. 
Olupona (ed). Religion and Peace in Multi-faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo 
University.

Barvet, D.B. (1968). Schism and renewal in Africa: An analysis of six thousand contemporary 
religious movements. Nairobi: Oxford University Press.

Beckford, J. P. (ed). (1986). New religious movement and social change in Nigeria. London: Sage.

Blankenhorn, D. (2009). Christianity and Islam share important values. In David M. Haugen, (ed).  
American Values. Detroit: Greenhaven Press.

Caner, E. M. and Caner, F. E. (2002). Unveiling Islam. Grand Rapids: Kregel.

Effendi, S. (1980). The promised day is come. Wilmette, IL: Bahai Publishing Trust.

Geisler, N. L. and Saleeb, A. (2002). Answering Islam. Grand Rapids: Baker Books.

Genyi, G. A. (2016). Islamic radicalism and terrorism in the Middle East and sub-saharan Africa. 
Journal of Political Enquiry, 2(1), pp. 61-73.

Herlihy, J. (1990). In search of truth. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Pustaka Islam.

Ikenga-Metuh, E. (1992). Religion as instrument of peace in Nigeria. In Jacob K. Olupona (ed). 
Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo University.

Inlow, G. M. (1972). Values in transition: A handbook. New York: John Wiley.

Khadduri, M. (1984). The Islamic conception of justice. Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University 
Press.

Kunkle, L. (n.d). The ethics and pro-social values of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Retrieved 
from brahamfamilyreunion.org on 4 August 2016.

Manus, C. U. (1992). Religious values, social justice and peace in the Nigerian context. In Jacob 
K. Olupona (ed). Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo 
University.

Mazrui, A. A. (2004). The ethics of Africa's governance: Rights, rules and relativism. Inaugural 
Lecture on Human Rights Africa Legal Aid. Retrieved from www.africalegalaid.com on 
14 March 2015.

Nasr, S. H. (2004). The heart of Islam: Enduring values for humanity. New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers, Inc.

Nazeer, A. (2000). Islam in global history. Chicago: Kazi Publication.

Pell, G. C. (2006). Islam and US. First Things, Institute on Religion and Public Life’ Journal,  
June Issue. Retrieved from https://www.firstthings.com/article/2006/06/islam-and-us

Raths, L. E., Harmin, M. and Simon, S. B. (1966). Values and teaching. Columbus, Ohio:  Charles 
E. Merill.

Richter, R. (2011). Comparing the Quran and the Bible. Grand Rapids: Baker Books.

Riukas, S. (n.d). Inherent and Instrumental values in ethics. West Chester University. Retrieved 
from www.bu.edu/papers



Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.

References

Bako, S. (1992). World recession and the growth of religious intolerance in Nigeria. In Jacob K. 
Olupona (ed). Religion and Peace in Multi-faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo 
University.

Barvet, D.B. (1968). Schism and renewal in Africa: An analysis of six thousand contemporary 
religious movements. Nairobi: Oxford University Press.

Beckford, J. P. (ed). (1986). New religious movement and social change in Nigeria. London: Sage.

Blankenhorn, D. (2009). Christianity and Islam share important values. In David M. Haugen, (ed).  
American Values. Detroit: Greenhaven Press.

Caner, E. M. and Caner, F. E. (2002). Unveiling Islam. Grand Rapids: Kregel.

Effendi, S. (1980). The promised day is come. Wilmette, IL: Bahai Publishing Trust.

Geisler, N. L. and Saleeb, A. (2002). Answering Islam. Grand Rapids: Baker Books.

Genyi, G. A. (2016). Islamic radicalism and terrorism in the Middle East and sub-saharan Africa. 
Journal of Political Enquiry, 2(1), pp. 61-73.

Herlihy, J. (1990). In search of truth. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Pustaka Islam.

Ikenga-Metuh, E. (1992). Religion as instrument of peace in Nigeria. In Jacob K. Olupona (ed). 
Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo University.

Inlow, G. M. (1972). Values in transition: A handbook. New York: John Wiley.

Khadduri, M. (1984). The Islamic conception of justice. Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University 
Press.

Kunkle, L. (n.d). The ethics and pro-social values of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Retrieved 
from brahamfamilyreunion.org on 4 August 2016.

Manus, C. U. (1992). Religious values, social justice and peace in the Nigerian context. In Jacob 
K. Olupona (ed). Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria. Ile-Ife: Obafemi Awolowo 
University.

Mazrui, A. A. (2004). The ethics of Africa's governance: Rights, rules and relativism. Inaugural 
Lecture on Human Rights Africa Legal Aid. Retrieved from www.africalegalaid.com on 
14 March 2015.

Nasr, S. H. (2004). The heart of Islam: Enduring values for humanity. New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers, Inc.

Nazeer, A. (2000). Islam in global history. Chicago: Kazi Publication.

Pell, G. C. (2006). Islam and US. First Things, Institute on Religion and Public Life’ Journal,  
June Issue. Retrieved from https://www.firstthings.com/article/2006/06/islam-and-us

Raths, L. E., Harmin, M. and Simon, S. B. (1966). Values and teaching. Columbus, Ohio:  Charles 
E. Merill.

Richter, R. (2011). Comparing the Quran and the Bible. Grand Rapids: Baker Books.

Riukas, S. (n.d). Inherent and Instrumental values in ethics. West Chester University. Retrieved 
from www.bu.edu/papers



Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Keywords: religion, violence, terrorism, ISIS, extremism, radicalism, religion and violence

Journal of Living Together (2015) Volume 2-3, Issue 1

121

Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.
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Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
against Christianity. Erroneous as this image is, it is difficult to erase it from the minds of many 
Christians and even moderate Muslims especially those that have been victims of religiously 
instigated violence. This paper seeks to identify enduring and shared values of both religions such 
as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 

Dangerously Uninformed: 
Myths of Religion and Violence

Abstract

Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
against Christianity. Erroneous as this image is, it is difficult to erase it from the minds of many 
Christians and even moderate Muslims especially those that have been victims of religiously 
instigated violence. This paper seeks to identify enduring and shared values of both religions such 
as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
against Christianity. Erroneous as this image is, it is difficult to erase it from the minds of many 
Christians and even moderate Muslims especially those that have been victims of religiously 
instigated violence. This paper seeks to identify enduring and shared values of both religions such 
as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.
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Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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Abstract

The claim that religion and religion alone motivates extremists to violence is dangerously 
misinformed. In this paper I will argue that such claims are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 
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Introduction

Boudry (2016) claims that religion and religion alone motivates ISIS and ISIS-like 
extremists to violence. He claims (without citation) that other factors, “socio-economic 
disenfranchisement, unemployment, troubled family backgrounds, discrimination and racism,” 
have been “repeatedly refuted.” Thinking that religion plays any lesser motivational role is, he 
claims, “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Since the claim that religion plays a lesser 
motivational role in extremist violence is, contra Boudry, empirically well-supported, Boudry's 
claim itself is “a dramatic failure of imagination.” Moreover, it is dangerously uninformed. 

In this paper I will argue that claims like Boudry’s are psychologically suspect and 
empirically unsupported. Most grievously, attributing extremist violence to religious belief 
commits the fundamental attribution error. But this is no simple, harmless error. Proponents of this 
error, especially if they are in positions of power, are likely to increase violence. As understanding 
decreases, violence increases. They are not innocently wrong, they are dangerously uninformed. 

Dangerously Uninformed

It is easy to think that the troubles in Ireland were religious because they were widely 
reported as Protestant vs. Catholic. But giving each side a religious name obscures the real sources 
of conflict--discrimination, poverty, imperialism, autonomy, nationalism and shame; no one in 
Ireland was fighting over theological doctrines such as transubstantiation or justification (they 
probably couldn't explain their theological differences). It is easy to think that the Bosnian 
genocide of 40,000 Muslims was motivated by Christian commitment (the Muslim victims were 
killed by Christian Serbs). But these convenient monikers ignore (a) how shallow post-Communist 
religious belief was and, more importantly, (b) such complex causes as class, land, ethnic identity, 
economic disenfranchisement, and nationalism. 

It is also easy to think that members of ISIS and al-Qaeda are motivated by religious belief. 
But blaming such behaviors on religion commits the fundamental attribution error: attributing the 
cause of behavior to internal factors such as personality characteristics or dispositions, while 
minimizing or ignoring external, situational factors. As an example: if I'm late, I attribute my 
tardiness to an important phone call or heavy traffic, but if you're late I attribute it to a (single) 
character flaw (you are irresponsible) and ignore possible external contributing causes. So, when 
Arabs or Muslims commit an act of violence we instantly believe that it's due to their radical faith, 
all the while ignoring possible and even likely contributing causes. 

Let's look at some examples. Within minutes of Omar Mateen's 2016 massacre of gays in 
Orlando, even before learning that he had pledged allegiance to ISIS during the attack, he was 
labeled a terrorist. Pledging fealty to ISIS sealed the deal for most people – he was a terrorist, 
motivated by radical Islam. If a white (Christian) man kills 10 people, he's crazy. If a Muslim kills, 
he's a terrorist, motivated by exactly one thing – his extremist faith. 

Yet, Mateen was, by all counts, a violent, angry, abusive, disruptive, alienated, racist, 
American, male, homophobe. He was likely bi-polar. With easy access to guns. According to his 
wife and father, he wasn’t very religious. His multiple pledges of allegiance to warring factions 

such as ISIS, Al Qaeda and Hezbollah suggest that he knew little of any ideology or theology. The 
CIA and FBI have found no connection with ISIS. Mateen was a hateful, violent, (mostly) 
irreligious, homophobic racist who killed 50 people on “Latin Night” at the club (Troubled. Quiet. 
Macho, 2016).

While the structure of motivation for Mateen is murky, it would be bizarre to elevate his 
religious beliefs (such as they were) to some special motivational status. 

Mohammad Atta, leader of the 9-11 attacks, left a suicide note indicating his fealty to 
Allah: 

So remember God, as He said in His book: 'Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make 
our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels.' And His words: 'And the only thing 
they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us 
victory over the infidels.' And His prophet said: 'Oh Lord, You have revealed the book, 
You move the clouds, You gave us victory over the enemy, conquer them and give us 
victory over them.' Give us victory and make the ground shake under their feet. Pray for 
yourself and all your brothers that they may be victorious and hit their targets and ask God 
to grant you martyrdom facing the enemy, not running away from it, and for Him to grant 
you patience and the feeling that anything that happens to you is for Him. (“Last Words,” 
2001)

Surely, though Boudry (2016) would argue otherwise, we should not take Atta at his word. Atta 
(along with his fellow terrorists) seldom attended mosque, partied almost nightly, was a heavy 
drinker, snorted cocaine, and ate pork chops. Hardly the stuff of Muslim submission. When his 
stripper girlfriend ended their relationship, he broke into her apartment and killed her cat and 
kittens, disemboweling and dismembering them and then distributing their body parts throughout 
the apartment for her to find later. Makes Atta's suicide note seems more like reputation 
management than pious confession. Or maybe it was a desperate hope that his actions would attain 
some sort of cosmic significance that his otherwise insignificant life lacked. 

When Wilson (2015), a research fellow at the Centre for the Resolution of Intractable 
Conflict at Oxford University, recently conducted field research with ISIS prisoners, she found 
them "woefully ignorant of Islam" and unable to answer questions about "Sharia law, militant 
jihad, and the caliphate.” Not surprising then that when wannabe jihadists Yusuf Sarwar and 
Mohammed Ahmed were caught boarding a plane in England authorities discovered in their 
luggage Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. In the same article, Saltman, senior 
counter-extremism researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, says that "Recruitment [of 
ISIS] plays upon desires of adventure, activism, romance, power, belonging, along with spiritual 
fulfillment.” 

England's MI5's behavioral science unit, in a report leaked to the Guardian, revealed that, 
"far from being religious zealots, a large number of those involved in terrorism do not practice 
their faith regularly. Many lack religious literacy and could . . . be regarded as religious novices” 
(“MI5 report,” 2008).  Indeed, the report argued, "a well-established religious identity actually 
protects against violent radicalization." 

Why would England's MI5 think that religion plays virtually no role in extremism? Boudry 
is half-right about those "other factors." There is no single, well-established profile of terrorists. 

Some are poor, some are not. Some are unemployed, some are not. Some are poorly educated, 
some are not. Some are culturally isolated, some are not. Nonetheless, these sorts of external 
factors, while neither necessary nor jointly sufficient, do contribute to radicalization in some 
people under certain circumstances. Each extremist has his or her own unique socio-psychological 
profile (which makes their identification nearly impossible). 

In parts of Africa, with sky-high unemployment rates for 18 to 34-year-olds, ISIS targets 
the unemployed and impoverished; ISIS offers a steady paycheck, meaningful employment, food 
for their families, and an opportunity to strike back at those viewed as economic oppressors. In 
Syria many recruits join ISIS solely to topple the vicious Assad regime; liberated criminals find 
ISIS a convenient place to hide from their past. Palestinians are motivated by the dehumanization 
of living as disempowered second-class citizens in an apartheid state. 

In Europe and America, where most of the recruits are young men who are educated and 
middle class, cultural isolation is factor number one in driving Muslims to extremism (Efraim and 
Klor, 2017). Young, alienated Muslims are attracted by slick media that offer adventure and glory 
to their tedious and marginalized lives. German Muslims are motivated by adventure and 
alienation (Hellmuth, 2016). 

Long gone are the days of listening to boring and monotonous Osama bin Laden sermons. 
ISIS's highly skilled recruiters use social media and personal contact (through the internet) to 
create personal and communal bonds of otherwise disaffected Muslims who are then enticed to 
leave their mundane and meaningless lives and fight together for a noble cause. That is, they are 
motivated by a sense of belonging and a quest for human significance. 

One might think that dreams of afterlife virgins are especially conducive to violence. But 
as far as some greater good goes, just about any ideology will do. Indeed, non-religious ideologies 
in the 20th century caused vastly more suffering and death than all of the religiously-motivated 
violence in human history combined (Scarufi, 2016). Adolf Hitler’s Germany killed more than 
10,000,000 innocent people, while WWII saw the deaths of 60,000,000 people (with many more 
deaths attributable to war-related disease and famine). The purges and famines under Joseph 
Stalin’s regime killed millions. Estimates of Mao Zedong’s death toll range from 
40,000,000-80,000,000. The current blaming of religion ignores the staggering death toll of 
secular ideologies. 

Once human beings feel like they belong to a group, they will do anything, even commit 
atrocities, for their brothers and sisters in the group. I have a friend who fought for the US in Iraq. 
He and his mates grew increasingly cynical of the US mission in Iraq. Although he was no longer 
ideologically committed to US goals, he told me that he would have done anything, even sacrificed 
his own life, for members of his group. This dynamic increases if one is able to disidentify with 
and dehumanize those who are not in one's group. 

 Atran (2010), who has spoken with more terrorists and their families than any Western 
scholar, concurs. In testimony to the US senate in 2010, he said, "What inspires the most lethal 
terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and 
call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal 
respect and remembrance in the wider world” (Atran, 2010). Jihad, he said, is "thrilling, glorious 
and cool." 

Oxford's Harvey Whitehouse directed an international team of distinguished scholars on 
the motivations of extreme self-sacrifice. They found that violent extremism isn't motivated by 
religion, it is motivated by fusion with the group. 

There is no psychological profile of today's terrorist. They are not crazy, they are often 
well-educated and many are relatively well off. They are motivated, like many young people, by a 
sense of belonging, a desire for an exciting and meaningful life, and devotion to a higher cause. 
Extremist ideology, while not a non-factor, is typically low on the list of motivations. 

Dangerously Uninformed

I said that Boudry's views are dangerously uninformed. I've shown why they are 
uninformed. On to the dangerous part. Perpetuating the myth that religion is the primary cause of 
terrorism, especially by those in positions of power, plays into ISIS's hands and prevents 
recognition of our responsibility for creating the conditions for ISIS. ISIS's playbook is, 
interestingly, not the Quran, it's The Management of Savagery (Idarat at-Tawahoush) (Naji, 
2016). 

ISIS's long-term strategy is to create such chaos that submission to ISIS would be 
preferable to living under the savage conditions of war. To attract young people to ISIS, they seek 
to eliminate the "Gray Zone" between the true believer and the infidel (in which most Muslims 
find themselves) by employing "terror attacks" to help Muslims see that non-Muslims hate Islam 
and want to harm Muslims. If moderate Muslims feel alienated and unsafe as a result of prejudice, 
they will be forced to choose either apostasy (darkness) or jihad (light). 

Boudry (2016), and those like him who hold that religion is the primary or most important 
motivator of extremists, are helping to squeeze out the gray zone. By tarring Islam with the 
extremist brush, they perpetuate the myth that Islam is a violent religion and that Muslims are 
violent. Boudry's mistaken narrative reinforces Western media's predominantly negative portrayal 
of Muslims as violent, fanatical, bigoted, and terrorists (ignoring the 99.999% of Muslims who are 
not). And then we're on to Islamophobia. 

It is very difficult for Westerners to isolate their understanding and loathing of ISIS and 
other extremists without sliding into Islamophobia. And increasing Islamophobia, ISIS hopes, will 
entice young Muslims out of the gray and into the fight. The vast majority of Muslims, it must be 
noted, find ISIS and other extremist groups tyrannical, oppressive and vicious (Poushter, 2017). 
Violent extremism is, they believe, a perversion of Islam (as the KKK and Westboro Baptist are 
perversions of Christianity). They cite the Quran which states that there is no compulsion in 
matters of religion (Al-Baqara: 256). According to the Quran, war is only for self-defense 
(Al-Baqarah: 190) and Muslims are instructed not to incite war (Al-Hajj: 39). Abu-Bakr (573-634 
CE), the first Caliph following Prophet Muhammad's death, gave these instructions for (defensive) 
war: 

Do not betray or be treacherous or vindictive. Do not mutilate. Do not kill the children, the 
aged or the women. Do not cut or burn palm trees or fruitful trees. Don't slay a sheep, a cow 
or camel except for your food. And you will come across people who confined themselves 
to worship in hermitages, leave them alone to what they devoted themselves for. (“War 
Ethics in Islam”).

Given this background, violent extremism does indeed seem like a perversion of Islam. 
Muslim leaders are in a pitched battle against extremist ideologies. For example, in 2001, 

thousands of Muslim leaders around the world immediately denounced Al Qaeda's attacks on the 
US. On September 14, 2001, nearly fifty Islamic leaders signed and distributed this statement: 

The undersigned, leaders of Islamic movements, are horrified by the events of Tuesday 11 
September 2001 in the United States which resulted in massive killing, destruction and 
attack on innocent lives. We express our deepest sympathies and sorrow. We condemn, in 
the strongest terms, the incidents, which are against all human and Islamic norms. This is 
grounded in the Noble Laws of Islam which forbid all forms of attacks on innocents. God 
Almighty says in the Holy Qur'an: ‘No bearer of burdens can bear the burden of another'. 
(Surah al-Isra 17:15)

Finally, I think it is dangerous to attribute extremism to religion and to ignore external 
conditions, because it makes extremism their problem when it is also our problem. If extremism is 
motivated by their religion, then they are entirely responsible (and they need to change). But if 
extremism is motivated in response to external conditions, then those who are responsible for those 
conditions are responsible (and need to work to change those conditions). As Gilligan (2001) 
writes: "We cannot even begin to prevent violence until we can acknowledge what we ourselves 
are doing that contributes to it, actively or passively” (76).

How has the West contributed to the conditions that motivate violent extremism? For 
starters, we overthrew a democratically-elected President in Iran and installed a despotic Shah (to 
regain access to cheap oil). After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire, we divided up the Middle 
East according to our own economic advantage and in defiance of good cultural sense 
(Sykes-Picot, 2016).  For decades we have purchased cheap oil from Saudi Arabia, the profits of 
which have fueled Wahhabism, the ideological roots of Islamic extremism (Wahhabism, 2001). 
We destabilized Iraq on false pretenses resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of 
innocent civilians (Iraq Body Count). We tortured Arabs in defiance of international law and basic 
human dignity, and have kept Arabs that we know are innocent imprisoned without charge or legal 
recourse in Guantanamo (Clark, 2013). Our drones have killed countless innocent people and their 
constant buzzing in the skies plagues children with PTSD (The Psycho Logic of Drones, 2013). 
And the US's unilateral support of Israel perpetuates injustices against Palestinians. 

In short, our shaming, humiliation and harming of Arabs have created the conditions which 
inspire violent responses. Given the huge power imbalance, the weaker power is forced to resort 
to guerilla tactics and suicide bombing. The problem is not just theirs. It is also ours. Justice 
demands that we stop laying the blame entirely on them and assume responsibility for our 
contributions to the conditions that inspire terror. Without attending to the conditions that are 
conducive to terrorism, it will not go away. Therefore, carpet-bombing mostly civilian populations 
within which ISIS hides will just exacerbate these conditions. 

Conclusion

Boudry and I surely agree that insofar as extremist violence is motivated by religion, the 

religious motivation needs to be resisted. I support the efforts on the parts of Muslim leaders to 
inoculate young Muslims against the co-option of true Islam by extremists. Boudry's insistence on 
religious motivation is empirically unsupported. The motivational structure of extremists is vastly 
more complicated. Moreover, we Westerners have contributed conditions that motivate 
extremism. We need to work hard and together with our Muslim brothers and sisters to create 
instead conditions of justice, equality and peace. Even if conditions conducive to extremism are 
rectified, some true believers will probably continue their violent struggle to create the caliphate. 
But their pool of recruits will have dried up.
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Abstract

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community currently 
dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens are engaged in an 
endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, patterns, and remedies of terrorism. 
Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 
2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a catalyst that intensified research 
efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). This literature review seeks to explore in 
detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of academic research on terrorism. These 
questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of terrorism? Are policymakers really 
addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its symptoms? To what extent has 
terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar on humanity? If we were to 
consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication could be prescribed to 
permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be appropriate to help 
affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in order to generate 
mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable information and 
respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? To answer these questions, a thorough 
examination of available research literature on the definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is 
presented. The literature utilized in the review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers 
accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest Central databases, as well as research findings 
published in edited volumes and scholarly books. This research is a scholarly contribution to the 
ongoing discussion on counter-terrorism theories and practices, and an important tool for public 
education on the subject matter.

Keywords: terrorism, counterterrorism, combating terrorism, terrorism literature, definition of 
terrorism, causes of terrorism, solutions of terrorism, terrorism research

Background and Impact Assessment

Terrorism and the security threats it poses to individual states and the global community 
currently dominate the public discourse. Scholars, policymakers, and ordinary citizens have 
become active participants in an endless inquiry into the nature, root causes, impacts, trends, 
patterns, and remedies of terrorism. Although serious academic research on terrorism goes back to 
early 1970s and 1980s (Crenshaw, 2014), the 9/11 terrorist attack in the United States served as a 
catalyst that intensified research efforts within the academic circles (Sageman, 2014). 

Since 9/11, many researchers in the fields of social sciences and humanities from 
universities around the world have been engaged in the monitoring, data collection, and analysis 
of terrorism related violence (Freilich, et al, 2009). In the United States, the University of 
Maryland’s National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism 
(START) has been playing an important role since 2000 in collecting and collating data on 
terrorism related incidents around the world through its Global Terrorism Database. With 
available data on terrorism, researchers at the Institute for Economics and Peace found that 2015 
was the second deadliest year on record with a total number of 29,376 deaths, and an economic 
loss of US$89.6 billion (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Several factors could explain the global spread of terrorism. First, it is believed that the 
emergence of ISIL from the Middle East as an international terrorist network accounts for the rapid 
spread of terrorism related violence in the Western countries through its affiliates in many 
countries and its recruitment of lone wolves on social media (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). 
Second, the militarized engagement of Boko Haram in the northeastern part of Nigeria by the 
Nigerian military forced Boko Haram members to flee to neighboring countries of Niger, 
Cameroon, and Chad, from where the group recruited more members and intensified its violent 
acts against the local populations, government facilities, and the law enforcement (START, 2015). 
The third factor is the regrouping and rebranding of Al-Qaeda after the killing of Osama bin Laden 
on May 1, 2011 in Pakistan, and the death of Muammar Gaddafi on October 20, 2011 which 
created a vacuum for the activities of terrorists in Libya. Al-Qaeda’s activities are currently present 
in Africa - especially in the Maghreb region - and the Arab world through its affiliates in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Lebanon, Kurdistan, Mali, Algeria, and other 
countries (Crenshaw, 2014). Fourth, Al-Shabaab’s continuous activities in East Africa, 
particularly in Somalia and Kenya, and its collaboration with other terrorist networks make the 
global counterterrorism efforts more difficult in that region. The fifth factor is that against the 
counterterrorism measures and the war on terror by the United States and its allies, the Taliban 
intensified its terror attacks and war in Pakistan and Afghanistan, with a 29 percent increase in 
terrorism related deaths and 34 percent increase in battlefield deaths, making it a total of 19,502 
deaths in 2015 (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). Without neglecting the other factors that are not 
mentioned here, the sixth point is the unpredictable nature of the transnationally connected but 
domestically executed terrorism related attacks by home-grown-lone-wolves in the Western 
countries (Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014; King and Taylor, 2011; Moghadam, 2006). The 
transnational nature of the terrorist attacks that occurred in Western countries, for example, the 
terrorist attacks in Boston, San Bernardino, Orlando, Paris, Brussels, Ankara, London, Berlin, and 

so on, show that terrorism is no longer a Middle Eastern, Asian or African problem. Terrorism 
poses a serious threat to the national security of Western countries, and the world at large.

Researchers have identified some common drivers of terrorism. In developing countries, 
there is a correlation between state sponsored political violence combined with existing unresolved 
intractable conflicts, and terrorism (Testas, 2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). For example, it is 
believed that the extrajudicial killing in 2009 of Ustaz Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko 
Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement motivated the members of Boko Haram to revenge 
through violence. The U.S. invasion of Iraq and the dethronement of Sadam Hussein in 2003 are 
said to have planted the seed for anti-American and anti-Western sentiments in the Arab world 
(Moghadam, 2006). The killing of Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, the war in Syria, and the 
interethnic war in Iraq created the conditions for the rapid spread of the Islamic State’s ideology. 
It is estimated that between 1989 and 2014, about 93 percent of all the global terrorist attacks 
occurred in those countries where state sponsored violence and intractable interethnic or 
interreligious conflicts exist (Global Terrorism Index, 2016). In some developed countries, 
however, it is believed that youth unemployment, exclusion, underlying grievances, access to 
weapons, and so on, drive lone wolves to commit terrorist attacks (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008; King and Taylor, 2011). 

Although the security threat posed by terrorism is highly felt in countries around the world, 
it is reported that Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Syria and Nigeria have suffered the most, 
accounting for 72 percent of all deaths related to terrorism in 2015. Also, it is believed that ISIL, 
Boko Haram, the Taliban and al-Qa’ida committed the highest number of terrorist attacks in 2015 
while being responsible for about 74 percent of all terrorism related deaths globally (Global 
Terrorism Index, 2016). 

Combatting the threats that terrorism poses to human and ecological security and peace 
will require concerted, coordinated, and proactive efforts from each of the affected countries as 
well as the international community. Each country, for example the United States, has initiated 
counterterrorism programs that involve all the relevant government agencies, civil society, and 
faith based organizations (Sageman, 2014). Nevertheless, the United Nations, through the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, has adopted many catalyzing and coordinating resolutions 
aimed at helping and empowering member states to successfully deal with the challenges they face 
in their counterterrorism activities. Prominent among the United Nations terrorism related 
resolutions is the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy (United Nations General 
Assembly, 8 September 2006). It is recommended in this resolution that the UN 
Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF) should help member states develop a 
global action plan containing four key counterterrorism measures. The four key measures are: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Each of these measures contain specific 
actionable items which will be discussed later under the solution subheading using relevant 
literature on this topic. 

However, it is important to note here that the Global Counter-Terrorism Forum (GCTF), an 
international forum of 29 countries and the European Union that works “to reduce the vulnerability 
of people worldwide to terrorism by preventing, combating, and prosecuting terrorist acts and 
countering incitement and recruitment to terrorism,” believes that applying the United Nations 
resolution to meet three specific needs is vital. Through its “Life Cycle Toolkit,” the Global 
Counter-Terrorism Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member 
states should channel their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and 
rehabilitation and reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit, n.d.). 

With the above background knowledge on terrorism, the remaining sections of this 
literature review seeks to explore in detail five fundamental questions that are at the center of 
academic research on terrorism. These questions are: Is there a globally accepted definition of 
terrorism? Are policymakers really addressing the root causes of terrorism or are they fighting its 
symptoms? To what extent has terrorism and its threats to peace and security left an indelible scar 
on humanity? If we were to consider terrorism to be a public illness, what types of medication 
could be prescribed to permanently cure it? What methods, techniques and processes would be 
appropriate to help affected groups engage in a meaningful discussion on the topic of terrorism in 
order to generate mutually acceptable and implementable solutions that are based on reliable 
information and respect for the dignity and rights of individuals and groups? 

To answer these questions, a thorough examination of available research literature on the 
definition, causes, and solutions of terrorism is presented below. The literature utilized in the 
review and analysis are peer-reviewed journal papers accessed and retrieved through the ProQuest 
Central databases, as well as research findings published in edited volumes and scholarly books. 

On the Definition of Terrorism

The definition of terrorism has generated numerous debates within the academic arena, just 
as the efforts to explain what terrorism is have been a contested endeavor among policymakers 
(Weiss, 2002; Schmid, 2005). Although the debate on the definition of terrorism could be traced 
to the 1960s and 1970s (Roberts, 2015), the current arguments on the definition of terrorism 
revolve around what exactly constitutes terrorism and a terrorist attack (Lentini, 2008). 

Scholars and policymakers are stuck in their efforts to outline the criteria for distinguishing 
terrorism from other state and non-state violence. While some researchers argue that setting 
globally acceptable criteria for knowing and identifying terrorist acts is important, others believe 
that such criteria should be relative depending on the situation, location, motivations, and national 
policies (Weiss, 2002). In-between these opposing positions, the third argument takes a middle 
ground approach and argues that when we see a terrorist act we will know exactly what it is 
(Greenstock, 2001, as cited in Weiss, 2002). This means that our knowledge or definition of 
terrorism should be derived from our perception of what we think and recognize as a terrorist 
attack. The idea of when we see it, we will know what it is, reminds us of St. Augustine’s answer 
to the question about time. What is time? St Augustine replies: “If you don’t ask me, I know it; but 
if you ask me, I don’t know” (Augustine, ., & Chadwick, 1992). 

Although these arguments on the definition of terrorism persist in the available research 

literature, there is a consensus among scholars and researchers that terrorism poses a serious threat 
to peace and security all over the world (Freilich, et al., 2009). Scholars also agree that the impacts 
of terrorism on societies in countries around the world are devastating, and that terrorism should 
be considered as an international crime under the statutes of the International Criminal Court 
(Lawless, 2007). For this reason, many scholars have argued that to define terrorism, it is 
imperative to go from the known to the unknown; that is, from the visible effects of terrorism on 
societies to the unexpressed motivations for committing acts of terror (Newman, 2006). This 
means that a definition of terrorism should include the impacts of terrorism on the victims, the 
consequences of terrorist attacks on societies, and the motivations that drive terrorists to inflict 
harm on others and cause substantial damage and loss to the society and families. 

One question comes to mind regarding this visible impacts and motivation assessment 
argument of terrorism. Could those violent acts that are sponsored by the state actors qualify as 
terrorism? For the past two thousand years, state actors have directly or indirectly inflicted 
devastating acts of violence on some populations as a means to achieving their goals, and realizing 
their interests (Laqueur 2001; Rapoport 2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008). Recently, it is reported by 
Democracy Now that about 1,500 civilians are directly killed by U.S. airstrikes in Iraq and Syria 
only in March 2017 (Democracy Now, March 30, 2017). Also, it is reported by Amnesty 
International that hundreds of civilians were recently killed inside their homes or refuge places in 
Mosul, Iraq, by the U.S. led coalition airstrikes after receiving orders not to leave their homes from 
the Iraqi government (Amnesty International, 28 March 2017). In addition, the recent report that 
the Assad government is using chemical weapon against the Syrian civilians outweigh the normal 
impact of terror on innocent populations.  

The arguments on defining terrorism from the level of impact it has on humans and their 
societies to the motivations for committing such atrocities, or from motivation to impact, show 
how complicated, complex and nuanced the use of the term terrorism is within the academic arena. 
Lentini (2003, as cited in Lentini, 2008) confirms that terrorism is a multifaceted phenomenon. 
Multifaceted in the sense that terrorism could be understood from many perspectives. It is like a 
coin with two sides, or a double-edged sword. World icons and Nobel peace prize winners like 
Nelson Mandela, Menachem Begin, and Yasser Arafat were once labeled as terrorists (Weiss, 
2002). 

Depending on how it is understood and defined, and considering the motivations of those 
who resort to violence to achieve their goals, terrorism could have both favorable and unfavorable 
consequences. From this perspective, some scholars have argued that strategic bombing, for 
example, could qualify as a terrorist attack (Grosscup, 2006). Military strategic bombing on the 
civilians located on the side of the enemy, just like the targeted terrorist attack by bomb explosion 
or suicide bombing which are committed by the known terrorist networks, are all carried out to 
intentionally inflict psychological and physical damage, as well as a loss on the enemy. So, some 
authors like Grosscup (2006) question the difference between those military strategic bombing 
that are intentionally dropped on civilians to weaken the enemy and the suicide bombing or 
killings committed by those who are labeled terrorists. 

In the last analysis, the question that stands out is: who has the authority, ethical standard, 
moral obligation, and legal parameters to determine and declare a particular group a terrorist 

organization? In 1995, Jordan and Weedon published an important research article where they 
argued that the powerful has always been the one to determine, name, and define contentious 
global issues (Jordan and Weedon, 1995). For Weiss (2002), the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal is usually condemned by those who are unsympathetic to the struggle and applauded 
by those in solidarity with the cause. Boko Haram, an Islamic religious organization that started 
off peacefully in 2002 in the northeastern part of Nigeria, for example, was declared a terrorist 
organization on September 14, 2013 when the United States government through the office of the 
U.S. Secretary of State designated Boko Haram as a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO) after a 
series of violent confrontation with the Nigerian law enforcement, beginning from 2009 when the 
Boko Haram’s founder was killed (Ugorji, 2016). 

Moreover, scholars like Grosscup (2006) have consistently maintained that defining 
terrorism and establishing the criteria for determining what is or what is not terrorism have been 
the preoccupation of those who are in the position of power. Often the underlying conflicts or 
grievances that motivate groups to violence are not considered before these groups are branded 
terrorist organizations. A hasty labeling of a group as a terrorist organization without a careful 
examination of the underlying issues could have many consequences. 

Roberts (2015) identifies three types of consequences associated with placing a terrorism 
label on a group. First, it could lead to misunderstanding and costly mistakes. For example, it was 
later recognized and acknowledged internationally that the labeling of the African National 
Congress led by Nelson Mandela of South Africa in 1988 by the United States and the United 
Kingdom as a terrorist organization was a regrettable mistake. Second, such labels could impede 
negotiation or mediation efforts with the group, to the extent that it will be impossible to utilize the 
“dangerous mediation” model proposed by Cloke (2001) in mediating fascism and oppression 
oriented conflict. Third, labeling a group as a terrorist organization may hinder future efforts to 
fight an enemy of a higher order in partnership with the labeled group, just as the Turkish Kurdish 
organization (PKK), although labeled as a terrorist organization by Turkey and some Western 
countries, has been instrumental in fighting ISIS. 

However, many scholars believe that to be able to set the parameters for determining what 
qualifies as terrorism, there is need to distinguish between state actions and non-state actions as 
they occurred in the past and as they are occurring in the present (Schinkel, 2009). According to 
this idea, terrorism is nothing but a spillover from what the perpetrators consider to be past 
injustices and oppression. Some scholars argue that “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 
fighter” and that “Whom the Israelis call a terrorist, the Palestinians call a martyr” (Weiss, 2002, 
p. 11). 

However, could the state sponsored violence be considered as terrorism? To this question, 
some scholars argue that the state sponsored military strategic bombing is governed by 
international laws, and when such laws or treaties are violated, the violators will be charged for 
committing crimes against humanity and gross violations of human and group rights to existence 
(Lentini, 2008). Rapoport and Wilkinson (1971, as cited in Roberts, 2015) were the first to 
emphasize the need to separate terrorism from other forms of political violence. Non-state actors, 
on the other hand, are viewed differently. Through terrorist attacks, non-state actors are described 
to be involved in “a symbolic act designed to influence political behavior by extranormal means, 

entailing the use or threat of violence” (Thornton, 1964, p. 73, as cited in Roberts, 2015).
Based on this distinction, Hoffman (1998) proposes a definition of terrorism that excludes 

state sponsored violence on the civilians. Terrorism, according to Hoffman (1998) is defined as the 
use of violence or a declared threat to use violence against a population or non-combatants 
including their possessions in order to cause a political change by creating fear in the society. 
While maintaining that scholars should be cautious in their attempt to define terrorism, Roberts 
(2015) argues that inasmuch as the core meaning of terrorism is largely accepted while the 
peripheral meaning is debatable, and given that the meaning of terrorism is not static, the notion of 
state sponsored terror should be included in the definition of terrorism. Whether the perpetrators 
are state actors or non-state actors, it is believed that terrorism is “a form of political 
communication, violence intended to send a message to a watching audience” (Crenshaw, 2014). 

Therefore, there is need to situate the definition and analysis of terrorism in a wider 
theoretical framework (Crenshaw, 2014). But most importantly, scholars and researchers should 
try to understand how policymakers and the law enforcement conceptualize and define terrorism 
in their counterterrorism activities. The pioneering research survey conducted by Freilich, et al. 
(2009) with the American State Police agencies about “terrorism threats, terrorism sources, and 
terrorism definitions” is very instructive. The researchers provided the respondents with a set of 
definitions of terrorism that includes those of the state agencies and academic scholars without 
telling them the sources of the definitions. It is reported that the law enforcement’s understanding 
of terrorism has about 83.8 percent match with that of the FBI and 40.5 percent match with the 
state department’s; and lower matches with those definitions from the academic fields, for 
example, the definitions by Brian Jenkins (27. 7 percent) and James Poland (27.7 percent) 
(Freilich, et al, 2009). 

To realize the goal of this paper, the four definitions that emerged from Freilich, et al.’s 
(2009) survey are stated below. 
• FBI: “Terrorism is the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to 

intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in 
furtherance of political or social objectives.”

• U.S. State Department: “Terrorism is the purposeful threat or use of violence for political 
purposes by individuals or groups, whether acting for, or in opposition to established 
governmental authority, when such actions are intended to influence the victim and or a target 
group wider than the immediate victim or victims.”

• Brian Jenkins: Terrorism is “the use or threatened use of force designed to bring about a 
political change.”

• James Poland: “Terrorism is the premeditated, deliberate, systematic murder, mayhem, and 
threatening of the innocent to create fear and intimidation in order to gain a political or tactical 
advantage, usually to influence an audience” (as cited in Freilich, et al., 2009).

Having reviewed the various arguments on the definition of terrorism, and with the 
understanding of terrorism through the four definitions stated above, one question that needs to be 
examined in the terrorism literature is: what do researchers think are the root causes of terrorism? 
This is the focus of the next section. 

On the Root Causes of Terrorism

The root causes of terrorism, just like its definition, are contested in the available research 
literature. Since there is no consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is difficult to agree on what 
constitutes the underlying causes of terrorism at the local and international levels (Schmid, 2005; 
Newman, 2006). However, a quick scan of the major research literature on terrorism from 2002 to 
2017 reveals common themes identified by scholars as the primary root causes of terrorism. 
Central to these themes – which will be discussed in the subsequent paragraphs – is the notion of 
existing or perceived injustices (Weiss, 2002). 

Actual or perceived injustice, however, is a complex and vague term. Are these injustices 
found within the economic, political, social, demographic, psychological, religious, or family 
domains? In his analysis of previously identified root causes of terrorism, Newman (2006) 
distinguishes between “permissive structural factors and direct underlying grievances” (p. 751). 
The structural factors represent the structures that enable, ferment, and perpetuate all forms of 
injustices. They are the enablers of terrorism at the premanifest conflict processes level (Cheldelin 
et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016). These structures could be local, national or international 
institutions that ferment poverty, unfavorable social change, unemployment, or forced migration, 
and so on. The underlying grievances are tangible political issues that have not yet been resolved, 
including “inequality, exclusion, repression, dispossession, sense of humiliation / alienation, sense 
of foreign occupation / hegemony, clash of identities / dispute with identity aspect, violent conflict, 
negative effects of globalization, sudden economic downturns” (Newman, 2006, p. 764). These 
manifest conflict processes, according to Sandole (Cheldelin et al., 2008, as cited in Ugorji, 2016) 
could escalate to aggressive manifest conflict processes of which terrorism is a good example. 

Nevertheless, both the structural factors and the underlying grievances alone cannot 
escalate to terrorism. There is need for a catalyzing agency. The catalytic conditions according to 
Newman (2006) are “leadership, funding, and state sponsorship” (p. 764). 

A deep reflection on Newman’s (2006) analysis of the root causes of terrorism reveals 
some similarities with the works of his predecessors. In 1981, Martha Crenshaw published an 
important research article entitled, “The Causes of Terrorism” (Crenshaw, 1981) in which she 
identified two distinguishing categories of causes: preconditions and precipitants. The 
preconditions are those underlying factors that create the conditions for the emergence of 
terrorism, and they are a combination of root causes and situational or proximate causes. Examples 
of the root causes that Sirseloudi (2004) outlined in his research article entitled, “Early Detection 
of Terrorist Campaigns” (as cited in Schmid, 2005) are “lack of democracy, lack of rule of law, 
lack of good governance, lack of social justice, the backing of illegitimate regimes, high / rising 
distributive inequality, historical experience of violent conflict waging, support for groups using 
terrorist means, vulnerability of modern democracies, and failed states / safe havens outside state 
control” (p. 133). The precipitants are those catalyzing actions or factors that immediately precede 
the occurrence of a terrorist attack, and they include a “counterterrorism campaign causing many 
victims to call “for revenge and retaliation, humiliation of the group or its supporters, threat, failed 
peace talks, elections, and symbolic dates” (Schmid, 2005, p. 133). 

Both the preconditions and precipitants theory of Crenshaw (1981) and the permissive 

structural factors and direct underlying grievances theory of Newman (2006) show that that which 
has the potency of causing terrorism could also be found within the causes of war in the same way 
that the causes of war could be explained from the causes of conflict, conflict dynamics, situations, 
environment, and motives. The difficult question is: why do some groups or individuals in a 
conflict or crisis mode choose terrorism instead of other conflict styles or tactics? Schmid (2005) 
contends that the choice of terrorism as a conflict style is based on seven factors: the size of the 
group – small groups are more likely to resort to terrorism than large ones -; resources available to 
the group including having access to arms and bombs; media coverage of past terrorist attacks, 
creating the conditions for a sense of fame and heroism; internal group dynamics; “relative group 
strength compared to the political opponent; the group’s ideology; and the conflict behavior of the 
opponent” (p. 135). 

Although the above root causes of terrorism may seem very intriguing and accurate, some 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted in the last decade found that, contrary to the 
popular belief, factors such as poverty and economic downturn or income are not significantly 
related to terrorism (Testas, 2004; Pedahzur, 2005, Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). Instead, these 
researchers found that higher education levels could even be an asset for transnational terrorism in 
some countries (Testas, 2004), and that increased state repression, structure of party politics, 
political injustices and ethno-religious grievances are significant predictors of terrorism (Testas, 
2004; Piazza, 2006; Çınar, 2009). It is very difficult though to explain how higher education could 
qualify as a root cause of terrorism. It is true that people who have higher education degrees would 
want to assume the leadership of an emerging political entity or a new state should the use of 
terrorism result in independence or self-determination. Also, people who have advanced 
knowledge in internet technology including social media and telecommunication could be a great 
asset to terrorist networks. However, could education alone motivate people to pursue their goals 
using terrorism? This question is yet to be answered by researchers. 

Nevertheless, existing interethnic or interreligious grievances and conflicts are most likely 
to escalate, serving as a radicalization pathway toward terrorism. Some scholars have argued that 
to understand the root causes of terrorism, it is important to explain how radicalization happens 
(McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008; King and Taylor, 2011); and what constitutes the profile of 
lone wolves, particularly “what moves an individual from radical opinion to radical action” 
(Mccauley and Moskalenko, 2014). McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) argue that radicalization 
and its extreme outcome – terrorism - could be explained from the perspective of the social 
cleavage theory through the dynamics of existing intergroup conflict. People tend to identify with 
their own group and do everything possible to defend their group. For them, what is branded 
“terrorism” is nothing but a defense mechanism in solidarity with the group people identify with. 

It is true that group members could have strong sentiments for and attachment to their 
group. But what exactly accounts for the shift from radical attachment to the group one identifies 
with to a radical action or a terrorist attack against another group? How could the radicalization of 
homegrown jihadists in Western countries, for example, be explained? These questions are the 
preoccupation of King and Taylor (2011). In their research on “the Radicalization of Homegrown 
Jihadists,” King and Taylor (2011) found that the root causes of radicalization and terrorism could 
be explained not only from the social cleavage perspective, but primarily through a combination 

identifiable patterns, locations, known causes, and dynamics. 
Also, efforts to prevent, counter or combat terrorism must begin by identifying immediate 

or short-term and long-term strategies (Pedahzur, 2005). As part of the short-term strategy, it is 
recommended by Pedahzur (2005) and reemphasized by Lentini (2008) that interveners should 
first establish trust between the vulnerable population and the government, as well as among the 
antagonists involved in existing conflicts. Once an atmosphere of trust is established, the 
long-term approach will entail the use of both the offensive and defensive measures (Pedahzur, 
2005). The use of offensive strategies includes the active involvement of the intelligence 
community from where intelligence is sent to the different stakeholders in the respective security 
agencies as well as the presidency. Signals from the intelligence will help in determining whether 
a military intervention or action is needed. The defensive measures include “prevention, crisis 
management and reconstruction” (Lentini, 2008). Included in the long-term strategy are the 
imprisonment of leaders of terrorist networks, negotiation, and provision of humanitarian aids to 
the affected populations (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 189).  

Some scholars have cautioned that even though the removal of the leaders of terrorist 
networks may weaken the capabilities of the network in the short run (Price, 2012, as cited in 
Crenshaw, 2014), such removals either by military strike, killing or imprisonment may fester 
strong sentiments among members of the organization and possibly lead to more recruitment of 
new members (Crenshaw, 2014). In 2009, it was believed that the extra-judicial killing of Ustaz 
Mohammed Yusuf, the founder of Boko Haram, by the Nigerian law enforcement while in police 
custody, would deter members of Boko Haram from committing further violence (Ugorji, 2016). 
The opposite was the case. Yusuf’s death in police custody triggered intense fighting and terrorist 
attacks against the Nigerian state and the citizens, leading to the escalation and spread of the 
conflict. 

The Boko Haram example indicates that the use of military force alone cannot solve the 
terrorism problem (Art and Richardson, 2007, as cited in Crenshaw, 2014). It is therefore 
imperative that any solutions to terrorism should display “greater clarity in the objectives and 
terms of reference utilized” (Irwin, 2015). Also, interveners should first seek to understand the 
limitations of these solutions and their long-term effects on the society before they are deployed.

This means that selecting the solutions alone is not enough. Other strategic factors should 
be considered. Hoffman (2009) suggests four interconnected elements needed to successfully 
combat terrorism and defeat it. First, there must be a clear strategy. Second, policymakers should 
have a defined structure for implementing the solutions. Third, there is need for intergovernmental 
agency cooperation. And fourth, there should be a unified effort to implement the solutions 
(Hoffman, 2009). Based on this set of guidelines, a five-point solution is proposed by Hoffman 
(2009):

• Denial of terrorist sanctuary, elimination of terrorist freedom of movement, and  
denial of terrorist resources and support;

•     Identification and neutralization of the terrorist; 
•     Creation of a secure environment—progressing from local to regional to global; 
•     Ongoing and effective neutralization of terrorist propaganda and information operations 

through the planning and execution of a comprehensive and integrated information 
operations and holistic civil affairs campaign in harmony with the first four tasks; 

• Interagency efforts to build effective and responsible civil governance   
mechanisms that eliminate the fundamental causes of terrorism and insurgency.   
(pp. 372-373) 

A solitary reflection on these solutions reveals a reactionary pattern. These solutions fail to 
consider and address the conditions that give rise to terrorism. Also, even though it proposes a 
counter-narrative measure, it does not recognize the need for rehabilitation and reintegration. 
These important factors are included in the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy: 
measures to address the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism; measures to prevent and 
combat terrorism; measures to build states’ capacity to prevent and combat terrorism and to 
strengthen the role of the United Nations system in this regard; and measures to ensure respect for 
human rights for all and the rule of law as the fundamental basis of the fight against terrorism 
(United Nations General Assembly, 8 September 2006). Similarly, the Global Counter-Terrorism 
Forum recommends that to successfully combat terrorism globally, member states should channel 
their efforts to three main areas: prevention, detection and intervention, and rehabilitation and 
reintegration (Global Counter-Terrorism Forum Life Cycle Toolkit). 

Sometimes, it is easy to develop a global strategy on a paper, but very difficult to implement 
it. The United Nations is a typical example. Before any resolution is passed, the core members of 
the Security Council will need to reach a consensus. Often, politics and rivalry get in the way, 
making it difficult for a resolution to pass. The same thing occurs in different countries, especially 
among the elected officials. Elected officials who are supposed to champion the cause of the 
citizens and work together for the protection and safety of the citizens end up antagonizing one 
another. Also, the lack of cooperation between the intelligence community and the academic 
experts in the field of terrorism research has led to a stagnation in terrorism research (Sageman, 
2014). Therefore, there is need to explore the solutions of terrorism through other research 
methods. 

Hence, I propose a future terrorism research aimed at knowing whether group facilitation as a 
methodological tool could help in finding solutions to terrorism and increasing the effectiveness 
(Schwarz, 2002; Schuman, 2005) of stakeholders to successfully prevent, counter and combat 
terrorism. In this future research, the skilled facilitator approach (Schwarz, 2002) will be used to 
explore answers to three fundamental questions that scholars have not yet answered in the existing 
literature:
1. How do young people, especially students, define terrorism?
2. What are the views of the young people on what motivates people to commit terrorist 

attacks?
3. What are the views of the young people on the strategies that could be utilized to prevent, 

counter and combat terrorism? 
Finding answers to these questions is quintessential for youth empowerment, leadership capacity 
building, and successful resolution of terrorism related conflicts.   
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of three psychological factors identified as “group relative deprivation, identity conflicts, and 
personality characteristics” (p. 602). 

Depriving a group of what belongs to that group, coupled with other identity based 
conflicts, are necessary but not sufficient in explaining the gap between “radical opinion and 
radical action” or in understanding what motivates a terrorist organization or group. For this 
reason, some scholars argue that in the last analysis it is better to explore the root causes of 
terrorism through the constituting elements of the profile of lone wolf terrorists, especially through 
their “personality characteristics” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2008). In their research, 
McCauley and Moskalenko (2008) discovered two important profiles of lone wolf terrorists which 
could explain the root causes of terrorism. These are “disconnected-disordered and 
caring-compelled” (p. 69). The disconnected-disordered are lone wolf terrorists with signs of 
psychological disorders who are motivated by existing grievances, and because of their access to 
or mastery of weapons and ammunitions, they are inclined to committing terrorist attacks on 
civilians or government property. The caring-compelled are those lone wolf terrorists who are 
motivated by the suffering of other individuals or groups to whom they are strongly connected and 
are compelled to act in order to “reduce or avenge this suffering” (McCauley and Moskalenko, 
2008). This explains to a high degree why individuals without previous criminal records could 
instantly commit suicide terrorist attacks in order to be recognized as a martyr by their group 
members (Moghadam, 2006; Pedahzur, 2005). 

The preceding root causes of terrorism, especially suicide terrorism, tend to show that 
suicide bombers act from a rationally, well reflected, and willful decision making, which makes 
suicide terrorism “a rational tactical strategy (Pedahzur, 2005, p. 33). However, this position fails 
to recognize or account for hundreds of minors who are being kidnapped by terrorist organizations, 
hypnotized, and forced to commit suicide bombing on their behalf. It is my contention and 
submission that these innocent children do not willingly choose to become terrorists. They are 
victims of terrorism in the same manner that victims of suicide bomb explosions are. It is important 
therefore that researchers and policymakers devote more time and resources to understanding the 
plights and vulnerability of the kidnapped minors and how they could be rescued, as well as how 
the kidnapping by terrorists could be prevented. 
  Preventing terrorists from kidnapping minors and recruiting the vulnerable fall within the 
ongoing search for sustainable solutions to terrorism. In the next section of this literature review, 
efforts will be made to examine the various theories, methods, techniques and processes proposed 
by researchers to prevent and resolve terrorism related issues. 

On the Solutions of Terrorism

For a long time, policymakers and academics have sought to understand what motivates 
people to turn to political violence and terrorism in order to know which solutions could be most 
suitable for terrorism (Sageman, 2014; Taylor, 2014). However, the fact that there are multiple 
causes of terrorism, and because of the disagreement over what constitutes terrorism, it is difficult 
to know for sure what the overall solutions to terrorism should be (Sageman, 2014; Crenshaw, 
2014). Nevertheless, it is possible to identify specific solutions to terrorist actions based on the 
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Abstract

Violent activities of extremist groups like ISIS, Al Shabab and Boko Haram are at the center of 
contemporary threat to global peace and religious harmony. They put Christian populations under 
tension. These activities help to sustain the impression that Islam is a violent religion especially 
against Christianity. Erroneous as this image is, it is difficult to erase it from the minds of many 
Christians and even moderate Muslims especially those that have been victims of religiously 
instigated violence. This paper seeks to identify enduring and shared values of both religions such 
as charity and love of neighbor at the heart of a shared humanity accepted and propagated by both 
religions. It is argued therefore that projected as core values of both religions, inter-religious 
dialogue and harmony are achievable in the interest of global peace and stability.

Keywords: Christianity, Islam, religious harmony, shared values

Introduction

At the heart of Islam and Christianity is the reality of one Great God, all powerful ‘father’, 
Omniscience, Omnipresent; one God that is absolute, infinite and merciful; greater than all 
mankind can imagine. To acknowledge and give credence to this greatness is expected of God's 
creation of which humankind is the highest expression of that creativity involving God himself as 
proclaimed by the Holy Bible: ‘’man is made in the image and likeness of the creator’’ (Genesis 
1:14).  This is the source of human divinity with all the powers, knowledge and wisdom above 
other creatures to be used to oversee the rest of creation.
 This shared unity in the acknowledgement of the One True God permeates all religions, the 
plurality of which does not diminish the supremacy of God the ‘Father’.  In this lies the essence of 
religion as a transcendent relationship between man and God; the unseen power with control over 
man's destiny deserving obedience, reverence and worship (Ikenga-Metuh, 1992). Man, thus owes 
total submission and absolute obedience to God. In an attempt to observe these elements of 
responsibility to God, man had inadvertently often reached beyond limit to again erroneously 
assume control of others by deciding on the basis of ‘monopoly of truth’ in relation to any issue. It 
is here that religious bigotry and spiritual arrogance erupt and find expression as key causes of 
conflicts and disharmony (Ikenga - Metuh, 1992). The grand illusion is that some religionists 
claim to have the prerogative to uphold the divine truth while others have limited knowledge of 
God's revelation.  Put differently, enforcement of the supreme will of God is their responsibility 
even when they have scant understanding of that will.
 The pernicious presumption of knowing the position of the One God on all issues by 
extremists is at the root of inter-faith disruptions and the concomitant upheavals being witnessed 
around the world. The central premise of Islam and Christianity is embedded in the Golden Rule. 
It is privileged as a salient religious value from which all other morally sound values that uphold 
the divinity of mankind derives. While it is accepted universally that religious values are relative 
and never absolute, the end of those values are absolute; the preservation and protection of the 
human divinity. Islam and Christianity teach appreciation of values in a progressive manner and 
are seen as basic principles of daily existence and are in complete harmony. This harmonious unity 
is derived from the Golden Rule that radiates values of justice, mercy, compassion, love, and 
includes virtues of beneficence, charity, truthfulness, trustworthiness, courtesy, self- sacrifice, the 
defense of others and piety (Effendi, 1980).
 Overlooking these shared values or an extreme interpretation of these has led to extremism 
or fanaticism creating inter- and intra- religious upheavals seen around the world. The Middle East 
demonstrates an exemplar of this extremism with several intolerant or very hostile groups even 
within Islam. Other parts of the world have witnessed similar violent uprisings such as the case of 
Boko Haram in Nigeria that evolved from the Maitatsine riots of the 1980s to the Kafanchan 
religious violence in Kaduna in 1987 (Bako, 1992; Genyi, 2016). Again, in the 2000s had arisen 
series of clashes between adherents of the two religions on the implementation of Sharia law in 
northern states in Nigeria. The Arab World has and remains the hot bed of religious extremism that 
seems to endanger other religions in Syria, Iraq and Iran. The presence of Al Qaeda, ISIL in 
Afghanistan and Syria, and Al Qaeda in Yemen tell the extremist story more loudly. Somalia and 

Kenya have had a fair share of this extremism through the activities of Al Shabab (Genyi, 2016). 
September 11, 2001 appears to have heralded their reach of religious hatred to all parts of the 
world when the USA played host to Al Qaeda led attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center.
 These exemplars of religious intolerance have overshadowed the possibility of religious 
harmony in an overarching religiously plural world. The extent of this global religious diversity 
suggests that it cannot be eliminated. What is reasonable is to live with it in the best possible way. 
One way to do so is to identify shared values that have endured centuries of religious practices by 
Islam and Christianity, two of the world’s dominant religions. It is argued here that the shared 
values of charity and love, the cornerstone of the Golden Rule offers the pragmatic platform for 
interfaith dialogue for religious harmony for enhanced peace and stability on a global scale.

Value as a Concept in Religion

It is pertinent to explore the meaning of value in order to come to a clear perspective on the 
relevance and impact of the concept in a religious context. Value is indisputably a complex 
concept in terms of its relativity and a shy away from absoluteness (Mazrui, 2005). Values are 
simply rules by which we make decisions about right or wrong, should and shouldn't, good or bad. 
These decisions on the basis of values inform us about which is ‘’more or less important, which is 
useful, when we have to’’ (Mazrui, 2005) trade off meeting one value over another. Put broadly, 
values can be taken as beliefs of a person or social group in which they have an emotional 
investment in favor of or against something. To the extent of perceiving values as the basis of 
decisions and belief, Inlow (1956) conceives values as 'the determiners in man that influence his 
choices in life and that thus decide his behavior'.  Human behavior is therefore entirely shaped by 
a value system well often informed by life experiences, which in turn constitutes general guides to 
behavior (Raths, Harmin and Simon (1966). Informed human experiences therefore influence 
preferences in life which suggest that value in itself is a tendency to prefer (Rogers, 1969). These 
conceptions are utilitarian in nature (Manus, 1992). In making choices, human beings tend to be 
rational in considering the utility of a given activity or thing. In a functional sense, Kluckhohn 
(1961) has noted that ‘’a value is a selective orientation toward experience, implying deep 
commitment or repudiation, which influence the ordering of choices between possible alternatives 
in action.’’ From a religious perspective, values are hierarchically stratified and dichotomized 
between material and spiritual existence. The latter is considered superior and the former to be 
absolutely subordinated to the latter at all given times. Spiritual values are designed to assist 
human beings in attaining the ultimate aim in creation. Religious authorities therefore believe that 
given the primacy of this ultimate goal of unity with the spiritual order of reality, religious values 
must be considered superior to natural values (Manus, 1992, p.41).
 Values are central in religion and constitute the cornerstone of any. They shape and guide 
behavior of adherents. They constitute things that are considered important and order preferences 
shared among members of a given social group at any given time or the other in favor of other 
things. In all religions, values deal with what is good and bad, normal and abnormal or appropriate 
and unacceptable. Muslims and Christians hold tenaciously to values considered absolute and 
superior and hence must be adhered to and protected at all times in all circumstances. Their 

observance reflects the true attitude of a believer in any of the faith. The absoluteness of these 
values constitutes inviolable beliefs in both religions. Justice, love and the divinity of humanity are 
some of these absolute values. These values are viewed as the means for the attainment of higher 
goals such as eternal bliss (Riukas, n.d). Strict observance of religious values is a necessary 
condition for the realization of eternal happiness promised by Christianity and Islam.

Shared Values in Islam and Christianity

A shared value is a notion that attempts to establish commonality of beliefs and preferences 
among the adherents of the world's most dominant religions. The idea of a commonality in values 
goes to the logical connectivity in the power of similarities which support likely behavior. This 
may be contagious and tend to reduce tension and anxiety that would likely result in adverse and 
harmful conduct against members of another group.
 The belief in one supreme God the ‘Father’ creates a source of flow of shared values. For 
Christians, the Decalogue (ten commandments) points to two forms of behavior primed to appeal 
to God through love of Him and love of one another; all made in his image and likeness. The first 
three commandments of God address the servant - God relationship that upholds the supremacy of 
God the ‘Father’.  This supremacy detests any form of behavior or activity that undermines God in 
any way possible.  Christians are told in no ambiguous terms about the place of God in their entire 
life.  Exodus 20:1-6 states that "I am the Lord your God … you shall have no other gods before 
me…. You shall not bow down to them nor serve them… you shall not take the name of the Lord 
your God in vain." These commandments have established the supremacy of God and will not 
accept attempts to have rivals likely; even inappropriate use of His name is strongly forbidden. To 
worship him alone is the only prescribed activity to the extent of setting aside a full day for that 
purpose in honor of Him.
 Similarly, Islam upholds Allah in Surah: 1a, as ‘’Beneficent’’, ‘’Merciful’’, ‘’Lord of the 
Worlds’’, ‘’Owner of the Day of Judgment’’ and one who points to ‘’the straight path’’, and shows 
favor or anger. To further demonstrates the supremacy of Allah, Surah 5:18 states that "Allah is the 
sovereignty of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them."   Saleeb and Geslen (2011) 
have recollected the supremacy of Allah as an absolute, independent, unique and sovereign, and 
hold that:

He is the first and the last.  He is unique, and nothing resembles Him in any respect. He is 
One and the One. He is self-sustained and does not need anything, but everything needs 
Him… He is the Willer of existing things and the things that will exist, and nothing 
happens apart from his will. He is the knower of all that can be known. His knowledge 
encompasses the whole universe that he has created, and he alone sustains. God is 
completely sovereign over all creation. (p. 41)

 This powerful, all-encompassing picture of Allah without any equivocation depicts 
humans as finite inconsequential beings totally incapable of doing anything worthy for God 
especially to the extent of adding anything for or seeking to protect God's interest in any form. This 
means that the use of violence by extremists to protect Allah's name or so-called interest is 
unnecessary. If the entire humanity depends on God for survival, then it is rather absurd that a 
helpless humanity would turn against itself in defense of God! For both Christians and Muslims, 

the supremacy of God’s belief as a value should humble adherents of the two religions to learn to 
be submissive to the will of the creator and appreciate their common divinity in a harmonious and 
peaceful co-existence.
 Another basis of an interfaith accord between Muslims and Christians is the Golden Rule. 
The Golden Rule is sharply at point as a shared value. It further radiates other values as justice, 
mercy, compassion and love (Buck, 2013). By upholding virtues such as truthfulness or, 
trustworthiness as elements of integrity, it underscores the essential quality of interpersonal 
relations in a mutually reinforcing manner. The Golden Rule is ultimately taken as a fundamental 
shared value. In Christendom, the Golden Rule is a summation of the latter six pieces of the 
Decalogue. "You shall not murder, commit adultery, steal, bear false witness against your 
neighbor, covet your neighbor’s house, wife, male servant, female servant, ox, donkey… anything 
that is your neighbor (Exodus 20:13-17) invoke the feeling of doing unto others what you would 
love them to do unto you. This is the Golden Rule widely accepted and preached to all adherents 
as the basis of the entire summation of one’s religious life. This underscores the peaceful, cordial 
and harmless relations with one another in deference to God. The common tenet in faith traditions, 
least Islam and Christianity, is that "we should treat others as we would have them treat us" (Buck, 
2013, p.3). As a shared value, religious adherents would take from it a capacity of service for the 
common good. Religious leaders would therefore find in its invocation fulfilling a standard of 
mutual and reciprocal care. The Rule is neutral without distinction among humanity. The 
reciprocal care is devoid of relativity of faith.  Muslims would not fail to treat Christians with 
respect and love because they are not Muslims and vice versa. The common denominator in the 
Golden Rule philosophy is humanity accepted by both religions as divine.
 The holy books of the Bible and Quran are abounding with exhortations in respect of the 
Golden Rule. For instance, in Matthew 7:12, Jesus Christ affirms: "therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to them, for this is the Law and the prophets." Also, Matthew 22:39 
clearly underscores the importance of love: "thou shall love your neighbor as yourself; on these 
two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”
 In a similar way, renowned Islamic leaders have invoked this rule copiously. Sahih Muslim 
Mohammad states that "whoever wishes to be delivered from the fire and enter the garden should 
die with faith in Allah… and should treat the people as he wishes to be treated by them." Also, 
An-Nawawi states that "None of you (truly) believes until he wishes for his brother what he wishes 
for himself." The law of reciprocity is the bedrock of interpersonal relation lubricated by faith 
through respect for God. It is in humans that we find opportunities for attesting to our belief in God 
through acts of love for one another.
 Discussions about shared values point to the ultimate goal of achieving harmony between 
the Christian and Muslim communities around the world. Put differently, the absence of peace 
between adherents of these faiths hurts the world as it affects every progress towards a prosperous 
society. But peace is founded instrumentally on love and justice; surprisingly both Islam and 
Christianity invoke peace as an essential ingredient in their dogma (Manus, 1992).
 The epitomic place of love in Christianity reveals the contradiction among early Christians 
between authentic worship of God and mistreatment of others. In this practice was a violation of 
the principle of justice and fairness. Justice is seen as "a moral virtue that consists in the constant 

and firm will to give one’s due to God and neighbor" (Catechism of the Catholic Church). To God, 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls justice "virtue of Religion." Justice toward men 
disposes one to respect the right of everyone and "to establish in human relationships the harmony 
that promotes equity with regards to persons and to the common good." To be just means one has 
to be habitually right in thinking and acts that are upright towards one’s neighbor. Love and justice 
thus flow together and especially acts that clearly favor others in an impartial manner seal the 
synergy. Christian love is true reflection of sacrifice of oneself in love of God for humanity that 
Jesus exemplified. Adherents of Christianity are enjoined to express their faith in volitional, 
respectful and unconditional love for God with one another as Paul records in 1Corinthians 10:24 
(Kunkle, n.d). Paul notes: "Be imitators of God as beloved children and live in love as Christ loved 
us and gave himself up for us."  In practicalizing this, it is expected to permeate all social platforms 
of interaction including friendship, marriage and family. Love of God is expressed in human 
response to God's love through the love of neighbor.
 Christian teaching portrays love of neighbor irrespective of religion or tribe or race or any 
other form of identity. Indeed, one is taught to care for one’s enemies through charitable acts of 
prayer and to refrain from revenge. This principle is elaborated thus:

If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?  Even 'sinners' love those who 
love them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? 
Even 'sinners' do that. And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what 
credit is that to you? Even 'sinners' lend to 'sinners', expecting to be repaid in full. But love 
your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. 
Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because He is kind 
to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful and just as your father is merciful. (Luke 6: 32 – 
36)

These tendencies are to enhance peace and had been clearly reinforced by the strong admonition 
to refrain from revenge. Christ condemned the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth 
(Matthew 5:38-41). Paul exhorts the Romans to bless those who persecute them and never pay evil 
for evil. To live peaceably he advices: 

Beloved, never revenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, 
vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.  No, If your enemies are hungry, feed them; 
if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 
12:18-21)

 These teachings sought to eliminate violence as an alternative form of behavior in the 
interest of peace through love and justice. To furnish the acts of love, charity, through generous 
sharing with the needy, is taught by Christianity as a very high virtue.  Christians are enjoined to 
share their wealth with the poor to check the vices of greed, covetousness, pride and gluttony.  
Luke 6:38 urges Christians: "give and it will be given to you." Rich people like Zachaeus heeded 
the teaching on wealth sharing and redistributed his riches with the poor (Luke 19:8-10). Jesus 
urged the Christian community to be generous and charitable with their resources, time, talent and 
treasure to the benefit of the poor, sick, prisoners and indeed the needy (Matthew 25:7). Christ 

invited the generous and charitable and said unto them:

Come, you that are blessed by my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you… I was 
hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave something to drink, I was a 
stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked, and you gave me clothing, I was sick, and you 
took care of me…. (Matthew 25:34)

 These acts of generosity and charity are at the very heart of Christianity and by extension 
Islamic practice. These acts demonstrate in no uncertain terms worship and love of God expressed 
through love of the needy and poor fellow human beings. In these acts, love and justice are 
activated for the sake of peace. These acts know no religion or tribe or race.
 In Islam, a true Muslim is required to believe in the one God, Angels, the Prophets, the 
Scripture and the Day of Judgment (Nazeer, 2000). These beliefs have to be translated into actions 
of faith, indicative of religious practice. The most important Islamic social values are articulated 
in the Quran and reinforced by the life-style of the Prophet. In Medina where the first Muslim 
community was founded, it was characterized by an affirmation of human dignity and social 
justice (Kunkle, n.d). All Islamic values have therefore been derived from the Quran, the personal 
examples of the Prophet and the writings that followed his teaching. The Hadiths are a 
compendium of the Prophets personal examples and the Sunnah, the Muslim way of life. In these 
documents including the Quran are found fundamental issues of social justice. The whole essence 
is to bring the individual closer to God by creating a just society.
 Justice is the cornerstone of Islamic faith. It informs Islamic theology and social values. 
The Quran affirms that justice is a command from God (16:90, 5:8). It enjoins believers to adhere 
to what is just and kind and forbidding that which is unjust (72:15, 60:8). Justice is expected to 
permeate all actions, speech and thoughts of Muslims. For example, "when you speak, speak with 
justice, even if it is against someone close, to you… (6:152). The practice of justice is not restricted 
to familiar persons and must be extended to strangers as well. This form of justice is laced with the 
principle of equality as a basis for peace. The Quran asserts that the only basis for differentiation 
is piety (Taqwa) or righteousness (Birr). It states:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye may despise (each other). 
Verily the most honored in the sight of Allah is (who is) the most righteous of you… 
(49:13)

 Verses like these from the Holy Quran demonstrate shared historical similarities between 
Christianity and Islam with a common root in the faith of Abraham and Isaac. In this sense both 
religions "tend to be universalistic in their outlook’’ (Blankenhorn, 2009, p.1).
 This universalism takes bearing from the five pillars of Islam: The Creed (Shahada); 
Prayer (Salat), Almsgiving (Zakat), Ramadan: Fast (Sawm) and Pilgrimage (Hajj) (Ritcher, 2001). 
At the apex of these pillars is God while the individual is at the base linked inextricably through 
these pillars that are manifested in the activities of the individual within the social setting of the 
community. Without activating these pillars in concrete actions to be felt by the community, the 
individual would have no vital link with God.  Hence of the five pillars only the Shahada can be 

accomplished alone, the profession of faith (Kunkle, n.d). The other pillars are accomplished only 
by the participation in community life. The community is instituted by God to serve as a true 
example of fraternity and social justice (2:143). This does not confer superiority but rather a 
commonality of shared humanity. All believers are "brothers in religion and must not oppress one 
another, nor abandon assisting each other, nor hold one another in contempt." This Hadith 
teaching intones that the seat of righteousness is the heart which the righteous does not 
discriminate nor demean a fellow Muslim.
 The Golden Rule is found elaborately expressed in Islam underscoring fraternity and care 
for one another. The Prophet had said "No man is a believer until he wishes for his brother that 
which he wishes for himself" (Hadith No. 12). The Prophet affirmed this by asserting that the most 
important aspect of faith (Imam) in addition to worshipping God is "To do unto all men as you 
would wish to have done unto you, and to reject for others what you would reject for yourself 
(Hadith No. 12).
 The Prophet's teaching reflected great compassion as an ideal way of pursuing social 
justice. The needs of the weak and the poor were to be taken care of. The Prophet taught that "He 
who helps his fellow creature in the hour of need, and he who helps the oppressed, him will God 
help in the Day of Travail." The Prophet identified compassionate acts as the most excellent form 
of behavior before the creator. He stated that: 

To gladden the heart of a human being; to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, to 
lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, and to remove the wrongs of the injured. Feed 
the hungry and visit the sick, and free the captive if he is unjustly confined, assist 
any person oppressed … whether Muslim or non-Muslim.

 These compassionate acts are further simplified in the third pillar of Islam - compulsory 
charity - almsgiving (Zakat). It is not just recommended, it is required of every financially stable 
Muslim. Zakat is viewed as "compulsory charity."  It is an obligation for those who have received 
their wealth from God to respond to those members of the community in need (Mufti, 2006, p.1). 
Zakat is designed to meet the needs of the poor and is also a means to cleanse the Muslim of greed 
and selfishness while exacting the equitable distribution of goods to the entire community. It is 
intended to bring unity and betterment to the society as a whole (Caner & Caner, 2001, p.123-124).
 Shared community life is the hallmark of both Christianity and Islam. The value is 
gainfully and widely disaggregated into socially justified acts of love that emphasize compassion 
for the less privileged. Both the Quran and the Bible have ample theological and scriptural 
recommendations amplified by the personal examples of the Prophet and Christ.

Tolerance: Means for Interreligious Dialogue, Harmony and Peace

 Sufficient evidence has been established so far about the shared values of Islam and 
Christianity. Muslims and Christians exhorted by Holy Scripture are obliged to activate religious 
faith through community engagement in demonstrating worship and love for God through acts of 
human kindness. On charity, fraternity, social justice and love of neighbor, Christians and 
Muslims all agree. In broader terms, the two religions are in agreement on the oneness of God, 
Prophecy, Sacred Scripture and much of sacred history. On ethical norms too are shared agreement 

on the sanctity of life, humane treatment of others, honesty in all human dealings, kindness 
towards a neighbor and application of justice (Pell, 2006; Nasr, 2004,).
 Despite the permeation of these common values, adherents of the two religions have had 
cause to rise against each other. In the cause of history, violent outburst has characterized 
Muslim-Christian relationship. With higher and widespread level of education, easy access to 
information, courtesy of technology, rather than enhance inter-religious harmony, the 21st Century 
has witnessed more intra- and inter- religious schisms resulting in open expression of violence. 
From Iraq to Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan, intra-religious schisms have dominated world 
headlines. ISIL and Al Qaeda in the Middle East, Al Shabaab in the horn of Africa and Boko 
Haram in Nigeria have taken to violence to establish or enforce their own presumed version of 
Islamic values considered 'pure'. In Nigeria since 2001, when Sharia law was introduced in 
selected states in the North, both Muslims and Christians have violently clashed on different 
occasions. The cities of Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi and Jos have played host to several occasions of 
carnage. The lynching of Christians for blasphemy occurred in Kano, Gusau and Abuja in 2016. 
These and many more instances are sufficient evidence of inter-religious disharmony being 
experienced in other parts of the world.
 The failure of the impact of shared values on adherents of both religions, particularly, the 
failure to work together through dialogue for harmony and peace is partly due to how often 
believers of the faiths are blind, arrogant and narrow in their thinking and worldview 
(Blankenhorn, n.d). Practitioners of these religions have often demonstrated ignorance of the very 
tenets of their faith. This has the tendency to lead to contemporary extremism or fanaticism of the 
kind being witnessed around the world.  This may seem that we may be notoriously religious but 
less pious. For instance, Nigerians have been ranked as highly religious, but inter-religious fracas 
have continued to occur in the country.
 Closely related to lack of understanding is the effect of misinterpretation of Holy Scripture. 
Kenny (1992) notes that there is a significant number of passages in Holy Scriptures that are both 
hostile and unfriendly to other religions. The misinterpretation of these by teachers and adherents 
creates tension and may result in violence hurting any form of harmony between Christianity and 
Islam. Dialogue is at issue here when creating a consensus on grey areas in both religions. But 
dialogue is not possible without religious liberty to stimulate engagement. It is only in an 
atmosphere of freedom that meaningful discussions can flow towards a desirable consensus. This 
further requires utmost caution in proselytizing and the need to emphasize more on the areas of 
similarities between the two religions. Far more important is for religious leaders to demonstrate 
vigilance in identifying excesses and refrain from abuse of religious power and its misuse.
 Accomplishment of these tasks depends on the level of tolerance to be exercised or 
observed by adherents of both religions. Islam for instance evokes its teaching as part of a peace 
package. Quran 2:30 requires that man should maintain peace with Allah, his creator and sustainer, 
fellow men as well as other creatures he comes in contact with.  This is presented as the core 
responsibility of man. This duty is essential within the context of religious pluralism that must be 
embraced within the belief in the fundamentality of humanity. Differentiation in humanity and 
religion is God's creation and was designed to promote the virtue of tolerance. The Quran (2:213) 
draws out this pluralism when it states that God sent off different Prophets to different people at 

different times to teach the same truth of the Oneness of God. Diversity must be tolerated because 
it is at the heart of achieving harmonious community life. The Quran states:

Had God willed, He would have made you into one community; but (it was His 
will) to test you in what He gave you. So, compete with each other in doing good 
works. To God you are all returning, and He will inform you about how you 
differed. (5:48)

 As noted succinctly by Sachedina (2001), religious pluralism is a prerequisite for a 
peaceful accommodation of differences in the individual and the communal sense of the highest 
good. Rejection of pluralism is challenging the wisdom of the Almighty God in promoting 
tolerance. The notion of tolerance is therefore ineluctable in managing diversity and promoting 
and preserving pluralism. Muslims are encouraged to interact respectfully and gently with 
non-Muslims through dialogue on religion. This is possible only in the activation of tolerance.

Conclusion

Islam and Christianity, two of the world's dominant religions have enduring and shared 
values rooted in their fundamental dogmatics and principles. These values are relative and 
progressive in nature. They are divine in origin and are in complete harmony. Christianity and 
Islam subscribe to a one God, Prophecy, sacred history and basic ethical standards of sanctity of 
life, compassionate treatment of others and the application of justice for the sake of love of God. 

These teachings are summed up in the Golden Rule as the basis for sharing the same 
values. The Golden Rule acknowledges our human divinity and diversity which is impossible to 
eliminate. To live with it and achieve peace and harmony, religious leaders must develop 
concerted efforts to reorient adherents on the essence of tolerance to achieve religious liberty that 
would enhance meaningful dialogue. Both adherents need to increase the tempo and avenues of 
interaction to promote understanding and check misinterpretation of religious passages. 

It is this abuse of interpretation and wrongful exercise of religious power that is expanding 
the arena for fanaticism and bigotry. Growing economic inequality is raising a pool of religious 
entrepreneurs hence the commercialization of religious movements is fanning schism and 
intolerance globally. 

Political and religious leaders must step back and reflect creatively on our common 
humanity in the midst of its pluralism and divinity in relation to the universality of the Golden Rule 
as a fundamental shared value for the realization of religious harmony through dialogue. Human 
understanding of the truth may never be perfect and disagreement on values should be treated with 
restraint by being open to other views.
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