
Muhammad Ali: Religious Activism, 
Political Activism, and Violence
Background

Muhammad Ali, born Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. on January 17, 1942, in Louisville, Kentucky, 
became one of the most famous heavyweight boxers in history. Beyond boxing, he was a 
prominent religious and political figure whose public positions generated controversy 
throughout the 1960s and beyond.

Ali joined the Nation of Islam and adopted the name Muhammad Ali in 1964. The Nation of 
Islam combined religious teachings with Black nationalism and racial separatism. Its ideology 
differed in significant respects from mainstream Sunni Islam. Ali later moved away from the 
organization and embraced Sunni Islam.

Source: National Archives, “The Nation of Islam”
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/black-power/nation-of-islam

Religious Activism

Ali publicly defended his Muslim identity, his chosen name, and his religious beliefs at a time 
when his affiliation attracted substantial criticism. His religious convictions also influenced his 
position on military service and war.

His association with the Nation of Islam placed him within a movement that advocated Black 
independence and racial separation. However, association with an organization does not, by 
itself, establish personal participation in every action or position attributed to that organization.

Political Activism and the Vietnam War

In 1967, Ali refused induction into the United States military during the Vietnam War. He cited 
his religious beliefs and objections to participating in war. His position also reflected his 
criticism of racial inequality in the United States.

The refusal resulted in his conviction, the loss of his heavyweight title, and a period during 
which he was unable to compete professionally. On June 28, 1971, the United States 
Supreme Court reversed his conviction in Clay v. United States, finding that the denial of his 
conscientious objector application had no adequate basis under the governing legal standard.

Sources:

National Archives, “Muhammad Ali”
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/individuals/muhammad-ali

Supreme Court of the United States, Clay v. United States, 403 U.S. 698 (1971)
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/403/698

https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/black-power/nation-of-islam
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/403/698
https://www.archives.gov/research/african-americans/individuals/muhammad-ali


Federal Judicial Center, “U.S. v. Cassius Clay: Muhammad Ali’s Fight against the Vietnam 
Draft”
https://www.fjc.gov/history/cases/famous-federal-trials/us-v-cassius-clay-muhammad-alis-
fight-against-vietnam-draft

Did Muhammad Ali Participate in Violent Activism?

Muhammad Ali personally participated in organized political activism, which primarily involved 
public speaking, religious advocacy, political protest, and civil disobedience.

Ali sometimes used forceful and militant rhetoric, particularly during his early association with 
the Nation of Islam and the Black Power movement. His political and religious views were 
controversial, and his early association connected him to an organization whose ideology 
included racial separation.

Conclusion

Muhammad Ali was a prominent Muslim religious advocate, political activist, and opponent of 
the Vietnam War. His association with the Nation of Islam and his political rhetoric remain 
important parts of his historical record.

His documented refusal of military induction, public advocacy, and subsequent Supreme 
Court case provide concrete examples of his political activism.

Islamist Extremism and Attacks Against Christians

The evidence shows that Islamist extremist groups are responsible for many deadly attacks 
on Christians in several regions, particularly parts of sub-Saharan Africa.

What the Available Evidence Shows

• Nigeria: Open Doors reported 4,998 Christians killed worldwide in faith-related attacks 
during its 2024 reporting period, with more than 82% of those deaths occurring in 
Nigeria. The report identifies Islamist militant groups among the perpetrators.

Source: Open Doors

• Other countries in Africa: Groups such as Boko Haram, Islamic State West Africa 
Province (ISWAP), al-Shabaab, and Islamic State affiliates have carried out attacks 
against Christian communities, churches, and other civilians.

Source: U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)

• Global terrorism statistics: The Global Terrorism Index identifies Islamic State and its
affiliates among the world's deadliest terrorist organizations. However, it tracks 
terrorism overall, not exclusively attacks against Christians.

Source: Vision of Humanity, “Countries Most Impacted by Terrorism”

https://www.fjc.gov/history/cases/famous-federal-trials/us-v-cassius-clay-muhammad-alis-fight-against-vietnam-draft
https://www.fjc.gov/history/cases/famous-federal-trials/us-v-cassius-clay-muhammad-alis-fight-against-vietnam-draft


What the Terrorism Data Says

The Global Terrorism Index 2026 reports that Islamic State and its affiliates remained the 
deadliest terrorist organization in 2025. Four major groups identified in the report, including 
Islamic State, JNIM, Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan, and al-Shabaab, were responsible for 
approximately 70% of worldwide terrorism deaths that year. All four are Islamist extremist 
organizations.

Source: Vision of Humanity

A separate academic study examining identified perpetrators in a dataset of terrorist incidents 
from 2004 to 2015 found that self-identifying Islamist groups accounted for 97.8% of attacks 
classified as having a religious identity. That is a finding about that study's specific sample 
and classification method, not a universal comparison of every religion or every terrorist 
attack.

Source: De Gruyter Brill

Therefore, the answer depends on what is meant by “the most”:

• Most terrorism overall: Islamist extremist groups have been among the dominant 
perpetrators globally in recent years, and Islamic State has been the deadliest terrorist 
organization in the Global Terrorism Index for much of the past decade.

Source: Vision of Humanity

• Most attacks motivated by religious ideology: One academic study found that 
Islamist groups accounted for the overwhelming majority of attacks it classified as 
religiously identified.

Source: De Gruyter Brill

• Most terrorist attacks specifically against Christians: The evidence documents 
extensive attacks by Islamist extremist groups, but I cannot establish a definitive 
worldwide ranking by perpetrators' religion. The major terrorism databases do not 
consistently classify every attack by both the victims' faith and the perpetrators' 
religious ideology.

Sources:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O--vPiAedWI

https://www.youtube.com/shorts/B2MtF0DkniU
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