
The Above Operate as Antecedent Conditions to:  

Education, Critical Thinking, and Terrorism: The Reproduction of 

Global Salafi Jihad in Contemporary Egypt 

Question 
What causes individuals to support global Salafi jihad? In examining this, I investigate the secondary question: To what extent does the type of education 

affect individual support for global Salafi jihad? 

Theory 
Scholars have studied the connection between Islamist violent groups and the level of education. Scholars have investigated the connection between Islamist 

terrorist groups and religious education systems, both independent such as in Pakistan and state-sponsored such as in Saudi Arabia. However, the connection 

between the type of education (such as technical verses non technical education) and Islamist terrorist groups, or terrorist groups in general is under-explored, 

if at all. 

Method 
Triangulation: I use an in-person survey (392 Cairo University students), semi-structured interviews, an informal poll, archival documents from Salafi 

jihad’s writing, site observations from Cairo, primary sources (such as the Quran), and secondary sources (primarily from the literatures of political science, 

international relations, and religious studies.) I analyze the survey results by conducting multiple regression analysis.  

Framework for Individual Support for Global Salafi Jihad 

 High Cultural Presence of Islam  

 Discourse on the Nostalgic Pursuit of Common Prosperity & Hegemonic Power 

  History of the Caliphate as an Expansive Political Unit  
         Dispossessed Umma  

  

  Past and Present U.S & European Imperialism 

 Dominance of Ibn Taymiyyah’s Counter-rationalism & Elsame’e Wal Taa 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Critical Thinking Skills as a  

Function of Type of Education 
 
Type of Education on the Primary and Secondary Level: 

Private Education           High Critical Thinking Skills 

Public Education           Low Critical Thinking Skills 
 

Type of Education on the Tertiary Level:  
Humanities & Social Sciences         High Critical Thinking Skills 

Tenhcnical Disciplines          Low Critical Thinking Skills 

 

Conclusion 
Passive thinking is central to global Salafi jihad- be it in the movement’s ideological basis, the antecedent conditions, or members’ recruitment.  

 Weak critical thinking skills cause Muslims to support global Salafi jihad against the backdrop of the antecedents.  

 With respect to education, a technical background is the strongest positive correlate with global Salafi jihad support followed by public education 
at the secondary level then the primary level. Thus the older one is, the more significant the type of education is in global Salafi jihad support.  

 Evidence on the antecedent conditions was consistent with this thesis’s expectations.  

 It is plausible that it is the discouragement of critical thinking in public schools that results in the positive correlation between public education 

and global Salafi support in Muslim-majority states. The evidence is stronger with respect to technical education; this lends support to the initial 

hypothesis that it is the discouragement of critical thinking in technical studies that results in the positive correlation between technical education 
and global Salafi support.  

 

From the multiple regression analysis, the most significant factors in determining global Salafi jihad support are: 

1) Perceiving the umma as dispossessed. 
2)  Perceiving Islamic states as necessarily expansive. 

3) Having a technical education.  
4) Perceiving the discourse on the nostalgic pursuit of power and common prosperity.  

5) Having been educated in a public school at the secondary level. 

6) Not being encouraged to critically think at the secondary level. 
7) Believing that if Muslim states united, they would necessarily witness more prosperity. 

8) Not believing that Sharia can be reconciled with people’s wishes in governance. 

9) Believing that Al Qaeda’s goal is to unite Muslim states in the form of a caliphate.   
10) Not being encouraged to critically think at the primary level 

11) Coming from a high socioeconomic background.  

12) Having been educated in a public school at the primary level. 

 

 

 

Religious Leaders Calling for Muslims to Support Global 

Salafi Jihad to Create a Trans-regional Umma-State 

 

 Passive Support if Low Critical Thinking 

skills as measured by Type of Education  

Anti-Americanism & Anti-

Westernism 

The above operate as antecedent conditions for: 

 No Passive Support if High Critical Thinking 

skills as measured by Type of Education  

Broader Implications for Theory 

This thesis calls into question the theoretical assumption in terrorism 

studies that postulates that-with respect to education- it is the level of education that 

may have an effect on terrorism support. The general consensus that there is a “weak 
connection” between terrorism support and education should be constricted to the 

level of education. When examining the relationship between education and terrorism 

support, this thesis merits broadening the concept of education to include the type of 
education- both in terms of public verses private and technical versus non technical. 

This also includes theories on extremism more broadly that merely takes into account 

the level of education.  

 

Broader Implications for Policy 

Education reform to encourage critical 

thinking is key in curbing global Salafi jihad 

support in Egypt in particular and Muslim-
majority states. There must be real political 

will and commitment to change the status 

quo.  This will can organically form or be 
brought about by foreign policy leverage. At 

the grassroots level, there should be a strong 

counter discourse and a counter movement 

against the passive thinking model so that 

change can be comprehensive encompassing 

both concrete policies and discourse. 
Organized civilians- in the form of civil 

society organizations and the like- can 

strengthen that discourse. In addition, small-
scale independent projects that encourage 

critical thinking like teacher training should 

be adopted. 
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Theoretical Significance and Contribution 

This thesis fills the aforementioned gap in the 

literature, which helps us gain a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between 

education and terrorism- an understanding 
that moves beyond merely exploring the 

effect of the level of education and 

investigates the effect of the type of 
education. I suggest that scholars have thus 

far asked the wrong question about education 

and terrorism, or, to put more accurately, they 
have merely asked part of the question. This 

thesis addresses the intellectual need of 
answering the question in its entirety. The 

intellection contribution of the study is that it 

reconceptualizes the education-terrorism 
relationship, broadening and deepening our 

understanding. I use the type of education as 

a proxy to measure critical thinking skills. I 
argue that critical thinking skills are central 

in explaining support for global Salafi jihad. 

Thus another contribution of the study is the 
addition of critical thinking to the scholarly 

debate on the relationship between education 

and terrorism. 

 

Practical Significance and Contribution 

On a policy level, my thesis has implications for education reform as a 

counterterrorism measure against global Salafi jihad given the overrepresentation 
of members with a certain educational background. According to Bruce Hoffman, 

global Salafi jihad cannot be defeated solely through military means as 

overcoming it entails analysis based on empirical judgment.1 Answering 
questions such as “What is it about technical education that results in this 

overrepresentation?” may pave the way for empirically-based counterterrorism 

measures, assuming that a better informed diagnosis of the problem contributes to 
proposing potentially more successful solutions.  
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