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Essence of psychological warfare under the ambit of religion: a 

comparative study 

K Anup Nair1* 

ABSTRACT 

From time immortal, study of religion and its contribution to society has attracted large 

numbers of scholars who have contributed in the same way or other to understand the 

teachings and the subject per se. This paper is an attempt to understand the psychological 

manifestation of the teachings of major religions (i.e. Christianity, Islam and Hinduism) in 

Context of concept of war and Military Ethos. The aim is to compare the philosophy of each 

of these religions and try to understand the quintessence of psychological warfare based on 

the teachings of the Holy Scriptures. Also, endeavour will be to draw out the leanings from 

the events of the history in context of the subject which will help us to mould our future 

course of action.  
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“History is full of religious wars; but we must take care to observe, it was not the multiplicity 

of religions that produced these wars, it was the intolerating spirit which animated that one 

which thought she had the power of governing.”  

                                                                                                 ― Montesquieu, Persian Letters 

 

Religion has played a pivotal role in the development of human society. The Maslowian 

theory had prevailed and need for attainment of self-contentment had led mankind to look 

for the same sort of supernatural buttress which ultimately defiled into a belief system of 

supernatural power, later called as God. This belief system ultimately formed the genesis of 

the concept called “religion”. 

 

Out of the three major religions that this paper talks about i.e. Hinduism, Islam and 

Christianity, the former had its evolution around 4000-3000 BC. Hinduism in a rather 

complex religion with millions of Gods/deities Coupled with sublime thought processes that 

are difficult to be understood by a layman. The rest two of the religions are termed as 

Abrahamic (Judaic) religion as Abraham is considered to be the common ancestor of Islam, 

Christianity and Judaism. 
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Christianity dates back to 30 AD and in a span of three years had established itself as a 

major religion in various subcontinents of the world. Christianity spread rather fast and had 

to face humongous resistance from the pagans especially the Roman Empire. Presently, 

Christianity is the largest religion of the world and is spread over all the Continents. 

Similarly, it was in 610 AD when Prophet Mohammad (Phub) ordained his divinity in 

Arabia and in a cause of 100 years, Islam had conquered majority of West Asia and beyond. 

The spread of Islam relates partly by mean of Dawa (extending the invitation) to the non 

believes its fold or through sword (contextually non- adherent to the basic teachings of 

Quran). 

 

Philosophy of religions in context of concept of war 

Hinduism: 

Hinduism is the only formal religion which believes in multiple Gods and hence is 

polytheistic in nature, however consonantly talks of one single God the “Universal God”. 

The Vedas, mainly Rig Veda, emphasize on 33 gods.  The Rig Veda mentions hymns on 

Indra and Agni and other deities as well and propagates Gods to be in their own self and not 

as a manifestation of universal entity.  The genesis of manifestation theory might have been 

formulated due to the Muslim invasions and to overcome complex situation of avoiding 

argument with the monotheistic mindset, Hindus developed a counter strategy of 

propagating one supreme God been manifested into multi-gods. The traditional rules of 

warfare in India are an amalgamation of socio-religio-moral framework, which gives 

alternative cause to the concept of warfare outside the Islamic and Christian context.   

 

Hindu scriptures define war with the word “Yudha'' which is very common in Ramayana as 

well Mahabharata.  The Mahabharata is full of military vocabulary anoting warriors, warfare 

and ethos of the Bhagvad Gita which clearly indicates that the concept of war is deeply 

woven in the Hindu mind.  Indian written records of warfare date back to Vedic period 

(1700-600BC) in the form of Rig Veda, duration of 1028 hymns which are used in the 

worship of the Gods.  The hymns of Rig Veda contain many references to the details of 

warfare at that time and early connection of war and Hinduism may be observed in Rig Veda 

1.91.23, where God Soma is offered prayer and the help of Ashvin God is also sought and 

acknowledged in marauding border-warfare (Rig Veda 1.112.22).  The famous weapon 

(Aayudha) hymn (Rig Veda 6.75) praises various weapons of the warrior which 

Mahabharata and Ramayana furthermore consolidates.  The concept of militarism is not only 

limited to the Vedas (Basically propagated as Aryan product) but also in South Indian 

scriptures as well. The south Indian militarism is commemorated in Virakkal (hero stone) 

which glorifies the fierce and proud Tamil martial spirit.  In south Indian scriptures 

(especially Tamil), prayer to several deities of war were offered for victory in battle (i.e. 

Korravai the goddess of victory, Murukan, Surya, Ganesha, Shiva, Indra & Vishnu).  Few of 

the oldest indigenous martial art system “Kalarippayattu”, “Vajramukti” and “Malla–

Yuddha” were the product of the then south Indian Hindu society.  

 

The change of concept of war and introduction of certain methods of war subject to 

restraints of morality were devised in later stages.  Mahabharata, the great epic of India itself 

cites for way and means to win success at any price, even to the extent of committing crimes 

for the sake of winning.  There is no mention of proprietary of war in the ancient texts of 

India except in Bhagavat Gita, which justifies the duty of a warrior caste to engage in death-

dealing warfare.  A formalised authoritative code of war has been given in the form of 

“Manu Smriti” and “‘Arthashastra” which talks of Manava Dharma Shastra and propagates 

duties of Hindu Kings. 
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This historical consciousness of Hinduism and warfare diluted with the introduction of 

concept of Dharma Yudha that developed post Ashoka period of Indian history under 

Buddhist and Jain influence where the osmosis of the ideas of ahimsa and conquering 

through dharma became narrative which was never a normative model of Hindu warfare. 

Hindu mindset towards warfare went through a rather metamorphosis by the influence of 

Buddhist and Jain teachings which resulted into Hindu models of warfare that blended both 

realist and idealist thinking while simultaneously paying attention to non-violence which 

further resulted into the collapse of original Hindu warfare system under the impact of 

Islamic and later English invasions as they did not acknowledge the so called same moral 

code of “Dharma Yudha”. 

 

The act of transgression is basically a mechanism for challenging rigid doctrines of 

orthodoxy which Hindu region also supports to provide an outlet to subverting Brahminical 

authority. The Hindu way of transgression is not as radical as transgressive ethical behaviour 

found in other religious communities. Apart from Hindu form of Dharma Yudha, situation 

ethics of Christianity, Jihad as well as Taqiyya doctrine of Sunni & Shia Islam points to 

“Transcendency Thesis” which focuses on the ethical consequentialism rather than ethical 

deontology. 

 

Islam 

The genesis of teaching of Quran is based on the man’s role in terms of ‘Struggles’ or to 

strive for movement and rather combating the résistance that acts against this constructive 

struggle. Basically, Islam believes in offensive approach against the combating forces of the 

evil using counter-initiatory forces for its existence which they exercised in the battle of 

Badr and Ohad and siege of Medina against the Koraish and Pagans. This offensiveness is 

supported by a gloriously spelt mood called “Jehad'' which basically means “striving”, 

“struggling” or rather advancing towards the divine cause of purpose. Islam believes that the 

fulfillment of goodness and rejection of evil is based on war- a war with self. Further 

according to Islam “Jehad” specifically means to fight against the injustice and the obstacle 

being imposed in the way which leads to the God. Also, it specifically says that ordinary war 

for the sake of revenge, securing satisfaction of money, land and women are not allowed in 

Islam and cannot be pretended in the context of Jehad. The issue of war or Jehad in Islam is 

controlled by one master desire of pleasing the Lord and fighting for the sustenance of the 

belief. However, this pious thought process in due course had been sublimed or rather mis-

interpreted by a few who prioritized lust, booty and land over self-contentment. 

 

Similarly, chapter 11 verse 190 of Quran specifically advocates for fighting in the cause of 

God and only to fight those who fight them and not to be an aggressor.  Verse 39, Chapters 

of Sura Toha teachings have been contradicted in hypothetical context time and again.  Also, 

it proposes the Muslim’s not to transgress  the limits within which war is allowed to be 

waged, not to be cruel or become revengeful and prohibits all cruel and torturous ways of 

killing the enemy including the killing of women, minors, servants and slaves who have not 

taken part in the actual fighting.  The Muslim armies are told to spare the blind, the monks, 

the hermits, the old, the physically deformed and the insane. It also forbids to decapacitate or 

the mutilation of men and beasts, treachery and perfidy, devastation and destruction of 

harvests, wickedness, adultery and fornication with captive women, killing of hostage, 

resorting to massacre to vary with an enemy and killing of parents except in self defence 

(mostly contradicting in historical prospective).    
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Quran speaks for the war aim of Islam through various verse such as verse 1 and 4 of Sura 

Mohammad, verse 39 Chapter 8 of Sura Infa’al and verse 9 of Sura Toha. The very word 

“Shaheed” that is roughly taken as martyr literally signifies the idea of abiding to God's law 

and to act against the one who attempts to obstruct the cause. The basic teachings of the 

Islam might have been lost in wildness due to the extent of its proliferation and the intent of 

individuals to incise their own desires and views to be superimposed perpetually. Islam 

advocates the very thought of commonwealth of Muslim states, which prophesizes no 

concept of territorial state and suggests all states/territories of this world to be under one 

umbrella governed by the Islamic law.  Even Iqbal in his lecture on “The Reconstruction of 

Religious thought in Islam” had bolstered the thought of Muslim states to acquire strength 

and stability to prepare ground for unified State of Islam. The Islamic law does not 

recognize the sovereign equality of all nations since as per Islam only God is sovereign in 

whom all nations deluge. This prophecy, further strengthens the Quranic military strategy of 

striking terror into the heart of the enemy by all means and subsume all nations under one 

Islamic identity. 

 

The Islamic war of imperialistic conquest covers hundreds of nations, over millions of 

square miles for about 1500 years.  This conquest stretched from Southern France to the 

Philippines, from Austria to Nigeria and from Central Asia to New Guinea under the guise 

of practicing the policy to dominate economic and political affairs of weaker countries.  The 

Islamic goal was to have a central government first at Damascus, followed by Baghdad, 

Cairo, Istanbul and other imperial centres. The introduction of Jizya was with an aim to 

allow non-Islamic local people less privileges and to be treated as second class citizens.  The 

Ottoman invasion of Christian Eastern Europe in which they conquered and colonized 

Greece, all of the Balkans, Romania, Bessarabia, Hungry and ultimately stopped at the 

outskirts of Vienna in 1529 AD, Mughal and other Islamic conquest of Northern India in the 

early 1600s buttress the imperialistic and concept of war based on religious.  Expulsion of 

1,500,000 Greeks, massacre of approx. two million Armenians and occupation of Cyprus 

and displacement of Greeks by Turks, enslaving of Christian and Pagan population of 

Southern Sudan by Islamic Northern Sudan, incorporation of New Guinea and East Timor 

by Islamic Indonesia, fight for Israel by Arab countries are few of the historical events of 

atrocities that braces the imperialistic attitude under the guise of religious war.  Until today, 

Islam follows the Quranic concept of war and continues its imperialistic, colonial and 

bloody wars unabatedly. 

 

Christianity 

Christianity is the middle child of the Judaic religion and the most widely practiced religion 

in the world.  The centre of this religion revolves around the birth, life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. Christians are monotheistic and believe in only one God. 

Incidentally, both Christians and Jews follow the Old Testament of the Bible, but Christians 

also embrace the New Testament. The concept of war in Christianity dates from the earliest 

years of church history.  As per Old Testament, Abraham had given some consideration 

prior to getting into an armed conflict with Chedorlaomer’s coalition of kings (Genesis 14) 

and fought with the coalition to free his nephew and his family. Religion and war are hand in 

glove entities.  Battle is fought with a belief that God is with them and exercised under three 

elements: - 

1. To achieve the goal of religion. 

2. As authorized by a religious leader. 

3. In lieu of reward for these who take part. 
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As per biblical references, in the Old Testament war was often seen as a holy war, a conflict 

which is initiated and led by God. The references such as Exodus 17:16; Number 31: 1-3, 1 

Samuel 15: 1-3, 1 Samuel 7:8-10; 13:9 and 1 Samuel 4:3, supports this holy war. In the New 

Testament, war is seen as evil and advices to avoid retaliation and revenge on the enemy. 

However, it further amplifies that war will continue until he returns (mark 13:7-8) and he did 

not oppose earthly governments on their rights to maintain armies (Mathew 8:5-10). Also, 

Luke 3:14, Act 10:1-6 also propagates the necessity of maintaining armies and the 

worthiness of military occupations. St Augustine of Hippo and St Thomas Aquines 

formulated the theory of the just war which is in majority followed by the Christians towards 

the concept of war. The theory propagates: - 

1. Just cause of war. 

2. The Means for peaceful settlement of conflict be exhausted first. 

3. Without hope of victory, blood cannot be justified. 

4. War must be pronounced by an authentic position. 

5. War must not cause greater evil than the evil of the enemy. 

6. Civil population must not be harmed. 

7. Prisoners of war must be tracked justly.   

 

Another minority school of thought in Christianity called pacifism exists which totally 

opposed the concept of war and took the example from Jesus who never resisted his 

prosecutors (NAS, Mathew 26:52-53).  A number of Biblical passages are cited in favour of 

Pacifism, including (Mathew 5:20, 7:13-14, John 18:36), (Mathew 24:6-7, Mark 13:7-8), 

(Mathew 10:28, John 14:1), (Mathew 7:21, 28:18-20, Luke 6:46, John 14: 15, 15:10).  

However, Pacifists are rather criticized for being passive and utopian.  

 

The first holy war in Christianity dates back to 312 AD when Constantine envisioned the 

war in the sky with inscription “In hoc signs vinces” (meaning “in this sign you will win”).  

Accordingly, he inscribed the holy cross on the armour of his soldiers and won the battle 

against an army bigger in numbers who were following pagan rituals. This imagination gave 

a reason for waging holy war and coined a term “Crusade” which lasted from 1095 until 

1291 AD.  Crusades were mainly waged to capture sacred places in the holy land which 

were captured from the Christian by the Muslims. The first crusade was started by Pope 

Urban II in 1095 AD in order to capture the holy places and to restore Christianity.  He 

propagated that the war has been desired by God and will absolve the sins of all who will 

take part in it.  They captured Jerusalem and slaughtered all the local residents other than 

Christians. In context of Christianity, Francis Baron had also propagated five major causes 

for waging war: - 

1. To spread the faith of the religion. 

2. To win over the countries those were once Christian. 

3. To rescue Christians from countries where they have been kept as prisoners/slaves.   

4. To regain and purify holy places been polluted by infidels. 

5. To revenge cruelty and killings of Christian population. 

 

From Constantine onwards Christian writers have added the flavour of war with the 

religious faith and consequently propagated the idea of violence as a vital tool in restoring 

justice and peace. Apart from this, in the guise of publicising Christianity, the conquest of 

the new world began by Columbus and English colonists. In an average 2/3 of the native 

population of Caribbean island and America (North, Central and Southern) were killed by 

colonist-imported small pox which followed by violence on surviving native Indians who 

fell victim to rape, murder, enslavement and Spanish raids.  The colonists in the name of 
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holy crusade found pleasure in inventing all kinds of odd cruelties and in less than the 

normal lifetime of a single human being, from (1492 to 1496 AD), an entire culture of the 

native people who had resided there for thousands of years were exterminated. The atrocities 

of the church continued in the 19-20th century as well in the form of catholic extermination 

camps in Croatia by Catholic Ustasha under their dictator Ante Paveli, Catholic terror in 

Vietnam and Rwanda massacres by missionary catholic priests.  

 

Psychological perspective of Religious warfare 

Religion and war have a profound relation. Religious practice contributes to prejudice and 

aggression and cannot be seen in accordance with ethos. Millions of people refer to the 

religious scriptures daily to explain their actions and to justify their aspirations. In modern 

linguistics this question has been debated through psychological process called “the langue”: 

the system of language which lies behind our individual speech-acts, or language, functions 

within our minds. In conjunction to the existing religious scriptures there can be little doubt 

that the langue consists principally of an articulate set of scientific statements, inculcated in 

one’s youth.  The act of aggression by a certain religious group as per psychological study of 

religion is based on what religious people read out of the religious scriptures rather than 

what is written in them. The genius of religion is meant to exploit the vulnerable 

psychological targets enacted by the face of uncertainty and threat. The theory of 

commitments to God to achieve divine protection and the belief of rebirth psychologically 

alleviates people from the fear of death, uncertainty and sufferings. 

 

As per Tomas Lindgren ‘Religious warfare is interpreted as an emotional expression that 

means religious perpetrators are termed as furious actors blinded by uncontrolled emotions 

of anger or hatred. This reasoning is based on an idea of a relation between frustration and 

aggression. Religious warfare is an institutional religious violence that is contributory/ 

instrumental factor (God beyond the violent act) to the more expressive violent form of 

frustrations.’ Religion has proved to be a powerful terror management since it provides 

ultimate safety and protection in the face of mortality during related warfare/conflict (Mc 

Carley, 2002). A study by a team led by Joseph Henrich, Chairman of the Department of 

Human Evolutionary Biology of Howard University shows that socially, and 

psychologically, people who belong to religious groups and attend rituals regularly are more 

likely perpetrators of religious violence. Again, this study shows that the religion-war 

pathway closes a potential feedback loop in which war fuels greater religiosity and catalyses 

an ongoing cycle of violent conflict and forms of non-violent resistance. The study is further 

reinforced by Juergensmeyer who adds that ‘cosmic war is based on two conditions- 

“imminence” and “human agency”. The warriors in God’s army believe in the imminent 

factor of the day of deliverance and can “force the end” by resorting to violence. Cosmic 

war can be empowering and the rewards being intimate and personal is measured in divine 

promises of salvation and paradise.’  

 

In the last few of the decades the importance of moral and Psychological factors has been 

considered as a decisive factor in warfare. Both Clausewitz and Liddel Hart had emphasized 

more on Psychological factor of warfare which has become a recognized specialized field of 

warfare now. The blending of religion and war is strengthened by a chord of high belief & 

moral turpitude that dictates the winning or losing of a war. As a result, all religion tries to 

cultivate this chord of faith and moral improbity into its followers to crusade against the 

others for various reasons. As per Quran, devotion to god dwarfs the effect of psychological 

and moral dimensions on the believers that the enemy could bring to bear upon them. In 

turn, God gives the power to the believer to launch effective psychological and moral attacks 
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against their mortal foes. As claimed, Quran recognizes the physical and psychological 

factors of warfare and propagates the prophecy of casting terror into the hearts of the 

unbelievers using Psychological means. The Quranic Military Strategy of warfare is based 

on the conception of “preparing self for war to the utmost in order to strike terror into the 

hearts of the enemies, while guarding self from being terrorized by the enemy”. The whole 

Quranic philosophy of warfare is based around the human heart, soul, spirit and faith. The 

dynamics of the ‘Base’ (Guard themselves), the ‘Cause’ (Preparation for war) and the 

‘Effect’ (Striking terror on enemy) plays a very important psychological part in instilling 

terror into the hearts of the enemy. Terror struck into the heart of an enemy is not only a 

Psychological mean but an end itself and in accordance Quranic philosophy advocates for 

psychological as well as spiritual dislocation of the enemy(non-believer) leading to a 

dislocated faith, making him vulnerable and prostate against the believer with a terror sticker 

heart. ISIS exploited the same presumptions and inflicted terror on the confrontational 

forces. 

 

Christianity on the other hand propagates the psychological mechanism of obedience and 

persuadability and argues for the very idea of ‘being a chosen people’ or instigating a 

psychosocial division amongst the community called “aggressive missionarism” that can 

lead to direct violence perpetuated by its followers. ‘Holy War’ or the ‘Just war’ is the 

substitute term being used to justify the act of aggression/violence. Economic and political 

exploitation or repression is another form of act of aggression that had legitimised the 

psychological differences and alienation amongst different races of the world and introduced 

slavery. Christianity introduced colonial mentality in various continents using the same old 

psychological mechanism of persuasion and propagated lower or negative self-image, lack 

of self-esteem amongst the natives who suffered under the psychological torture and 

succumbed to the act of aggression. In colonial Africa, Central/South America and Indian 

Subcontinent, colonial mentality was the outcome of intensive European propaganda and 

psychological warfare. 

 

Hinduism on the other hand consists of variety of doctrine and rituals. The psychological 

approach of Hinduism is rather metaphysical in nature. The Indian epic “Mahabharata” 

introduced probably the world’s first psychological warfare by the archetypal demotivator 

called Shalya who was the king of Madra and brother of Madri(the second wife of Pandu 

and mother of Nakula and Sahadeva), who fought the battle of Kurukshetra from the 

Kaurava’s side. Due to his dubious stance in the war, Kaurava’s lost both Karna and 

Duryodhan. The warfare of Hinduism is based on the concept of “Kootniti” or KootYudha” 

and so called “Dharma Yudha” which was later advocated by Manu and Chankaya (350 BC 

– 283BC) as well. However, post-Ashoka period the “Dharma Yudha” overtook the 

“KootYudha” under the influence of Buddhism and acted as Achilles’ heel of Hindu 

kingdoms been eclipsed by Muslim military hegemony and caused psychological 

discernment or cognitive dissonance between Hinduistic and other religious warfare.  The 

ancient scriptures of Hindu religion especially Ramayana, Mahabharata and Rig Veda had 

always advocated for exercising all means to win a war, however, with time and influence of   

monastic movement in India, campaign towards the psycho-spiritual well-being and 

religious aspirations of enemy soldiers as well and such metaphysical restraints in war 

distorted the original Hindu attitude towards warfare.  

 

CONCLUSION 

This study tries to bring out the comparative study of psychology of warfare being exercised 

in all three religions (i.e. Hinduism, Christianity and Islam) and highlights that the concept 
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of warfare and the psychological mean to overcome the heart and minds of the adversary is 

not an alienated theory and pretty relevant for contemporary multi polar world. The 

comparative value of ‘Jus Ad Bellum' remains almost same in all religion and ‘emerging 

ethics’ for violation of the rule of war and transgression is legitimized under the spectrum of 

psychological warfare which allows unscrupulous tactics to justify the end result. The 

psychological attitudes of Just war, Greedy war, Devour war and Demonic war are justified 

amply by each and every religion. 

 

Apart from this, religious warfare has played an important role in the development of larger 

scale social organizations and expansion of human communities. The first psychologist to 

investigate war was William James, who in his seminal essay “The Moral Equivalent of 

War” states that ‘warfare is prevalent because of its psychological effects, both on the 

individual and on society as a whole. On an individual level it makes people feel more alive, 

alert and awake and on a social level it causes a sense of cohesion and communal goal’. 

Steve Taylor in his book “Back to Sanity” also affirms that ‘the motivating factor of warfare 

(including religious warfare) is to increase the power and wealth of its perpetrators’. 

 

Religious warfare cannot be dealt with one-dimensional theory however; blend of both 

righteousness and holy war needs to be considered together. War is an act of aggression that 

cannot be shunned away and all possible psychological areas need to be explored in equal 

proportions under idealistic and realpolitik paradigm. In consonance with the deep-rooted 

principles of war, 21st century warfare will also be governed by the theory of contactless 

warfare with impetus towards psychological supremacy.  The complex theory of ‘Saam’, 

‘Daam’, ‘Dand’, ‘Bhed’ as conceptualised and formalized (in own ways) by each and every 

religion will continue to be justified and infused as a model of psychological warfare in 

future military conflict as well. 
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